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 Chapter One: To Gather an Army

  

 They were coming after him again: horrible, hairy creatures with two heads and savagely pointed teeth, running on all fours and some on two legs.  Deep guttural voices came from their throats and forked tongues kept flicking between their front teeth as they panted with exhilaration and anticipation.  

 They were nearly on top of him now.

 Suddenly the strange animals were all around him, and he could run no further.  They smiled viciously, peeling the thin layer of flesh back from around their mouths, for they had no lips.  Then the beasts charged him and he screamed as hundreds of sharp teeth sank into his skin.

 When he next opened his eyes, he saw his brother bending over him, pressing a damp cloth against his forehead.  He looked around, taking shallow breaths because of the pain.

 “You were twisting about in your sleep, Keelan.  Is the pain bad?” his brother asked.

 “Yes Quentin,” Keelan said weakly, “I’m hurting terribly.”  His left arm slowly moved the light blanket that covered his naked body from the waist down.  It seemed as though everything was bandaged.  He carefully peeled back one of the wraps on his left thigh to reveal deep gashes and ragged strips of slowly healing flesh from where the heathen monsters had bit him.

 “By the Dark Moon,” Quentin muttered.  “I hope it looks worse than it feels.”

 “About the same right now.” Keelan sighed.  “I had the dream again.  It scares me every time.  I wish there was a way to have a good, sound sleep.”

“I bet you do, brother,” Quentin said.

 “Good morning!”

 Both men turned to see a radiant woman coming through the doorway.  Her dark, curly red hair flowed past her waist and was just starting to slip around the wide curves of her hips.  Her emerald eyes flashed with sunshine and her full lips parted in a beautiful smile.  She wore a deep purple dress with her Royal Robe—a d dark purple and sky blue velvet robe with a dragon stitched on the back.  “How do you feel?”

 “He’s hurting, and his injuries look awful, my Queen,” said Quentin.  “He still needs to be watched all day and night.  Plus, he needs something to rid him of the nightmares.”

 Silvia nodded, sympathizing with her husband’s pain.  “I will ask Zander to make a concoction to help you rest easier.”

 “Thank you,” Keelan whispered.  He shifted in the bed and groaned as pain shot through his body.  His eyes rolled back in his head momentarily before returning to his wife.  He took a shallow breath, letting it out slowly.

 Silvia’s eyebrows furrowed in worry.  Her love was nearly torn to shreds and had stitches all over his legs, groin, ribs, and arms.  Luckily he had thrown his good arm over his head when the ferocious creatures had attacked him.  His right arm had been put out of socket, but was now fixed, albeit extremely sore.  A sling wound its way over his shoulder to support the limp limb.  She could almost feel his discomfort and her heart went out to him.

 “Do not worry, my dear Silvia,” said Keelan.  “I will be better in time.”

 She leaned over and covered his lower body gently with the blanket and smiled sadly.  “I’m afraid that’s something we do not have much of.”

 “She’s right,” said a voice from the doorway.  Sir Grant of Crider walked in slowly, still bruised from the battle against Lord Rohedon and his perverse army of creatures.  “We may have slaughtered Rohedon and his army, but his wives will know of it soon and there will be a price to pay.”

 Quentin asked, “How long do you think we have until the witches find out?  It’s only been three days since we won the battle.”

 Sir Grant sighed and took a seat in a heavily upholstered chair.  “I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted.  He pondered on it for a moment and then said, “Unless they were watching the battle with some sort of magic I think it will still be a few more days—a week at the most.”

 “Then we need to get moving,” Silvia stated solemnly.

 “Do you have a plan to propose?” Keelan asked.  He had a depressing feeling that he would not be an active part of any plans made; however he still wished to know what was happening even though he couldn’t lift a hand or foot to help.

 Silvia began pacing the room, her dress and Royal Robe billowing about her and her voice chattering away.  “The names of the three cities that stopped trading with King Rordar during the Lordalen War—I want them now, as quickly as possible.  Their locations must also be brought to my attention, as I will be sending trusted Guards to convince them to be our allies.  This needs to be done as soon as we finish our plans.  I will ride to Lordale to lend our support and our army. 

 “And what may I be doing during this time?”

 Silvia looked at her husband with pity.  She knew how badly he wanted to go, but…

 “I see,” said Keelan softly.  Unlike the others, his mind could see into another one, glimpsing words and pictures.  It was a great, yet terrible gift he had received upon nearly dying, though it was beginning to fade away.  And right then he saw that he would be staying at the palace while Silvia went to war.

 “I’m sorry Keelan…It’s just that the city will need someone to rule it and you will not be able to ride for quite a while—nor fight, for that matter.  Therefore, it is best, my love.”

He nodded sadly.  “Very well.  Anything for my Queen…on one condition.”

 “And that is?” Silvia inquired.

 Keelan cleared his throat with difficulty.  “That my most faithful servant accompanies you every moment.  Can you do that, Quentin?”

 “I’ll do it in a heart’s beat,” Quentin said quickly.  “What my Lord and Lady ask of me, I will do.”

 “Silvia,” said Keelan, “do you accept my condition?  I only want your well-being.  If something were to happen to you I would not be able to live with myself for not being there to protect you.”

 “I accept it with great appreciation; Quentin is loyal, smart, and a good friend.”

 “I am going to go retrieve the maps of those cities so that we can make better arrangements for our travels,” said Grant.

 “Our travels?” Silvia said, lifting a delicate eyebrow. 

 “Why, yes!  You certainly didn’t think that the Prince and I would sit here idly, did you?  Of course not!  We shall ride with you the whole way.  Can’t let you have all the fun, you know.”

 “Then the gathering of the Queen’s personal entourage has begun,” Quentin said.  “We will finish our plans today and leave as soon as we can gather everything we need—a week at the very latest.  I would suggest that someone prepare the city for our departure.”

  

  

  

 Hans pulled on the reins, the horses ahead stopping the carriage smoothly.  The carriage had been designed by Gregorich, but was well put together—unlike his skeleton chair he’d had in the dining hall which was currently being melted down for the gold it was made of.  The carriage was lined with silver trim, its curves standing out against the black painted wood.  The side step beneath the carriage door was intricately designed steel, perfect for Silvia’s royal boots to step upon as she exited.  

 The quiet ride out into the country had the young woman’s nerves on edge.  She looked past her servants at the fenced in cemetery, and fought the urge to turn back.  This was something she had wanted to do for a while now.  At the very center of the immense cemetery was a tall block of stone; as she neared it she could see the large oak door set in the recess of the eave.  She produced a long iron key from the folds of her dress and walked up the stone steps slowly.  Hans and Maura waited outside patiently as she stuck the key in the lock and turned it.  She took the brass knob and pulled it towards her, but it didn’t move.  She tugged harder and felt the door coming towards her.

 Just inside was a torch hanging in a cast iron bracket.  On the floor beneath it was a small box containing matches, which she used to light the torch.  The stone walls around her suddenly seemed to loom closer under the flare of the flames held before her.  The floor was spotted with the bones of rats and mice long dead in the dusty tomb.  

 The small room inside the entrance way was obviously some sort of temple to the gods.  An altar sat on one side directly before statues of Saphrite, the Goddess of Purity, and Aklamon, the God of Men.  These were the Parent Gods, the leaders of all of the Heavenly.  They had been tricked into imprisonment hundreds of years before, but no one had been able to find them nor had any clue as to where they were.  Surrounding the duo were the other heavenly hosts: Aldoa was the Goddess of Healing and of all waters smaller than the Great Water.  Geldin was her brother and was the God of War.  Chin was their sister, a quiet Goddess in charge of the Humanity in people.  Firayis was the God of the Dream World, and had seldom ever been seen.  Eerich was the God of Evil, as well as the God of the Underworld.  His name was often spoken with caution and fear.  Hasofite was the God of the Great Water that spread forth from the sandy beaches and was Eerich’s uncle.  They all looked down upon the altar, waiting eternally for sacrifices to appease them.               

Silvia walked over and laid down a diamond brooch she had had for years atop the altar.  It was not livestock or food, as was the usual custom, but she had not thought to bring anything with her to the tomb.  Nervously, she said a prayer softly to all the gods that the small token would suffice for the time being.  That done, she turned and went down a winding staircase, into the bowels of the graveyard.  The torchlight was much more eerie down there, glaring against the glistening walls.  She took a deep breath, ignoring the slight smell of old decay.  The stairs opened into a wide corridor at the bottom.  The walls had rectangular holes every couple of feet, all filled with the remains of wooden caskets.  Nestled in front of each pile of ruins was a stone bearing the name of the dead within.  She read the names with reverence trying to remember the family tree Hans had begun to impress upon her the night before.  She recognized several, but there were dozens that she had no clue as to whom they were.  She read their titles and how old they had been when they passed on, saddened by the knowledge that she had never known any of them in any way.  She walked slowly, lost in the world of the deceased, her imagination painting vivid pictures of what her family members had looked like.  The tunnel under the ground seemed to go on forever.  Her footsteps were hollow echoes following after her, chasing her shadow.  The tunnel twisted and wound around a corner.  There in front of her was a large circular room with most of the casket holes empty.  One casket hole stood out from the others, as it had a small silver casket sitting inside, not the remains of rotted wood.  She set the torch in a bracket on the wall to look more closely.  

 Her breath caught and the tears she had been holding back began to flow freely down her cheeks.  

 “Oh, Fyon,” she whispered.  She reached out a trembling hand to touch his casket.  “By the Dark Moon of Eerich I would have saved you if I could!  Had I only been born first…I would have protected you!”

 “There was nothing to be done, even if you had been there.  If you had been born first, it would be Fyon standing here mourning you.” 

 Silvia hadn’t heard anyone come down behind her, and for a moment she was too frightened to turn around.  When she did, a mirror image of herself in a different dress stood before her.  “Mother?” she whispered.

 The woman smiled, stunning in her dead beauty.  “I have waited so long for this,” she said.   “Even though Zacharias and I passed to the Under-world at separate times, we had both sworn that should you ever come here, we would leave the Underworld for a few moments to visit with you.”  

 A tall, handsome man appeared behind her, placing his hands on his wife’s shoulders.  “My dear Silvia, you are more beautiful than I had ever imagined you to be.  How proud we are of what you have done!”

 Silvia stepped closer, unable to believe her eyes through falling tears.  Her hand stretched out before her and she moved closer until her fingertips brushed against her mother’s cheek.  She cried out and withdrew her hand.  “You are not apparitions!  You’re really here!”

 Madeline moved to embrace her daughter tightly.  “We’ve always been here, watching for you, praying to the Parent Gods that you would remain safe and unharmed.  It was so difficult for us when Gregorich found out who you were!”

 Zacharias wrapped his arms around both women.  “But you did everything to the best of your abilities, and bested that fool.  You have done so well, my child.  And you have chosen very faithful servants, as well.”

 Silvia stood back, and said, “One of them is your murderer, Father.  If you so wish it, I can disown him as my servant.”  It broke her heart to say that since Quentin had become such a good friend, but she wanted to show honor to her father.

He shook his head.  “That will not be necessary, as it was not Quentin who killed me.  That was someone trapped beneath an evil man’s spell, and I cannot hold him to blame for it when he feels so much remorse and sadness for his past.  What is done is done, and he has helped you in more ways than one to get your throne back to you.  He’s also saved your life, which is reason enough to keep him with you.”

 “That is very true, my daughter,” said Madeline.  Her serene smile vanished.  “But now for the more important matter…you are leading our country to a major war for the first time in almost two centuries.  That is no small task to accomplish.  You are likely leading yourself to an early death, my child.  What you are doing is very dangerous… dangerous, but necessary.”  She took Silvia’s hand and squeezed it firmly.  “We understand the prices a queen must pay to ensure the safety of her people.”

 “We cannot help you physically since we are deceased,” her father told her solemnly. “However, we have been praying to the God of War to aide you.  We hope that he will listen to our pleas and keep our only living child safe.  You have only just retrieved your throne…we don’t want the city to lose you again.”

 “I will not let you down—this I swear,” said Silvia.  “I will do everything in my power to succeed in my endeavors.”

 “Use your magic, Silvia,” her mother said.  “It’s been a gift among the women in my family for many generations, but none have had it as strong as you.  You are by far the most powerful our family has ever seen, and you need to use this to your advantage.  Practice every chance you get, my darling, and listen to what the magician Zander tells you—he is wise in these matters.”

 Silvia asked something she had been wondering for a while now.  “How come I didn’t know Kieluna was a magic language, and why did it never do anything for me when I was growing up?  I never knew I possessed these powers until I met Zander.”

 Madeline wrapped her arm around Silvia’s waist and pulled her close to breathe in her scent. “We told Dessica not to tell you until she thought you were ready, that is to say when she saw signs that your magic was coming of age.  When your body finished maturing, that’s when your magic started its maturation as well.  But you have to know that you have it in order to use it for most of us.  That’s why you never knew.”

 Zacharias smiled and said, “I know nothing of magic and I cannot advise you on it.” He sighed.  “Madeline, it’s time for us to go.”

 Her mother’s face saddened.  “I know, I know.”  Tears fell down her face, making her emerald eyes sparkle in the torchlight.  “If you ever need us, we will be here.  Just come into this tomb, and we can see you and talk to you.  But we cannot go outside of this place.  Take care, my darling…my sweet little dragon.  We will miss you until you return.  Please return to us!”

 “I will,” Silvia promised.  “I will be back.”  She hugged them both fiercely, then felt them vanish within her arms, their voices echoing their love.

 She turned to say goodbye to her brother’s casket, and saw that the two above him were her parents’.   With trembling legs, she turned and went back up to the land of the living.

  

  

  

 Everyone went about their way and met up again nearly two hours later in the library.  Keelan was laid upon a reclining chair, surrounded by his brother, wife, Grant, and Dalton.  Also present were their most loyal subjects: Hans the manservant, Maura the maid servant, Frero the gardener, the Queen’s adopted mother and her friend Geremy, and Zander the magician.

George, Captain and Commander of the Royal Guard for fifteen years now, had five maps of the countryside including the three cities they desired as allies.

 “Your Majesties,” he said, spreading out the first map, “this is the city of Bonula.  It’s two weeks journey from here and on the way to Crider.  It is ruled by a Lord and Lady by the names of Gildric and Fillow.  They will most likely see things our way, for they are an open-minded, compassionate people.”  He spread out a second map on top of the one already sprawled out.  “This here is the city of Rovonia, which is about ten days into the east from here.  It’s ruled by Sir Sanfres and he is a mean man at heart.  I honestly doubt, Your Highnesses, that he will heed a word any of us say to him.”

 “Ten days journey from here and they were trading with Lordale?” Quentin questioned.  “Why not us, or some other city that’s closer?”

 “Because Sir Sanfres’ grandfather was a court official of some sort for King Rordar’s father in Lordale,” George answered.

 “Then by the gods, why isn’t he in the war?” Prince Dalton of Wexford asked.  “I mean, if his grandfather was loyal to Lordale, it would only make sense.”

 “Unless he was advised not to enter the war,” said Frero.

 “Threatened?” Zander suggested.

 “Some say that he doesn’t believe in the cause of the war and thinks it is childish,” said George with a shrug.  “We really cannot say for sure.”

 “We must send word there anyway on the off chance that he may join us,” Silvia said.

 “What is the name of the other city?” asked Keelan.  He spoke more clearly now than he had earlier that day, for Zander had mixed him a concoction to take the edge off of the pain, and he was now able to keep liquids down without hurting.

 “Nillias,” replied the Captain, unfolding the third map and pointing it out.  “This city, although nowhere the size of ours, is powerful.  It lies three weeks to the northwest and is nine days from Lordale.  The rulers are Duchess Tinaya and her husband, Duke Byarne.”

 “Any chance they will side with us and go to war?” asked Frero.

 “I don’t know.  They’re a pretty peaceful people, but perhaps with some persuasion they would side with us and go to fight.  Now, this fourth map here shows nearly the whole countryside, and the fifth map is the most detailed version we have of Rohedon’s Realm.”

 Everyone had their turn gazing at the massive country the evil doers had long ago claimed.  It was apparent that, even by looking at the sheer size of the realm, Lystia’s army would be greatly outnumbered.  This thought struck a chord in everybody’s minds.  Silence reigned for a long moment, broken only by the soft breathing of the people in the large library.

 Finally, Silvia asked what the approximate population of Lystia was.

 “Damn near forty thousand, especially because the extension of the city is about six to seven days journey in every direction. It is steadily growing bigger by the year though.”

 “How many are in the Royal Guard and the army?” Keelan inquired.

 “There are about two hundred Royal Guards, but some will most definitely stay here to protect your person.  As for an army, well, I’m afraid we don’t have one.” George looked rather embarrassed.  “Gregorich never saw fit for us to form one, though I tried many times to convince him otherwise.  You never know what will happen these days.”

 “We don’t have one person who is trained to be in an army?” Keelan yelled incredulously.  The intensity of his voice hurt him a lot, but he tried to ignore the pain.  When they had taken the small troupe of Lystians to battle the other day, he had not even thought to ask about an army.  How could he send his wife to war with people who didn’t know the business end of a battle ax?  “What do you mean, exactly?  My bride will not go to war with thousands of people who don’t know how to fight, much less defend them-selves!”

“But King Keelan, it would take months to properly train an army!” George said.  “We simply don’t have the time!”

 “You’re both right,” Silvia said.  “However, it can’t hurt to start training today, and we can continue to train the men and women on the way to Lordale.  Surely that will be enough time to at least learn the most basic sword and bow skills.”

 “Women, milady?” said Prince Dalton, who had been silently listening to the bickering.  “Women never go to war.  They always stay at home to watch over the lands and the children and the livestock.  They do not fight!”

 A stern look overcame the Queen’s face, hardening it.  “They do now,” she stated.  “Why leave hundreds of women who have no children, or children that have grown up already when we could greatly use them?  What is so wrong with a woman wanting to fight for her country as a man does?”

 “But…the men of the city will see it as ludicrous,” Hans pointed out.

 “It would be ludicrous to cut down the size of our potential army because men want to be prejudice,” said Silvia without hesitation.

 “She’s right,” Keelan said, although he wasn’t really sure if she was or not.  “Besides, Rohedon used women in battle.”

 Maura sighed.  “So what do we do now?”

 The King and Queen stared at each other for a moment.  Then the King said, “Rally up the city.  Let every able-bodied person in Lystia come to the castle grounds.  All two hundred Royal Guards will be assigned large groups and will start training in designated areas just outside the city.  The training will begin this evening and at dawn tomorrow, and from every day forth until the army departs.  We need dozens of people who make arrows, bows, sheaths, quivers, daggers, and swords, and we need them now.  Much armor and weaponry has to be made as soon as possible, and the most skilled at this will have to work with us as we travel as well.  Surely we’ll need arrows and such made every spare minute of the journey.”

 “Do we tell them when we’re leaving yet?” asked Sir Grant.  “And by the way, when are we leaving?  I’m positive it will be later than Quentin here has suggested, what with all the preparations that need to be made.”

 Keelan looked to Silvia to answer the question, as it was her destiny, her choice.

 She breathed in deeply and said, “We must have all supplies, carts, horses, and everything else ready in less than a week.  That is the most time we can spare.”  She shook her head in dismay.  “And yes, tell the men and women so that they may spend time with their families these last few days and to say good-bye to them.”

 Everyone began to move towards the doors.  “One more thing,” Silvia called out.  “After this war, we will always have a trained army in reserve for times such as these.  We will never be caught this off-guard again.”

  

  

  

 A hearty lunch was brought into the library a while later and the Queen and her beloved King ate as she told him of the tomb.  Keelan didn’t eat much or talk much either, and soon fell asleep in his reclining chair.  Silvia, having seated herself on one of the couches near him, also fell asleep.

 When she awoke, Keelan had long since been moved to their bedroom, and Silvia’s neck was sore from the couch.  She wasn’t bitter about the servants moving her husband and not her, for he was in a most delicate condition and needed great comfort.  Rising from her position, she walked down to the main level of the palace.  She felt a yearning for fresh air and the smell of flowers, and so made her way to the large courtyard in the center of the palace. 

Here thrived dozens upon dozens of exotic plants and flowers, and the aromas that abounded were invigorating and soothing.  Silvia floated among them wistfully, thinking how lucky plants were for never having to go to war.  It was some time before her ears were finally drawn to the eerie, yet curious sounds of murmuring coming from beyond the palace.  When she heard it she closed her eyes, shivered, and changed her entire body.

 Sun-warmed scales as tough as armor covered her body, and her nose and mouth elongated into a snout capable of crunching bones.  A whip-like tail lay on the ground behind her and enormous wings unfolded at her sides.  The Dragon Queen, as she was now referred to as, flapped her wings and ascended to one of the towers that faced the city.  What she saw took her breath away.

 Thousands of men and women of all ages in adulthood crowded the palace, signing up at one of fifty desks to join the Queen’s army.  In the distance, Silvia’s dragon eyes perceived many, many more coming their way, clogging the streets of the city.  Her heart leapt with joy and hope to see so many already willing to travel to distant lands…and fight or die for their new King and Queen.

 Later on that evening Silvia, Sir Grant of Crider, and Prince Dalton of Wexford decided to go for a horseback ride about the city to see how the citizens were holding up.  They also wished to see how the early stages of training were going, what with so few experienced Guards and so many willing participants.

 The stables were run by Willis, who had been at the palace for years, and young Jonathan, who had been the stable boy at the Queen’s former residence.  (Silvia had enlisted Jonathan to help the stable master the day after she had gained her crown.)  He immediately saddled her favorite horse, while Willis saddled Taman for the Prince and Windfall for Sir Grant.

 “Milady,” said Willis, “it appears we’ll only have one stable hand here shortly.”

 “Oh, are you leaving us?” she asked with regret.  She had only met the short, portly man a few times but thought he was very friendly, especially when he smiled behind his long red beard.

 “No, no.  Jonathan here will be joining your ranks tomorrow, though,” he replied.  “I’d go myself, but I’m getting on up in my years and my bones get real stiff at times.  Also, I love these horses too much to part with them; it would break my heart.”

 “You do know that most of the horses will be going to war with us, don’t you?” Prince Dalton pointed out.

 The man sighed.  A wistful look entered his eyes as he rubbed Windfall’s nose.  “I know this, and it pains me.”  His words were full of sadness and everyone knew that he meant what he said.  “But I will ensure the safety and care of the remaining horses and make everything ready to receive the others when they return.  I don’t want to be a coward by not going…I really don’t.”  His shoulders slumped.

 “I personally think your status is far above that of a coward,” Sir Grant stated from atop his horse.  “One can see that you love these beasts dearly, as those who are joining the Queen’s army are doing it out of love for her and for their beautiful country.  Do not feel ashamed…feel honorable.”

 The small speech seemed to make Willis feel considerably better and they left him in good spirits.  

 The city hummed quietly, everybody going about their own business amiably.  Many people smiled and bowed to Queen Silvia of Lystia and she offered a polite ‘good evening’ in return.  There were, however, some who were not yet accustomed to the new Queen and these looked at her with wariness in their eyes. 

 The lady and her companions chatted about different aspects of the war and the long trip ahead.  At last they came upon the outskirts of Lystia and in doing so came upon the first of several large training areas.  The chattering amongst them ceased as they watched a Royal Guard by the name of Stefan try to teach several dozen men to block an enemy’s sword with a duck, parry, and a roll. Silvia thought he explained it very simply for all to hear and thought he did well trying to assist them as they practiced in pairs.

The Prince and Sir Grant didn’t seem to share in her optimism.  Instead their faces were grim and stayed this way throughout the entire trip around the training fields.  As the three finally started towards the palace, Silvia felt she could bear their stoic faces no longer.

 “What is with you two?”  She was slightly frustrated with the men.  “Why do you not make an effort to be a little more open-minded?  You act as if the only thing you see around you is death!”

 “If only you knew what a real battle was like,” said Dalton, trailing off into silence.

 “I agree.”  Grant rode up on Silvia’s other side to talk more quietly.  “These men and women are not anything remotely resembling an army.”

 “I have been in battle, in case you have already forgotten.  And that doesn’t mean these people cannot fight worth a flip of a coin!” Silvia defended her people. 

 “Some may fight well, and with much heart put into it,” said Grant.  “But most won’t fight well, my Queen.  Think about it for a moment: The majority of these people have never been in any sort of battle.  When they see one for the first time, a lot will freeze with fear, panic from the suddenness of it all, and many will forget even the simplest of defense skills because their minds are so overwhelmed.  So I do see death when I look at them because I fear what actions they will or will not take when fighting.  And as we’ve said before, the skills for what they will need to do are not yet acquired.  They are merely farmers with sharp toys.”

 She brooded on this in thick silence the rest of the way to her home and found no peace from thoughts of death when she arrived. 

  

  

 Chapter Two: Departure

  

 The next four days were very hectic and stress-filled.  Tension hung thick in the air and tempers were short, easily flared.  Eagles had been sent out; their destinations were the neutral cities they had talked over.  Several Guards were sent on horseback to Bonula and Rovonia to add emphasis to what the letters said.  The Guards would arrive well after the birds, but their presence would prove that Silvia meant business when it came to the war.

  Nearly a hundred and fifty men and women had been gathered to make weapons and either armor or heavy leather outfits for the troops.  In this short period of time an amazing four thousand arrows, three hundred bows and quivers, a thousand daggers, and two hundred swords were made.  The hard working individuals making them had dozens of apprentices, but nevertheless worked night and day with hardly a break, some collapsing in exhaustion.  They were, however, well compensated for their tremendous efforts.

 The difficult training of the army seemed to be vastly improving their simple skills, and many of the ones who were doing well were sent to help with other things.  Horses, mules, and oxen were brought in from all over the city and soon overran the pastures by the thousands.  Wagons and carts of all sorts were also brought in, with gifts of chickens and pigs by the hundreds given by the Lystians who were staying behind.  They all knew the long journey would make food for the army very scarce and wanted to help as much as they could.  In the grand kitchen inside the palace all sorts of foods were being prepared:  enough bread was baked or brought in to load a dozen wagons; ears of corn, shucked and silked, were loaded into woven baskets beside hordes of apples, potatoes, and many other fruits and vegetables.  Already many wagons had been completely hunkered down with food and lined up outside, ready to leave.  Dozens of extra wagon wheels covered the ground beneath the wagon as everyone readied for all sorts of everyday troubles which came with extensive travel. These extra wheels were fastened to the underside of the wagons in doubles.  Extraordinary amounts of time were put into every detail of the long journey.

Silvia, meanwhile, was having quite a time with Keelan.  He insisted upon everyone going with her to protect his Queen, but she was adamant that he not be left alone.

 They both knew that Sir Grant and the Prince of Wexford were going, as well as Silvia’s maid servant, Maura.  After a lot of debate and several full-scale arguments, it was finally decided who would and would not go:  Dessica and Geremy would stay in the palace; the King’s brother, Quentin, was to leave; the Queen’s manservant, Hans, was to stay; Zander, Silvia’s tutor in magic, would be leaving; Frero the gardener was to leave also, on the account that he could help heal people with his knowledge of all types of vegetation; Vera and Cornelius, the King’s parents, would be staying.

 And according to Silvia, three of the best healers in the city would take care of her husband in her absence.  Plenty of servants would remain to attend his wants and needs, and several Guards were to watch over him in his delicate state.

 He was doing a bit better physically, but could not walk without assistance.  He was barely able to sit up on his own and could still only eat small amounts of food.  His arm remained swollen and extremely tender and his wounds had to be cleaned and checked at least several times daily.  He slept a lot, but tried to be interactive with people when he was awake.  Sometimes he would turn a part of his body the wrong way and would nearly pass out from the pain.  Everyone pitied his condition, though he wanted no sympathy from anyone.

 In truth, the part of him that hurt the most was his heart, for his wife would be long in returning.  This pained him so deeply that even thinking of it resolved him to tears.  And as the departure day edged nearer he bore this sorrow in quietness, not knowing that his Queen felt exactly the same.

  

  

  

 A great feast was held the next day, and the entire city ate to its fill.  Although there was much singing and dancing Silvia only allowed two mugs of wine for each person, even going so far as to shut down all the pubs in the city after dark.  As much as this may have aggravated the business she felt it was for her army’s own good.  She wanted no one to be drunk or hung over on their first day of the journey; they would make better speed with everyone sober.  Everyone was sent home at nightfall to say good-bye to their families and friends…many for the last time.  They would be starting their travels at dawn and ride until after nightfall each day with few breaks.  The journey would be hard, dangerous, and back-breaking.  The worst part was not knowing what would happen along the way, or what awful deaths they might all face at the end.

  

  

  

 As they lay in bed that night Silvia let loose a torrent of tears in front of her husband, wishing with all her might that there was no war, no reason to leave.  “I love you so much!  I can’t bear to go without you Keelan.”

 Her King held her hand tightly in his, for he still hurt too much to even try and hold her.  “I know, Silvia, I know.  I wish I was well enough to travel alongside you.  However in my condition I would hinder you and not be able to protect you.”

 She turned to look at him directly in the candlelight.  “My love, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if any more harm came to you.  Why, if you were to…to die…”

 “Hush, woman,” he said softly in her ear.  “I am alive and getting better by the day.  Nothing will happen to me while you are gone, so don’t fret.  I will always be here for you.  Besides, we have the stones, don’t we?  That means we can talk to each other at any time, day or night.”

This comforted Silvia.  “You’re right.  I love you.”

 “I love you too.”

  

  

  

 An hour and a half before the rise of the sun, great trumpets were heard all over the city, awakening everyone for the big day.  Bags and sacs were packed with extra clothes, goodbyes were said, and the army gathered around the palace to await the queen and her entourage.

 Inside the palace Queen Silvia had just finished packing two trunks and was sending them to her carriage.  Keelan and Hans were watching her, waiting for her goodbye.  At last she faced them, releasing a shaky sigh.

 “Nervous, my dear?”

 “Yes Keelan, I’m very nervous.”  She sat on the couch beside him.

 “What is there to be nervous about?”

 She knew he was trying to jest with her, but she took the question seriously.  “I’m going to war, leading thousands to their fates as well as myself, and I don’t know the first thing about what I’m doing!  I’ve never seen a battle until a short time ago and I know this one will be much greater…I’m terrified.”

 Keelan raised his good arm and cupped her face in his hand.  “My beautiful wife, you will do fine.  You have many, many people to help you and friends to help with any hard decisions you have to make.  You’ll grow more confident of yourself on the way.  And always remember—I’m here waiting for you to come home safe and sound.”

 More trumpets were heard through the window, indicating the complete arrival of Her Majesty’s army.

 Silvia kissed her husband deeply, then rose.  “Keep my love in your heart.”

 “I will if you keep mine in yours,” Keelan said, not bothering to hide his tears.  “May Geldin, God of War, place his blessings upon you.”

 Hans stepped forward and strapped her long sword to her waist on her left side, and placed her dagger on her right.  He adjusted the straps on them until they looked right, and then gave the woman a warm embrace.  “It seems like you’ve done nearly twenty years of growing in just a few weeks.  I feel as though you’re my own daughter because I have seen you go through so much.  Wow, I’m tearing up now.”  He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.  “Have a safe journey, my Queen, and crush them all into tiny pieces for us.”

 She smiled at his attempt to be funny, kissed his cheek, and left the room.  

 Quentin met her at the front doors of the palace, his white robe shining brightly in the dim light.  His hair was let loose around his head, making him appear wise, though his face was young.  He nodded his head to her.  “Are you ready?”

 “Not really, but I cannot wait any longer.  Open the doors, Quentin.”

 He threw open both doors at once, letting in the first rays of the morning light.  She saw Rituel being led towards her, his back adorned with the nicest saddle in the city and a blanket with the new Royal Colors (dark purple against light blue) covered him from head to tail underneath the riding material.  Holes for his eyes, ears, mane, and tail had been provided and he looked very proud and strong.  She mounted him with ease, and waited for her entourage.

 It arrived momentarily: the black carriage she had used to go to her family’s tomb pulled up to ride behind her.  Quentin came up to ride on her right, his cloak shimmering in the sun, and Sir Grant was on her left with Prince Dalton.  Maura rode behind her, but in front of the carriage; Zander and Frero rode on either side of the maidservant.  A thick row of armed Guards rode in front of them all and crowded around the entourage as well.

 While waiting for everyone to get in their proper places and for the last wagons to be added, Silvia asked Sir Grant which direction they would go when they left the city.

“North for a while, and then northeast after that.  Our goal is Nillias.  We’ll have to go to the right around the Sagara Mountains and cross the river to get there.  It will be a difficult journey with so many soldiers.”

 “But it would be pointless to go with any less, as we would definitely lose,” said the Prince.

 A chorus of deep drums suddenly started and the procession began to move.  Those of the city who were staying came out onto their doorsteps to watch the massive army depart.  It took nearly an hour to reach the north gate that lead out of the city.  A quarter mile after that was a large, gently sloping hill and when Rituel led Silvia to the top of it, she turned him around to see her troops.

 Many were still passing through the gate far behind.  The army was immense, and it stole her breath.  So many people…

 “How many do we now have?” she asked Grant, who had also stopped to admire the scene.

 “Your Captain informed me it was close to twelve thousand and that, milady, is not a bad-sized group at all.  You can ask him for a more accurate number when he joins us in a little while.”

 “How many horses?” Quentin asked.

 “Only about twenty-five hundred, I’m afraid.  Usually at least a third of an army is mounted.  We fall a tad short of that mark.”

 “Will this slow us down greatly?” Silvia worried aloud.

 The man shrugged as they turned their horses and continued.  “Probably.  You can’t get blistered feet from riding a horse.”

 “No, but you can sure get a sore rear,” Quentin muttered.  “I guarantee the ones walking won’t get that.”

 Grant grunted.  “Very true, but I’ll bet the ones walking would still trade with the ones riding for any length of time.”

 The day quickly warmed up, but they traveled five miles before breaking for lunch.  Spirits were up and several different songs could be heard throughout their meals.  Silvia ordered that no fires be built, for there wasn’t much time to cook and she didn’t want to ravage the land every time that they stopped.  Most everyone had cold, salt-treated ham with a chunk of bread and a piece of fruit, with water to drink.  The break lasted only a half hour and soon the tall grass was trampled beneath their feet once more.

 The sun beat down, the scorching heat enveloping everyone.  Most passed under the shade of the trees when they could or took quick trips to nearby creeks and streams to get water for their animals.  The army went around most big hills so the beasts wouldn’t overexert themselves, and thanked the gods when stray clouds floated in front of the sun’s warmth.  Another halt was called three hours and several miles later, but lasted only twenty minutes.  Evening slowly fell as they moved on, and their pace quickened.  Only three miles were covered this time and at the first large field they stopped to set up camp for the night. Dozens of fires immediately went up and the smell of meat and vegetables cooking soon arose.  Silvia sent word through the Guards that everyone was to go to sleep as soon as they had eaten.  Despite her orders a lot of men and women talked, played cards, or instruments awhile before sleeping, and a good many practiced with the sword.

 Silvia’s tent was pitched and she spread out thick silk blankets to lie upon.  It wasn’t the most comfortable she had ever been but it would do.  She thought of her husband at home, and touched her sapphire.  “Keelan?”

 His response was immediate.  Yes?

 “I miss you already, my love, and I am worried for you.”

 Don’t even think of me, my Queen.  Just concentrate on the war and getting to Lordale.  I’m fine here.  The healers you left here are taking good care of me.  Have you traveled far?

“Yes, and everyone is exhausted.  It was a good day, though.”

 Tomorrow will be harder.  Feet will get sore, and people will want to break more often.  This will be a continuing pattern since they are not used to this sort of fatigue.  Rest now, Silvia.  You need your sleep now.  Goodnight, and I love you.

 “Goodnight to you too, my King.”

  

  

  

 Vyto awoke from a strange dream.  In it he was watching a herd of wild horses make a pilgrimage across the path of the army when suddenly they stopped to let the army bind them with reins.  They were ridden without saddles, but the people riding them cared not, for their sore feet were finally off the ground.

 Vyto didn’t know what to make of the dream, and tried to shake it out of his head.  Sitting up he removed a brush from his sack and brushed his thick blond hair back into a pony’s tail.  He knew the overall effect of his hair probably made him look a bit girlish, but it kept him cooler in the immense heat of the day.  And besides, he didn’t really care what others thought of him.  For the most part he frightened them anyway.  Although the thirty-one year old was only six feet tall, he was close to two hundred and fifty pounds of nothing but muscle and heart. Who would want to make fun of a brute that size to his face?  

 He sighed, knowing the answer.  Everyone thought he was dumb, thought that they were smarter because he hardly ever spoke.  In truth he was a very knowledgeable man and read every book and map he came upon.  He didn’t talk much because he found that most conversations were not stimulating enough for him; people kept circling the same boring subjects like starving vultures.  

 And then there were the dreams.  Ever since he was a boy he’d had vivid dreams that often came true.  He talked about a couple of them to his father, who had made quite a big deal out of it.  Vyto had never been the sort who enjoyed being the center of attention, so he learned from then on to keep his mouth shut.  Needless to say, his father had not been happy when he had ‘stopped’ having the dreams.

 “Thoughtful this morning, or are you still half asleep?”

 Vyto looked up to see the young man who had been bugging him since they had left the city the day before—Gordy, he believed him to be called.  They were about the same height, but the young man was a lot lighter, seeming to be made of a sack of bones.  His hair was carrot red and he was covered in freckles.  Vyto was surprised the guy’s eyelashes weren’t freckled too.  

 “Not going to answer?”  Gordy flopped down beside him.  “I’m glad I’m not the only one awake before sunrise.”

 “What do you want?” Vyto grumbled.

 “Someone to talk to.”

 “I don’t want to talk.”

 Gordy’s face took on a rather hurtful expression.  “That’s okay—I don’t blame you.  Mother always said I tried too hard to make friends.  I end up making people mad instead.  I guess that’s why I’m my only friend.”  He shrugged and stood up, shoulders slumped.  “I’ll leave you alone now.  Sorry to have bothered you.”

 Vyto felt a little ashamed of himself.  He was rarely rude to anyone and Gordy acted as though his whole world had fallen to pieces.  “Gordy wait.  Come back and sit with me.”

 The red head barely turned his head.  “No thanks.  I know when I’m not wanted.”  He ambled off into the darkness as the trumpets rang to wake everyone else up.

  

  

  

 Silvia bade the Lystians to eat something light for breakfast, even if they were not hungry, to keep up their strength.  She did not wish to have a malnourished army; nor did she want them so full they couldn’t keep up, or eating up their precious food supply too soon.  

A lot of the Lystians had to share pots, pans, and plates, nevertheless they did it efficiently and the food was readied very quickly.  Soon, everyone was eating and packing their blankets.

 At last it was time to mount up.  Despite being tired and wanting to sleep, Silvia climbed atop Rituel and signaled the army to move with a yell and a wave of her arm.  The going wasn’t as slow as she expected it to be, and they made excellent time as they wound around forest and field and valley.  Again, no fires were built at lunch time and meager meals were eaten by starving fingers.  Many people went to find extra kindling and small chunks of wood to tie to the oxen and horses for later on in case there wasn’t enough wood where they halted for the evening.  Soon the day became overcast, cooling everyone down and giving them a reprieve from the glare of the sun’s rays.  However, the wind began to pick up as towering dark gray clouds clogged up the horizon like a dam, blocking out the sun as though night were falling.  The smell of rain was in the air, and the Queen sent out scouts to seek a large span of woods for shelter.  Behind her, men and women scattered to collect all the dry wood they could carry, knowing a torrential downpour was imminent.  Thunder began to rumble loudly in the distance as the scouts returned.  Just around the next hill was a big wood, they said, and the army hurried towards it.  The wagons were all parked at the edge of the forest so they wouldn’t get stuck inside amongst all the rocks and underbrush.  The Lystians pushed past the wagons, going as far into the forest as they could to make room for the rest of the army.  In the end, there was just barely enough room to conceal everyone from the rain that let loose moments later.  There was little lightning (to everybody’s relief) but the rain and thunder lasted a good two hours.

 “Well, we were making considerably good time before this bloody rain started to fall.” Prince Dalton was glaring hard at the sky and the ground at the forest line.  “We might as well spend the night here, for it might be too wet for the wagons after this lets up.  Besides, we’ve traveled fifteen miles today.  They need a break from walking.” He jerked his head toward the campfires.

 “They might have to walk some more anyway,” Quentin said.  The Queen, the Prince, and Sir Grant all turned their eyes upon him.  “I’m not sure why, but I don’t think we should stay here much longer.  It doesn’t feel all that safe.”

  

  

  

  

  

 Vyto woke up in a cold sweat.  Even in the blaze of the firelight he could feel their eyes on him.  His eyes searched the trees and wagons around him frantically, but he could see nothing out of the ordinary.  But the feeling persisted.

                A Royal Guard went by on his horse, making a patrol and Vyto took a chance on speaking.  

 “Excuse me, sir?”

 The Guard, whose name was Stefan, stopped politely and said, “Yes?”

 Vyto didn’t quite know what to say and floundered for a moment.  “I, uh, have a message that needs to be taken straight to the Queen’s ears.”

 Stefan dismounted, his face serious, so that they could talk more quietly.  “You have a message for Her Highness?  What is it?”

 “You may not believe me and I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t, but I dream things that come true, and I know that right now this army is in danger.”

 Stefan became skeptical.  “You dreamed this just now?”

 “Yes sir, I did.  Please, take me seriously.  Go to the Queen and inform her that we need to move—quickly—or a lot of people are going to get hurt or…or die.”

The Guard’s expression turned somber.  “You’re not making this up?”

 “I’d never do such a thing; I’m an honest man,” Vyto said, holding out his hands.

 “Shall I give the name of the person who sends Her Majesty this message of warning?”

 “I’d prefer not to say, sir.  I’m rather shy of attention, if you know what I mean.  Please, just go and tell her.”  His eyes shifted to the trees, then back to the Guard.  “And for the Queen’s sake…hurry.”

  

  

  

 Stefan mounted his horse with a sense of alarm and made his way to the Queen’s entourage as quickly as he could.  Her Highness was deep in conversation with the important man from Crider when Stefan interrupted.

 “Queen Silvia, I’ve a message for you that you need to hear immediately.”

 She rose and went to his horse, her companions rising as well.  

 “A man stopped me and said he had a dream that a lot of people would die if we did not leave this forest now.  He said we are in grave danger.”

 “Stay right here,” she ordered him, and gathered Quentin and Zander with her.  “I must talk to the trees,” she said.  “Something strange is going on.”

 “I knew it,” Quentin muttered.  “I had a bad feeling about this place.”  His eyes darted to the thick, dark boughs of the trees around them.

 The Queen closed her eyes and lifted her hands.  “Neihuda…neihuda, das linfos vinha arel?” Wind, what evil lurks here?

 A breeze formed around Silvia as the trees whispered their answer.

 “Bad tree dwellers…They crave raw flesh…”

 “Sinaw kepla?  Sinaw burno?” How big and how many?

 “About the size of a human man, but some are bigger.  Several hundred taint this forest.”

 Queen Silvia opened her eyes and called, “Move out!  Hurry, we’ve no time to lose!”

 The camp took only a moment to jump to its feet, bustling around to get everything loaded and ready to go.  But the noise they made while doing so drowned out the bizarre chirping sounds coming from the trees.

  

  

 Chapter Three: Spies and Witches

  

 Gordy saw everyone shifting and moving about near the front half of the forest.  “By the Dark Moon of Eerich, I’ll bet we’re leaving already.” With a frown, he packed his few things in his sack and put it on his back.  Then he started to drift deeper into the woods, where no one would see him as he emptied his bladder.  He had just finished and was tying up his pants when a strange thing happened.

 Just a foot or so away from where he had aimed his urine came a fresh stream of foul-smelling liquid.  It seemed to be coming out of the tree next to him and when he looked up his heart sank to his stomach.  There, in one of the lower branches of the large tree was an eerie-looking creature.  As big as he was, it’s body shape resembled that of a human, but with no hair at all.  Clothes made from the soft branches of a weeping willow had been sewn and were worn over its privates.  Strangely shaped brown wings sprouted from behind its broad shoulders, many of the feathers broken or bent.  On top of its neck was something resembling a pig’s head, the large ugly snout dripping greenish slime.  The thing peered down at him, its orange eyes blinking slowly.

 In one hand it held a small sword.

 It finished urinating, but didn’t bother to put its privates back under the makeshift garment.  Instead it leered at him and dropped, hanging by one strong arm.

“Yoo ink!” it grunted, pointing at Gordy.

 Appalled, Gordy just stood there trying to figure out if the creature had really just told him that he smelled bad or if that was his imagination at play.  He watched the beast swing its sword with its free hand and grin.  Promptly, Gordy drew his blade and did the only thing he could think of.

 He screamed for help.

  

  

  
  
 Vyto had seen Gordy go into the woods and became concerned when the man didn’t immediately return.  He had already started towards the place Gordy had disappeared into the woods when the cry for help reached his ears.  He broke into a run and reached Gordy momentarily.  A hideous creature was standing on the ground in front of him and Vyto wasted no time in drawing his weapon and quickly decapitating it.

 But others appeared, swinging through the trees and screeching angrily.  They dropped all around Gordy and Vyto, circling the pair with menace.  All of them carried daggers, small swords, or hatchets and swung or jabbed these weapons at the two men.

 “What do we do?” cried Gordy, clutching his sword with both hands.

 “We fight or we die,” Vyto said simply.

 Two of the monsters charged Vyto and he parried their sword thrusts.  The beasts were taken back by his size and by his showing caution—not fear.  The two tried their swords again and ran away, screeching in pain as both sword arms were severed.  The others concentrated more on Gordy now, sensing his weakness and his fright.  They rushed at him wildly.  Gordy yelled loudly and swung his sword in a wide, but semi-powerful arc.  Several creatures were sliced by his weapon and took to the trees.  

 They ran on all fours, but a few got around on two legs just fine.  The ones which went into the boughs of the trees did so without the use of their wings.  Vyto assumed they were somewhat like chickens: they had wings, but those were pretty much useless.

 Just then men came running into the woods around them, waving their swords about at the remaining beasts.

 “Well, well,” said a voice, “if it isn’t the dreamer.”

 Vyto looked back to see Stefan on his horse, a grim look in his eyes.  He swallowed hard. 

 “You were right, my friend,” said the Guard.  “The Queen has chosen to move right now.  Come on so that you don’t get left behind.”

 Gordy and Vyto followed Stefan and saw that most of the camp had already started to move out of the woods.  They jogged to their belongings and soon caught up to everyone else.  A long line of torches had been lit and were carried mainly on the side which faced the treacherous forest.  Most had the private hope that these would keep the creatures at bay.  Though only a few had actually seen the monsters, word had spread quickly that some sort of unknown beast haunted the woods.

 “If you have any more of those dreams, come and find me.  The name is Stefan,” the Guard said from beside Vyto.

 “We might possibly be coming upon wild horses soon,” Vyto replied quietly.  “Most of them will be able to be tamed and will help the army tremendously.”

 Stefan considered this and nodded.  “All right, my friend.  Keep in touch…and thank you.”  He rode off at a gallop.

 “He’s not the only one who needs to thank you,” Gordy confessed.  “You saved my life, sir, and I’m forever in your debt.  They would have killed me if you had not shown up.”

 “Think nothing of it,” Vyto said.

 “But the way I treated you this morning after you tried to be nice to me—that was horribly rude.” Tears formed in his eyes and Vyto saw how truly lonely the young man was.

“Look, neither one of us seems to have a whole lot of people who give a damn about us, so I think if we were to stick together we’d make a pretty decent team.”

 Emotions swirled through Gordy’s mind.  “I’ve never had anything that nice said to me before. It means a lot.  Thanks, uh—?”

 “Vyto.”

 “Thanks Vyto.”

  

  

  

 Camp was set up for the night several miles away.  Silvia reasoned that the strange beasts would not follow them this far from the woods, but still had a Guard set up at every one hundred paces around the perimeter of the large encampment.  Although some slept fitfully, most slept deeply, for everyone was over-done and beyond exhaustion.

 Just as the Queen was about to fall asleep, a soft voice spoke within her mind.  In different places, Quentin, Zander, and Frero all became alert.  Keelan, the King of Lystia, had not been heard from all day, and they wondered if she would speak of what had happened earlier.

 Though she had spoken to him briefly the night before, it seemed like forever since Silvia had talked to him.  His voice was like a sweet caress on her nerves, comforting her as nothing else could.  He asked how things were going and if his beloved was okay.  She clutched her necklace against her skin and told him they were making good timing and might reach their destination a day or so in advance if their luck kept up.  She purposefully neglected to tell him of the creatures they had encountered.  Even though no one had died or had been seriously injured, she knew this would frighten Keelan (as well as herself again) and he needed no extra worries while in his condition.

 Right after she told her King good night Silvia’s head hit her pillow once more and pleasant dreams soon drifted her away on fluffy clouds.  The other stone-bearers also fell asleep, thinking Her Majesty wise for not mentioning the creatures to the King.

  

  

  

 Three days passed uneventfully, and they learned that only about two dozen people had been slightly hurt in the flight from the queer beasts.  For this Silvia was thankful; it could have been a lot worse.  She eagerly awaited the wild horses they were supposed to come across, for she believed the man that Stefan had dubbed the ‘Dreamer’.  Apparently the man was shy and did not wish to cause a stir or make a scene, much less become well-known.  But she didn’t mind his secrecy—she of all people knew that sometimes it was a necessity to live with a secret…or in one.  All the same she sincerely hoped that he would come forward and take credit for his dreams and visions at some point.

 On the fourth day one of the land scouts came galloping back to inform Queen Silvia of a change in the scenery ahead.  “A great dark spot on the horizon,” he said, pointing in the direction of it.  “I’m not sure what it is.”

 The Queen ordered her army to sit tight while she rode to the highest hill nearby with Prince Dalton, Sir Grant, and Quentin.  It was a few minutes before they saw anything unusual.  But then, in the distance, it appeared.

 “What is it?” asked the Prince.

 A great brown spot now sat on the horizon, but it kept growing wider and taller.

 “I know what it is,” said Grant with a trace of a smile.  “It’s the Dreamer’s wild horses cresting yonder hill and running this way.”

 Cheers were heard throughout the army as the news spread over them.  Several hundred experienced horsemen gathered ropes and rode out to meet the wild beasts, roping their necks and reining them in to be tamed.  There must have been nine hundred horses in all, but only about six hundred were able to be captured.  The rest of the day was spent on those gently rolling hills as both men and women attempted to break the horses as quickly as possible.  Some of the animals obliged willingly enough however most of the others took all day and into the night before they could be ridden at all. Silvia laid a hand on some of the wilder ones and used her magic to calm them. 

 The army didn’t mind the ceaseless work and activities that came with taming the wild animals.  After all, there had been three days of nothing but walking on and on, so this was a sort of reprieve.  The wild horses seemed to energize even the most exhausted men and women for now less people would have to walk when the army journeyed on.

  

  

  

  

  

  

 Saris woke up screaming the day that Queen Silvia’s army set out from the city.  Her sister Natosha came running in, only to hear the horrible news: Saris, the one who dreamed of events that had already happened, had dreamed of the death of their husband in the far south.  The other four wives were notified of becoming widows, and a great mourning began.  But even during the spilling of tears and the loud sobbing the witches sent out their swiftest magical spies to the kingdom of Darkania, where Clea’s son Gregorich ruled.

 Six days after Saris had the dream the spies—ravens—returned so out of breath and exhausted that it was several hours before they could talk.  They had changed back to their human form to rest and were refreshed after a while with black wine and goat cheese.  Then Saris and Natosha questioned them intently, wanting every detail of what the raven-men saw.  The most informative one was a man who went by the name of Claw.  He was the sisters’ favorite spy and he enjoyed being the center of their attention as he went on and on about his findings.

 “Clea’s son is dead, as is your oldest daughter, Eulonda.”

 Saris stared at the man sitting before her.  “My most loyal, loving child?” she whispered tearfully.  “Who has done this?”

 Claw leaned forward, his thin, dirty blond hair half-hiding his scarred face.  “Eulonda was killed by a man by the name of Quentin.  He appears to have shown up out of nowhere and I’ve left two men behind to find out more.  It seems that he killed Eulonda over a woman.”

 “What woman? His wife?” Natosha asked sharply.

 “No, no.  Her name is Silvia, but the city people call her the ‘Dead Queen’,” Claw answered.  “She has taken Gregorich’s throne, which is why he is now dead, and has even named a King already.  She has also changed the title of the city to Lystia.”

 “Sounds like a busy woman.  Do you know any more about her?” Saris inquired, wiping her tears away roughly.  Schemes of revenge already toyed with her emotions.

 “I know a little,” he responded, leaning back in his chair.

 “Speak what you know.”

 “Well, she is supposedly the daughter of Queen Madeline and King Zacharias, whom everyone was told was stillborn—hence the ‘Dead Queen’ title.”

 “Very interesting,” said Natosha, twirling a long brown coil of hair.  “Where is she now?”

 “Now, that’s the interesting part,” Claw said.  “She is leading an army of Lystians to fight us.  She left the same morning Miss Saris had her dream.”

 The sisters pondered on this, for it was not good news.  Their army was divided enough already and in some places dwindling more than they liked to admit.  Another army of strong, healthy people could possibly conquer them.

 Unless that army was split up and destroyed piece by piece…

 The sisters thought this at the same time, a common thing for the twins.  A smile touched both pairs of lips.

 “Divide—” Saris said.

 “—and conquer,” Natosha finished.

 “I see we all think along the same lines.” Claw smiled mischievously.  “But there’s something you have both forgotten about already.”

 “And that is?” replied Saris, agitated.

“I said she had named a King, but I said nothing of him traveling with her or the army.”

 Natosha stood up and began slowly pacing the room.  “Is that so?” she said.  “May I ask why he didn’t tag along with his new Queen?”

 “Because in the battle against Rohedon he almost died—a combination of our two-headed furry friends and a morning star.  He was too wounded to travel.”

 “Too wounded?  Poor thing,” Natosha said.  “I wonder if he’d be up for a little visit?  Perhaps I’ll go and see later on.”

 “Well, I wonder what the Dead Queen will do with a dead king?” Saris smiled nastily.

  

  

  

 Emaree was woken up from her midday nap by Clea, Rosenda, and Zela.  “Lunch time, dearie,” Clea said, setting down a big oval platter made of gold.

 The youngest of the six wives of Rohedon sat up, rubbing sleep from her violet eyes.  She peered at the three women before her with suspicion.  Emaree was the only woman of Rohedon’s that had never wished to be with him, and the other five wives despised her for it.  She was hazed, whipped, kept in a locked room, and had narrowly avoided being murdered over the years.  When she had heard the news of her husband being torn apart by the winds she was overjoyed.  She had thought this might mean the other wives would set her free and let her go home, but the witches refused to let this happen.  She wondered now, for more than a brief moment, if these three hadn’t come to finish her off for good.  In a way she wished they would.  Anything would be better than living the rest of her days in the chill of the stone mountain.

 “Are you hungry?” asked Rosenda.

 “Well, I suppose that depends on whether or not you’re trying to poison me this time,” Emaree said tartly.  “I’d say Zela’s attempt last week failed miserably.”

 Zela sneered at her maliciously.  “I’ll try harder next time, so don’t get too full of yourself.”

 “Both of you shut your mouths,” Clea snapped.  “We need not speak so nonchalantly of death in the wake of finding out my child was murdered.”

 Emaree felt no compassion for Clea. All of their children were nothing short of pure evil.  “Murdered?  What a shame…But you know, I bet he murdered at least one person, even if not by his own soiled hand, before he died.”

 Anger flashed in Rosenda’s eyes as she defended her sister-wife’s child.  “Everything he did, he did for Rohedon and for us.  If he inadvertently killed someone or stabbed them with his own blade it was to bring us to higher power and make us stronger.  I believe that is more than anyone could say about you.  By the Dark Moon, you couldn’t even raise your own children!”

 The sixth wife made no response.  She had eight kids by Rohedon—all of them by rape, for she had never given herself to him willingly.  But to each of the first four children she had tried to teach good things, which went against the witches’ rules.  As soon as the other wives found out, Emaree’s children were taken from her.  The last four children were seized at birth and raised by the other wives.  Her kids were allowed to see her now because they were all past puberty and couldn’t be persuaded to do ‘good’.  But every one of them loathed her, saying she was weak and broken.  This hurt Emaree to the bottom of her heart…to be abandoned by the children one bore into the world was too much for her to bear.  She felt that the only thing she could do was disown them as well.

 “I have no children,” she told Rosenda.  “They’re yours—the five of you raised them, not me.”

“Well, I suppose that’s true enough,” Zela said with a smug smile.

 “Why are you here, anyway?” Emaree asked.  “Usually one of your two-headed terrors brings my lunch, with their nasty hair all over it and everything.”

 “Just thought we’d come tell you the news before the servants catch wind of it and give you a revised version,” Clea said, looking distractedly at her fingernails.

 Emaree was curious, despite herself.  “What news is this?”

 Clea smiled.  “I know that ever since you heard about our husband dying valiantly during the battle against the Dead Queen you’ve hoped to be set free.  As you heard earlier today, the Dead Queen has gathered an army and is coming to challenge us.  Now, what you’re thinking—or hoping rather—is that the little girl will defeat us five ‘bad’ witches and set you free.  Am I right so far?”  She had sat down on a small chair as she spoke.

 “You’re traveling in the right direction and your sense in detail is impeccable,” said Emaree with heavy sarcasm.  In fact, she had been thinking of that exact same course of events, and now a stone weight settled in the pits of her stomach; she knew Rohedon’s witches would inevitably destroy those hopes, dashing them to the depths of her mind.

 “Yes, we figured as much.  Corrupt ideas like that seem to abound inside your little head,” Clea went on.  “Unfortunately for you, that will not be in any of our futures.”  She stood and swept across the room, placing her tiny form on the edge of Emaree’s bed.  Her luscious red hair was, as usual, pinned up in a bun so tight that it stretched the features of her face.  She and Zela both wore their hair in this manner on any given day to keep it out of their faces.  “Well, the sisters have devised a plan to separate the army and destroy them, group by group.  By the time the Dead Queen arrives in our Realm, if she makes it this far, her army will be so small that we will defeat it easily.  And you, my dear, will stay here forever with us as punishment for not loving and obeying your husband when he was still alive.”

 Fury boiled inside Emaree.  She threw the thick comforter off of her body to reveal the heavily scarred legs and feet below her rumpled dress.  “Husband, you say?   What ‘husband’ would give his ‘wife’ a new scar for every time that he raped her?”

 “What kind of wife would refuse her husband the rights to her body?” Zela said.

 “He never had a right to my body.”  Emaree was seething as she carefully placed her legs over the side of the bed.  Her bare feet almost didn’t feel the sharp coldness of the stones beneath them.  She could barely feel anything from her knees down from the constant cold in the mountain in which they dwelt and from the innumerable cuts, bruises, burns, and scars she had acquired over the years.  With what appeared to be immense effort, she slowly stood up to Zela, Clea, and Rosenda.  Surprise showed on the three witches’ faces at this feat: Emaree had not been able to stand up on her own for two years, and had to have help if she wanted to leave her bed.  Otherwise, she crawled like a babe to wherever she wished to go in her room.  She smiled bitterly.  “Didn’t think you’d ever see me do this again, did you?” A look of triumph flared in her eyes.

 But before the other women could answer, her knees buckled and she collapsed onto the bed beside Clea.

 Clea sighed and stood up.  “No wonder your children do not claim you.  You’re a weakling, Emaree, and always will be.  We don’t expect you to ever change, but we want you to remember something: only the strong survive here in this mountain, and soon enough nature will take its course and eliminate you.”  She and the other two wives made their way to the door.

“I want you to remember something too,” came Emaree’s voice from behind them.

 They all turned to look at her expectantly, watching Emaree wince as she picked up her legs one by one and placed them on the bed.

 “Before I die I will see each one of you fall and assist with your undoing.  Beware, witches of Rohedon, for soon enough we will all be dead.”

  

  

 Chapter Four: Heal the Cheater

  

 Keelan had been having a rough time.  He hadn’t talked to Silvia in two days because he knew she was busy and worried enough with the army, and it troubled him that they were so far apart.  However, he had other things on his mind as well.

 His kidney wound still looked gruesome, and the stitches made his skin itch; of course, the itching was also attributed to the heat and the sweat that seemed to cling to his body constantly.  The wound was the most painful part on his body because every time he urinated he had to clench his teeth against the pain.  He could only sleep in certain positions and his right arm was still quite tender from being out of its socket two weeks before.  The vicious and numerous bite marks from the two-headed heathen beasts had nearly healed; only scabs and the beginnings of scars remained.  The three healers the Queen had instructed to stay with him had done their jobs well.  They were currently making several different elixirs to help with his arm and his kidney wound.  The concoctions would supposedly heal the kidney completely and make the wound clear up.  If it worked, the stitches would be taken out a lot sooner and he would be able to travel…

 “Your Highness?”

 Keelan looked up from the book he was staring at.  Hans was standing nearby, a serious expression on his long face.

 “There is a man here to see you, sire.”

 “Really?”  He bade Hans to help him sit up, comb his shoulder length hair and straighten the blanket covering his thin pants.  His shirt was off, but he didn’t bother putting it on; at least one of the healers would be coming shortly to change his bandages and hopefully bring him an elixir.    He removed his sapphire necklace as he always did before the healers came; he did not wish Silvia to hear him moaning and groaning as they checked his wounds.  “Who is this man?”

 “Lord Cambry, from the city of Jevelas,” said a booming voice from the doorway.  A tall man was walking in, a billowing cape fluttering behind him.  He was very tan and had a completely shaved head, save for one topknot which sprouted a thick ponytail.  His clothes were dust-ridden from travel, and his leather boots were faded and worn.  There was a big tear on the right thigh of the man’s pants, and bandaging could be seen underneath.  His eyes were a wild, intense green and he didn’t seem to mind staring, for his eyes never left Keelan.  He wore a broadsword on his side, several daggers on his wide belt, and a bow and quivers on his broad back.

 Hans’ face flushed as he stepped forward.  “I informed you that I would come back and lead you to the King after I made sure he was decently covered for your visit,” he said testily.  “I also told you not to come before His Highness so-armed.”

 “Oh, I heard you fine—I’m not deaf, you know.  I just didn’t want to listen to orders from a manservant,” Lord Cambry replied, still not taking his eyes away from the King.  He bowed quickly and sat across from Keelan on a short sofa.  “Besides, I have been most eager to meet this new King.”

 “Well, now you have,” Keelan said.  “You have also insulted his servant on the way.  Now what is it you wished to see me about?”  He tried to keep the pain out of his voice.

The strange man smiled.  “The husband of my sister was here in your city when Gregorich was kicked off the throne—it was about time someone did that, by the way—and he rushed back to Jevelas to tell us of it. So naturally I gathered almost two-thousand men and practically made our horses sprout wings to get here this quickly.”

 “And for what reason?”

 “To help you go to war,” Lord Cambry answered stoically.  “We knew of Rohedon’s death too, you see, and we figured you’d be going to his realm with all the men you could gather to get the rest of his barbarian people.  But as I arrived today I saw that your army has evidently departed prior to my coming.  I was very surprised to find that it was the King who was left behind and not the Queen.”  He appeared amused by this remark, smiling at the corners of his mouth.

 One of Keelan’s healers walked inside the library, waltzing past Lord Cambry without so much as a glance.  He leaned Keelan back on the couch and deftly unwrapped his bandages, revealing the nasty wound beneath.  The healer cleaned it thoroughly with warm water and a fresh cloth.

 “No wonder you stayed behind,” the King’s visitor said, gazing at the wound and allowing himself to be surprised by the severity of it.  “That’s pretty bad.  Was it a mace or a morning star?”

 The healer ignored him, as did Hans, though the latter shot him a stern look.  

 The King said, “It sounds as if you know your damages from battle…it was a morning star with spikes nearly as long as your hand.  It knocked me off my horse and when I landed I threw my right arm out of its socket.  Then those hideous creatures of Rohedon’s swarmed over me and tried to eat me alive.”

 Lord Cambry’s face was grim as he stood up and came closer to examine Keelan’s scabs and such.  He pretended not to see Hans move to stand over him to protect the King.  “How did you survive?” he asked, and his voice showed genuine awe.  “You must have hundreds of teeth marks that I can see and some look…some look as though you almost lost a piece of meat.”

 “My wife saved me, and I had great friends who stayed with me at all times the first few days to ensure that I lived.”

 “You are a lucky man.”

 “Not lucky enough.  I wanted very badly to go to war with my Queen.”

 Lord Cambry visibly brightened.  “Oh, don’t worry about that—you still can, and I’ll help you do it.”

  

  

  

 When the healer left, Keelan and Lord Cambry had a short discussion.  The plans were made and when his visitor departed Keelan ate a small meal and went to sleep.  Upon waking, he found that evening had fallen and it was time for the plans to go into effect.

 His father, Cornelius, joined Hans in helping him to his bedroom.  Lord Cambry joined them minutes later, carrying a large leather pouch.  Keelan was laid upon blankets, which had been laid outside on his balcony so that the moonlight would shine directly upon him.  His sapphire necklace was removed and put to the side so that Silvia could hear nothing of what was happening.  Cambry emptied the pouch and placed strange leaves in Keelan’s mouth that were soaked in rum.  His wound was uncovered and tiny white and black stones were placed all around the stitches, much to Keelan's discomfort. The stones were also placed on his shoulder.  Cambry spoke in another language very softly, raising his hands towards the moon as though invoking it.  

 “Take his hands,” he ordered Cornelius and Hans.  “This will hurt terribly for a minute or two, but it is necessary.”

 “You’d better hope it’s only for a minute or two,” Hans growled. He did not trust this stranger one bit and had it been his choice the man would not have been allowed back inside the palace.

The men took up the King’s hands and Lord Cambry put one drop of rum on each of the stones, starting with the ones on the shoulder first.  At first Keelan only moaned and broke out into a sweat.  But by the time Cambry put the last drop of rum on the last stone the King was doing all he could not to scream and jerk away.  The pain escalated to the point where Keelan saw stars that weren’t in the sky, and bright flares of color lined the edges of his vision.  The pain did not last long, and when it went away he passed out, sweat dripping all over his body.

 He came to minutes later, sitting straight up.  He looked down at his wound and saw that the stones were gone…as were the stitches.  He spat the rum-flavored leaves onto the balcony in disbelief as he touched the long pink scar.  It felt so strange.

 “It doesn’t hurt!” he said smiling.  “Whatever you did, it worked!”

 “Now you’ll still be a little sore, Your Majesty, so be careful,” Lord Cambry warned.

 Hans and Cornelius breathed sighs of relief and hugged the King.  They looked intently at the scar, and then shook hands with the outlandish visitor.  Keelan got to his feet slowly and they traversed back into the bedroom to have some drinks.  

 Keelan grabbed Cambry’s arm.  “You came from out of nowhere and did what my healers could not.  How can I repay you?”

 “Go with me to war.”

 “To war?” Keelan questioned.

 “Yes.  I wish to catch up to your bride’s army and accompany her on her quest.  I want to share in the glory when she claims victory over Rohedon’s Realm.”

 The King nodded his head slowly.  “That I can do.  I never wanted to stay behind in the first place, and if it wasn’t for my injuries I wouldn't have.  Were you able to find anyone else to go besides your two thousand?”

 “Just a few hundred,” Cambry replied.  “But everything will be ready for our departure in the morning.  You’ll be with your precious wife in no time.”

 “I cannot wait to see her.  I want to see for myself that she is okay.”

 “I must say that I can’t wait to meet her,” the Lord admitted.  “She sounds like quite an extraordinary young woman.”

 “Yes she is,” Silvia’s husband said.  Then he noticed the tone of voice Cambry had used.  “Wait…why would you say that?”

 “I’ve done some asking around and have learned some incredible things, such as her unique quickness at learning magic and her ability to shape-change.”

 “It is all true,” said Hans.  “But you shall see for yourself soon enough if you think we can catch up to her.”

 Keelan looked over at Hans.  “I think it best if you stayed here.”

 “Nonsense,” the manservant said.  “I helped raise her and helped her to get her throne.  Now that you are well enough to travel I shall accompany you and help my Queen defeat our enemies.”

  

  

  

 The stunning brunette let her hips sway sensuously as she walked down the cold stone tunnel to her private chambers.  All that crossed her path, whether it was man, woman, or beast, stopped to gaze upon her scantily clad form.  Her yellow dress tied behind her neck, leaving her back uncovered, and formed two narrow strips that barely concealed her more than adequate chest.  The strips kept tapering out until they joined the skirt at the hips, exposing her entire stomach and almost letting her rump escape from the extremely low back.  The front of the dress from the wide hips cut straight to her inner thighs and went straight down to her knees in a thin line.  The back and sides of the dress were cut to show the outside of each of her buttocks and went down to her feet.  Her curly brown hair was pulled away from her perfect face and pinned with pieces of silver.  Her feet were ensconced in matching yellow slippers with flat soles.

Natosha entered her bedroom and closed the door behind her.  She didn’t bother to lock it because the servants, as well as the other wives, knew better than to walk in without her assent.  She was by far the most powerful of her dead husband’s wives and they all answered to her, even her twin, Saris.  Natosha was also the first of his many wives, marring him six years before Saris married him.  Natosha had born Rohedon eleven children, but at seventy-five years old she still had the body and appearance of a twenty year old girl.  Rohedon himself had looked like he was in his thirties when he had died, but had really been seventy-nine.  It was amazing what one could do with certain spells.

  She went to the mantel where there sat an oval bowl held by a small monkey statue.  Inside the bowl were miniscule grains of black sand.  She scooped up a good handful, stepped back a little, and threw it in a circle around her.  She grabbed a small handful of a different powder kept in a large clay jug and held it in the palm of her hands.  She whispered a few harsh-sounding words of magic and closed her eyes to wait.  When she opened them again she found herself in an entirely different room.  It appeared to be a bedroom, although the bed must have been hidden behind one of the stone walls.  The floor was covered in silks, rugs, and animal skins, and the couch and chairs were very plush.  

 A closer look at the couch revealed a handsome young man with shoulder-length reddish-brown hair, broad shoulders, and a lean but muscular body.  He was naked except for a thin blanket over his lower body and a long necklace which held a sapphire around his neck.  She opened her hands as she stepped closer to him and blew the powder into his face.  It disappeared in a golden fog as the man stirred in his sleep and then woke up.  Seeing the beautiful woman in his room he sat up, staring in disbelief.

 “What a dream I am having,” he muttered.

 She gave him her most gorgeous smile and moved towards the fireplace, although she was nearly sweating already.  “Do I look like a dream?” she asked sweetly.

 He shook his head as if to get the last remnants of sleep out of his eyes.  “You look like a goddess.”  He swayed on the couch and hiccupped.  The smell of liquor hung heavy about him.  “Who are you?”

 Natosha walked over to him.  “I am whatever you want me to be.  You said I looked the part of a goddess, so why not let me be yours?”

 “My what?” the young man replied, obviously inebriated.  He blinked stupidly and shook his head again.

 “Your goddess,” she said calmly.  “The only difference between me and other goddesses is that I am here to please and worship you.  Would you like that?”  She played with a coil of her hair, staring at him intensely.

 “Sounds enticing.”  The words slurred together.  “Does my goddess have a name?”  What a strange dream this is, he thought.

 “My name is Natosha.”

 “And you are here to worship me, you say?”

 “In any way you wish, Master,” she said in a husky voice, kneeling in front of him on a silk blanket.

 “My name’s not ‘master’,” he said.  “It’s Keelan.  King Keelan of Darkania or Lystia, or wherever.”  Just what was the name of his city?  It was hard to think; his mind was very muddled.

 “Well, King Keelan…what would you like me to do?”

 “If this is a dream,” he said, “then do anything you think will please me.”  Now why would he say that?  Wasn’t he married now?  Of course, how often did a woman who looked like Natosha offer herself to a man?  By the gods, did his head feel funny. His thoughts were unfocused, swimming around in his mind, and the room swayed in front of him. He wished he could just go back to sleep.  But the woman was speaking again.

“Anything?” she had said.  Natosha’s heart beat faster.  She had not slept with any other man before she married Rohedon, though she had been with many since she became his wife.  Her appetite was sometimes insatiable.  But her husband had never known about any of the men she had let herself be taken by in numerous places in the mountain and across their countryside.  The other wives no doubt had their own lovers as well; however she knew nothing of them and didn’t care.  She thought of sharing her husband with five women over the years and grew bitter.  Maybe now that he was dead she wouldn’t have to share anymore or worry about getting caught as she was being pleased.  Yes she had loved him deeply, but that didn’t mean she was immune to desire.  And could she not love again in time?

 Warmth spread throughout her body as she climbed onto the couch, straddling the King between her shapely legs.  She noticed many scabs and a large abdominal scar but otherwise he didn’t appear to be very hurt—just drunk.  His left hand found her rump and pressed her closer to him.  She moaned and covered his mouth with hers.  For several minutes she gyrated her hips against his hardness until she couldn’t stand it anymore.  Lifting herself up a little, she tore the thin blanket off of him and began to touch him.  His hands immediately went to her breasts and her womanhood, stroking and grabbing and pinching.  Natosha gasped in pleasure and moved so that he entered her.  They moved erratically until both reached their points of bliss.  When they finished she found that her dress had been ripped away from her breasts, which were swollen with lust and very sore from his teeth.  They separated, each trying to catch their breath.

 Then someone knocked at the door.  Natosha disappeared into thin air as Keelan blinked and looked around in a stupor.  He covered his wet erectness with shame and wondered what had just happened as Hans walked into the bedroom.

 “Are you all right, Sire?”  He stood in the door in a nightgown, a candle in one hand.

 Keelan shifted on the couch, trying to get more comfortable.  “Has anyone else been in here?”

 The manservant frowned.  “No, Your Majesty, not to my knowledge.”

 “Must have been a dream,” muttered the King.

 “I beg your pardon?”

 “Oh, nothing, Hans.  You can go back to sleep now, my good man.”

 “Thank you, Sire.  Pleasant dreams.”

 Hans left the room and shut the door.  Keelan shook his head and stood up.  He stumbled to his bed and lay down, wondering what insane things he would dream of next.  

 He didn’t realize that it wasn’t a dream and the next morning he remembered only vague details.  But as Lord Cambry made the last preparations for their departure, he had an extreme feeling of guilt every time he touched his sapphire or thought of his wife.

  
  
  
 Silvia’s eyes were red and swollen the next morning, her mood harsh and unforgiving.  Most everyone speculated at this but asked no questions as she barked out orders.

 “Work with those damn horses today—we’ll be setting off after lunch and we won’t be stopping until well after nightfall.  No more time can be spent here; we must leave.”

 “But Your Highness, it’s impossible to have these horses trained in a day!” Sir Grant objected.  

 “Then make it possible!” she snapped.  “If I say we waste no more time then I mean not to waste any more time!”

 “Yes, milady,” Sir Grant said humbly, and he went off to give orders to the Commander of the Royal Guards.

 A hooded figure nearby, hunched over some pots and pans, stood and began to walk slowly towards the make-shift hitching posts the wild horses had been tied to during the night.  Leaning close to a large chestnut colored stallion, he whispered in the horse’s ear.  The horse picked up his feet and started acting antsy, only to calm down as the man ran his hand down its neck.  He managed to do this with most of the wild horses before a Guard spotted him and asked what he was doing with the Queen’s beasts.  The hooded man bowed himself away and walked behind the row of horses into the massive army, disappearing immediately.

 

  

  

 The Dead Queen stared off into the distance towards the direction of Nillias, a look of the deepest kind of pain etched into her face.  Only Frero, Zander, and Quentin knew the turmoil raging inside of her.  They too had heard the strange conversation between King Keelan and the unknown woman, and had heard what ensued.  Frero and Zander couldn’t see the reason of it; Quentin kept trying to figure out why his brother had betrayed his beautiful wife and how easily he had done it.  He knew Keelan loved Silvia to the depths of his soul; he remembered Keelan gazing at her longingly, his heart at her feet.  Every move she made he was there to protect her and watch over her.  So how could he have done such a thing?  The very thought sickened him.  He longed to tell Her Majesty all of this and more but knew she would not hear a word about it from anyone at the moment.  He could see how ashamed and embarrassed she was that her companions had heard her husband’s infidelity.  Was it not enough for the poor woman to have to hear such things alone?  He could only imagine how she felt at the three of them knowing as well.

 Quentin swept his white hair away from his face, thinking how much better it would have been if she had listened to it by herself.  She’d still be angry and hateful but her humiliation would not be as bad.  As he stared at her lonely figure on top of the nearest knoll, his heart went out to her.  Venicius had betrayed her at the bitter end of his life (no thanks to himself) and now Keelan, who had sworn never to do such a thing, had done the same at the beginning of their marriage.  She probably thought that every man did this to their woman, which was simply not true.  Quentin wished he could just grab up his sapphire necklace and tell his brother everything he was thinking.  But then Silvia would hear it and be reminded of last night, hurting her more.  She was so strong and proud, yet his brother knew better than anyone else how fragile she was: She was just like everyone else and would crumple under so much pressure and stress.

 Silently he watched the Prince of Wexford ride off and come back with a large handful of beautiful flowers.  He tried to give them to the Queen, no doubt to try and cheer her, but she refused to even glance in his direction.  The prince walked solemnly back to his horse, riding away again.

 Quentin sighed and looked around himself at the army of men and women…It was going to be a long day.

  

  

  

 The horses captured the previous day behaved much better than Sir Grant and the others had expected.  It was as though they had been training for weeks instead of a day.  Because of this and because a smaller portion of the army had to walk, they made excellent time.  

 As they stopped for a brief lunch a new plan was proposed.  Sir Grant and George had been studying several maps of the countryside and had found a shortcut to Nillias that would possibly cut their trip there by three or four days.  Prince Dalton was adamant about staying with the original plan and not ‘drifting off the beaten path’.  Quentin couldn’t make up his mind whether or not this was a good idea—the shortcut seemed to twist and turn through a bunch of mountains and valleys in the Sagara Mountains and he was worried that one of them wouldn’t let have a way out to the other side for the animals and wagons.  In the end Silvia decided to think on it, for it was still three days until they would come upon the start of the other path.

 After the meeting Dalton approached Queen Silvia, extending to her a different handful of pretty flowers.

“You didn’t appear to like the other ones,” he said softly.

 “What is it that you want?” she asked, and her tone made Quentin stop a few feet away, pretending to check his white robes for something.

 “I want you to smile, to cheer up and act more like yourself,” he said.  “I hate seeing you so withdrawn.”

 Silvia teared up.  “I have my reasons to be this way.  I wouldn’t expect you to understand, nor do I need to be understood.”  She sniffed.

 “I’m not trying to understand.  I just want to see you happy.”  When she didn’t reply he added, “Look, I’m not trying to get between you and your husband if that’s what you’re thinking.  I have more respect for you than that.  I’m just being a friend here, if you can accept that.”

 “Yes, I can accept that and I thank you for your consideration towards me.  However I do not wish to speak of my husband right now.”

 Dalton nodded.  “Well, if you decide you want to talk to someone remember that I’m not hard of hearing.”

 Silvia smiled a little and some of the tension left her face.  “I’m not sure what I want,” she said sadly.

 “If you need help finding that out, I can help there too.”  He walked over to Sir Grant and struck up a menial conversation about the condition of the horses, sneaking a glance at her over his shoulder.

 Quentin wasn’t angry, and he didn’t really think Dalton was up to no good with his brother’s wife.  He guessed that the Queen didn’t want to talk to himself because he was her brother-in-law and because he had taken a glimpse into her private world as it filled with pain.  Sir Grant was too busy with maps and directions to talk and she would eventually need someone to speak to.  Quentin wasn’t sure she would even talk to Maura.  So why not the prince?  He had always shown genuine concern for her well-being and had been a good friend to them all.

 He tried to stop pondering the whole situation, but there was one thing that irked him: Would she seek revenge against Keelan by copying his actions?  And if so, who with?  He didn’t really think she would, mainly because she had done nothing when Venicius had cheated on her.  But then again, Venicius was murdered directly after, and Keelan was very much alive.  So what was going to happen now?  Could their relationship be mended?  He liked to think so, but it wasn’t his decision to make. He only knew that he dreaded the tension that would be between the two when they at last met again, after Rohedon’s Realm was defeated.

 If, that was, they made it out alive.

  

  

  

 A meeting of the witches was called at dinner that night in the cold stone mountain in the midst of Rohedon’s Realm.  Even Emaree was present.  The big question of the evening was posed after everyone had had at least one glass of black wine: Which of them was to be chosen to lead Silvia and her army into a trap?

 “We all know there’s one person we can’t trust to go,” Zela stated.  She gazed pointedly at Emaree.

 Saris giggled.  “Why would we choose her anyway?  She had to be carried in here because she can’t even walk!  Or maybe she’s just too lazy.” She lifted an eyebrow and smirked at the quiet wife.

 Emaree said nothing in her own defense.  She looked ashamed of her disability.

 “We can’t send Rosenda either because she’s with child,” Clea pointed out.

 “I disagree there,” said Natosha.  “I think that’s the perfect reason to send her.  If this Dead Queen finds out who she is, she won’t kill Rosenda because of the baby.”

“Excellent way to see things,” Zela said.  “But I don’t think she should go alone.”

 “So go with her,” suggested Saris.

 “I think I’d be more helpful here,” Zela said.  “My ravens and I can help to watch the surrounding areas in case something should happen—“ 

 “We don’t think so,” Natosha interrupted, “and we can watch over the Realm just fine without you—you’re not that important, you know.”

 “Very well.”  Zela’s face turned red, as though someone had just slapped her hard.  She had not wanted to be chosen.

 “All right,” Natosha continued.  “Now that it’s decided who will go and who will stay, we will go over the plans.  Those who have been nominated to leave will do so directly afterward.”

  

  

 Chapter Five: A Demon is Born

  

 “We have some of the fastest horses in the whole countryside,” claimed Lord Cambry.  He talked as though this were a fact and was not merely bragging.

 “I sort of noticed that yesterday,” Keelan replied, rubbing his back.  “That means we’ll be catching up with the army sooner, doesn’t it?”

 “If we make good time and nothing goes wrong we’ll catch them up around the third, maybe the fourth day,” Cambry said.  “You see, we are lucky—our whole army is mounted, even though a couple hundred are riding double.  The horses can go longer than we humans can, and so we’ll go farther faster than your precious Queen.  And don’t worry about losing their trail; twelve thousand people traveling in the same direction, whether by foot, wagon, or horseback, will leave a big mark on the land.”

 “Well today is the second day of our journey…” Keelan said to himself.  Then to Cambry, “Can we make any extra time today or tonight?”

 Lord Cambry’s unique topknot whipped madly about as he turned and stared around him.  He wasn’t looking at the men and women, but the horses they rode upon.  They were tall beasts and very muscular; it was nothing for them to carry two people, although after a while it tired them.  But they all appeared ready to go on for hours, even after carrying their riders for three and a half hours without a break.  He shrugged as he turned back to the King of Lystia.  “I really don’t see why not.  I was just thinking though—what if they’ve made better time than we thought?  I suppose it does not matter, as we will catch up to them sooner or later, but it is something to think about.”

 Keelan realized the man was trying to tell him something: They weren’t exactly sure when they would meet up with the Queen.

 They rested for an early dinner hours later and gave the horses a good break.  But everyone mounted up again an hour before dark and rode into the dimming horizon.  The night was cool and the horses had no obstacles other than the rolling hills.  They passed the remains of hundreds of old fire sites and knew they were still on the trail of the army.  The scouts that had been sent ahead during the day returned periodically to give reports and point them in the right direction.

  

  

  

 They turned northwest in the morning, the army traveling at a good pace.  The sun turned hot quickly, forcing many to wrap scarves or extra cloths over their heads to keep the bright light out of their eyes and off their faces.  The heat soaked everyone in sweat and runners were constantly coming and going to retrieve water for the army and its horses from nearby streams and creeks.

 Queen Silvia saw the woman before the others and saw how her body bent under the weight of the large pack she carried.  A halt was called while a small party rode forward to see who the woman was and if she needed assistance.  As she was brought back to Silvia, the Queen wondered how the scouts had not seen her.  

The woman was led by Sir Grant and Prince Dalton.  It was immediately obvious that the woman was heavy with child.  Her pack had been taken by one of the Queen’s men to rest her back, for she was alone and had no one else to carry it for her.  The woman was very short, with stringy blonde hair that clung to her face in sweat.  Her face was pinched and pockmarked.  Her hands were red and dry and were constantly either wringing themselves or rubbing her protruding belly.  Her voice was little more than a squeak, and she appeared confused and frightened.  She was taken to an enclosed wagon and entered through the back into darkness.  Although she sensed several presences in the wagon with her, only one soft voice spoke to her.

 “Why do you travel alone while with child?”

  

  

  

  

 Rosenda swallowed, wringing her hands harder.  Zela, nor the other wives, had offered any advice or instructions on what to tell the Dead Queen; they had only said for her to make sure the army took the valley filled path to Nillias—their apparent destination.  She had to be careful for she had little magic to help her, as she was the weakest of Rohedon’s six wives.  Why, if it hadn’t been for a special powder that Natosha had somehow acquired, it would have taken Rosenda and the others weeks to travel as far as they had.  Now, what would be the smartest way to start this palaver off?  What should she say to this woman of the dead, if indeed that was to whom she was speaking?  She steadied her breathing and prepared to answer.  “My business is my own.”

 “Is it now?” the voice replied in mock wonder.  “I find that it is in my army’s best interest to see why you travel alone when you are so far along in your pregnancy and so far from towns or villages.  Why have you no mid-wife?”

 “I have had all of my children while alone, and I need no help,” she responded in a heated tone.

 “How many children have you?” the voice asked.

 “Four,” Rosenda answered, and then realized she should have kept her mouth shut.

 “And where are they—these four children?” the woman asked sweetly.

 “Grown and gone.”  This was true, but Rosenda didn’t think she looked old enough to have raised even one child to adulthood.  Apparently the woman speaking with her had seen her outside the wagon and noticed this as well.

 “All of them are grown?  Then your age is a mystery to me, young one.  And where have they gone to?”

 Rosenda wished she could take this whole conversation back to the beginning and reword her answers.  She was making the voice more and more curious with each response.  “Age-keeping is a family secret that is well kept,” she said truthfully, thinking fondly of her husband’s wives.  “My children I hardly see, so I know not what they do.”  Her stomach began to cramp and she hoped labor was not near.  Her last child nearly killed her and she had a feeling this one might do the same.

 “Does your husband not care that you travel in solitude?”  The voice of the woman had changed, becoming less sweet and more firm.  Rosenda thought she detected skepticism in it.

 She tried to hold her tongue, but couldn’t help herself.  “My husband was murdered,” Rosenda blurted out.  “He was murdered by a woman of death!”

 “Now, that sounds interesting.”

 A rustling occurred a few feet away, and then someone struck a match to light an oil lamp.  Rosenda started when she saw a stunning young woman before her, surrounded by five men.  Every one regarded her expressionlessly, with just a hint of suspicion hiding in the twinkles of their eyes.

“So were you just wondering around in shock and got lost?” the beautiful red-headed woman inquired.  “Or are you avenging his death?”

 Heat flamed in the blonde’s cheeks and she averted her eyes.  “As I first told you, my business is my own.”

 “You may think so, but I find your business makes me uneasy.”  The young woman frowned.

 “And what is your business?  What are you doing in the middle of nowhere with a legion of people following you?” Rosenda’s voice rose, the squeaking worse.  “I demand to know, for it seems rather peculiar to me!  Just what are you doing, anyway?”

 The woman appeared unbothered by Rosenda’s words and so did not raise her own voice.  “I am Queen Silvia of Lystia and I go to defeat Rohedon’s Realm in haste.  I make this no secret; it is not hidden in the folds of my dress like some unspeakable thing.  Had you asked my Royal Guards I had sent for you they would have said nothing but the truth as I have said it.  As for you, my dear, you have acted queerly upon arriving in my wagon and have shown disrespect to me by not telling me everything I ask.”

 Rosenda could not believe her ears or her eyes: The woman before her was no more than nineteen or twenty years of age, yet she claimed to be the Dead Queen!  How could one so young and inexperienced lead such a massive army against Rohedon’s Realm and expect to win?  Even if the entire army was well-trained they would not follow her blindly into battle—not a mere child like her!  However Rosenda was nevertheless chilled to the bone, for this Dead Queen seemed very strong and defiant.  She wondered what powers were locked away inside of the red-head, and how often they were used.  Rosenda prayed fervently and silently to the gods that the ‘woman of death’ couldn’t read minds.

  

  

  

 Quentin did not trust the strange little woman and felt no pity for her condition.  He had never heard of a pregnant woman taking such a pilgrimage by herself.  What parts of her story were true?  Which parts weren’t?  He decided to ask a few questions himself and hoped Her Majesty wouldn’t mind him interrupting.

 “What name do you go by?”

 She sensed trouble, a certain menace in the man’s voice.  Was there any use in lying now?  “Rosenda?”

 “Where are you from?”

 A slight hesitation.  “Lordale.”

 “Is this the city you are traveling from?”

 The woman looked away and Quentin could almost smell her nervousness.

 “Yes.”  Her hands rubbed incessantly at her belly.

 He believed this to be a lie and said as such.

 “You’ve no right to be calling me a liar!” Rosenda said tartly. 

 He shrugged his shoulders and ran a hand through his white hair.  “Was your husband from Lordale also?”

 She shook her head.

 “Then where did he hail from?” Quentin asked.

 “I-I’m not sure,” she stuttered.  

 “What was his name?”

 Rosenda blinked, her mouth dropping open.  She attempted to regain her composure and answer, but he spoke again.

 “Or did you not know his title either?”

 She did not answer, merely staring at him.

 “How was he killed? You spoke of a ‘woman of death’ but didn’t explain how it happened.  Who was this woman?”  He steepled his hands in front of himself and awaited an answer.

 “She was an enemy from afar.”  The answer was barely audible.  “He died terribly.  He was so frightened…but the pain was short-lived.”  Rosenda was staring at the lamp with sad, unblinking eyes.  “I’ve traveled so far to reach her.”

“Did you pass through Nillias?” Sir Grant inquired.  The others looked at him with frowns, but he ignored them.  What could it hurt to ask?

 “Yes.”

 “Which way did you go from there?” an eager Prince Dalton said.

 “The mountain pass was the only way.  The main road had a horrendous mudslide in one of the valleys, and it was impossible to go through.”  Her voice trailed off.

 The wagon was silent for several moments as the Queen and her companions looked at each other and at Rosenda.  They were all thinking of Rosenda’s story, each forming his or her own opinion on it.  Then the pregnant woman fell forward, screaming and clutching her stomach.

  

  

  

 Quentin raced around the camp, asking everyone the same question until he found his answer.  Then he rushed back to the wagon, which sat a little ways off from the Queen’s personal wagon, and nearly yanked Her Majesty out of it.

 “What the devil is wrong with you?” Silvia demanded to know as he dragged her out of earshot of the wagon.

 “I have dire news for you milady,” he replied, brushing his sweaty white hair from his face absently.  “Rosenda speaks the truth about some of her story, but not the whole truth.”

 Silvia’s eyebrows furrowed.  “I had the same feeling.  Tell me what you mean.”

 A blood-curdling scream erupted from the wagon, announcing the slow coming of a child.

 Quentin stared at the Queen.  “I found someone in the army who has adequate knowledge of Rohedon’s dames.  She is one of the wives of Rohedon, milady…and she is giving birth to a demon.”

  

  

  

 Gordy was dancing with a gorgeous blonde woman in a field of purple flowers when he was rudely interrupted.  The blonde vanished, replaced by a much larger blonde with brawny arms and a stern face.  Although Gordy had stopped dancing he was still moving, for the blonde who was now before him was shaking his shoulders.

 “Damn you to the gods, Gordy, wake up!”

 Gordy’s eyelids flew all the way open and found that part of his dream had come true: a large blonde was shaking him…and he looked frustrated.

 “What is it, Vyto?” he asked.  “And please quit shaking my poor bones!”

 Vyto complied and leaned back so that his friend could sit up.  “I need your assistance.”

 Gordy’s eyes lit up at the very mention that he was needed.  “I’ll offer only my best,” he said.

 The larger man glanced around, and then leaned close to Gordy’s freckled ear.  “Laugh at me not when I say this, but I dream of things that happen in the near future and I call them visions.”

 Recognition dawned on Gordy’s face.  “Are you the one known to Her Highness as ‘the Dreamer’?”

 “Don’t breathe a word of it to anyone else please,” Vyto pleaded.  “I’m not well-acquainted with being put on any sort of pedestal, so I did not give Queen Silvia my name.”

 “This is very exciting!” the red-head exclaimed.  “To think that you are the one I’ve been hearing about these past few days!  So what is it that you need?”

 “I had another vision.  I wrote it on a piece of parchment, but I need someone to deliver it to the Queen or one of her Guards by the name of Stefan.  Will you bear this to them?”

 “Only if you tell me of your vision in great detail upon my return.”

 He could tell that Gordy would take the Queen the parchment even if he didn’t agree to disclose his vision.  However, Vyto saw it as a small piece of satisfaction to his big favor and agreed to tell Gordy everything he could remember.  He extracted the carefully folded parchment from an inside breast pocket and handed it to him.  “Let no one else lay eyes on it!” Vyto said fervently.

“You have my word,” replied Gordy, and he quickly began to make his way through the army.  A lot of people were napping or massaging their well-worn feet; most were grumbling about the delay and were wondering aloud what was holding them up from marching on.  He wound through the crowds until he came to what looked like the Queen’s wagon.  A Royal Guard approached him right away.

 “Have you business here, sir?” he asked Gordy.

 “Well, um, yes.  Are you called Stefan?”

 The Guard looked at him closely.  “No.  Stefan is making rounds with the Commander of the Royal Guard.”

 “Then is Queen Silvia available?”

 Suspicion swam into focus in the Guard’s eyes.  “What have you to say to Her Highness?”

 “I bring urgent news to my Queen from the Dreamer,” said Gordy.  He desperately hoped this man would give him no trouble.  What was the saying—cut not the throat of the messenger lest you cut your own?

 The Guard nodded and told him to stay put.

  

  

  

 “Giving birth to a demon?” Silvia whispered.

 “Possibly,” said Quentin just as quietly, for the woman had ceased her screaming for the moment.

 “Your Highness, there is a man here who says he brings important news from the Dreamer,” said a Guard who had come up to them.

 “What a rude way to interrupt your superiors,” the Queen said, whirling on the Guard.  “You could at least say ‘excuse me’.”

 The man looked abashed and bowed.  “A thousand apologies, milady,” he stuttered.

 Silvia rolled her eyes.  “No use in apologizing to me now,” she said.  Her mood was not one to be tested.  “Bring me this man of which you speak.”

 Moments later Gordy stood before the radiant leader of his people.  He made a short, crude bow and handed the Queen the folded parchment from his friend.

 Quentin peered over her shoulder as she unfolded it and read it to herself.

  

 “My Queen—

               I dreamed of a great creeping sickness that travels silently to us.  Many will die if it’s not stopped.  A strange path also appeared to me in my dream.  Evil awaits on this path for us, but we must take it and meet our fate or else the evil will fall on us from behind on our way to Nillias.  Also, the birthing woman is related to the evil on the strange path.  She must be killed before the path is taken so that the evil won’t be twice as strong.  

               And let her not birth her child.

                                                                                                                               Humbly Yours—

                                                                                                                                             ‘Dreamer’”

 

 “He’s sort of vague, isn’t he?” she said to her brother-in-law, who nodded in agreement.  Turning back to Gordy she said, “Tell him his words have been heeded and he is well-appreciated.  If he so wishes to reveal himself, I would make sure he is well taken care of.”

 “I will tell him, Your Majesty,” he said.  He bowed crookedly once more and departed.

 “Now, what else have you to tell me of Rosenda and her child?” Silvia asked when Gordy had gone.

 “Well, her name rung a bell—perhaps I had heard Gregorich Hapshamin mention it in passing—and I went about the army until I learned the names of all the wives of Rohedon.  They are as follows: Rosenda, Clea, Zela, Saris, Natosha, and Emaree.”

 “Wasn’t Zela the name of the raven you said visited Gregorich on his balcony?”

 “Yes, it was, milady.”

 Silvia was shocked as she recognized Natosha’s name as the woman with whom her husband had cheated, but said nothing on it.  She did not wish to dwell on such things now.  To think of the enemy bedding her husband was too much.

 “I also learned three things about these women that might help us.”

 “Get on with it, Quentin, for her labor progresses,” Silvia said.  She had a bad feeling that something terrible was about to happen soon.

 “Okay,” he said, once more brushing his hair out of his face.  “The ones named Saris and Natosha are supposed to be twins, though with different hair colors, and they’re the most powerful of the six.  The one named Emaree is rumored to have been kidnapped by Rohedon and forced into marriage.  She is believed even now to be held captive and is never allowed to leave the mountain in which they dwell.”  He leaned forward and began to whisper again, although it was unlikely Rosenda would hear them over her own moaning and yelling.  “Rosenda doesn’t have much magic to offer, I was told.  But she does do one incredible thing: Every time she has taken Rohedon’s seed she has given birth to a demon.  Her labors are short and excruciatingly painful and the demon comes quickly.”

 Silvia felt nauseated.  “So the Dreamer was right…she needs to be killed.”

 Quentin nodded.  “But she needs to be done away with now.  If no one else can do it, I will.”

 The Queen took a deep breath and shuddered.  The day suddenly seemed a little colder.

  

  

  

 Another contraction hit her stomach and she howled with pain.  It wouldn’t be long now.  Colors swam before her eyes as she lay in the wagon atop the table secured the floor.  The two mid-wives the Dead Queen had fetched went in and out of focus.  They spoke to her and each other often, but Rosenda could barely hear what they said even as they commented on the absence of one of her nipples.  She was soaked with sweat despite that the women had stripped her of her clothing for her comfort.  

 Her first two ‘children’ took several hours to birth.  They had been loyal and easily taught to obey during their short lives.  Her third had been very difficult to birth and to tame, and a close eye had to be kept on her.  

 Visions of her last childbirth kept dancing in front of her and she remembered what had happened: the labor had hit during dinner.  Saris and Natosha had rushed her off to a private room somewhere in the mountain, where she purged her food.  

 But this child was different and had come out almost too quickly.  As soon as he was free of her body he turned and bit her umbilical in half.  His bat-like ears had twitched when he heard Saris and Natosha gasp, and he rounded on them.  He crouched, ready to spring at them, but Rosenda had called to him.  His head turned and he gazed at her with what she thought had been affection…

It turned out to be hunger.  The little demon had jumped atop her belly, eliciting a scream and had reached down with his head to bite off her nipple.  This he swallowed and he was eyeing her bloodied breast with wide eyes when Saris and Natosha had used their powers to bind him.  He was taken away, and she never saw him again.  They had told her he was somewhere safe and would be taught to obey as the others had.

 But Rosenda had always doubted that story.  She believed the twins killed her son, and despite of what the child had done to her after exiting her womb, she had still loved him and had wanted no harm to fall upon him.

 Now she was birthing her fifth and she was more than a little frightened.  If the child was captured it would surely be killed.  She would be killed anyway, no doubt, so her only concern was that her child escape unharmed.  If the child could kill both of the mid-wives before they screamed, then it could feast on them and be well fed before escaping…

 Suddenly the pain in her stomach grew even more intense and the child began to push its way out.  She used the little magic she had to make both women faint as her child’s head came out.  With one last scream, it was born.

 Outside, all heads turned towards the sound.

 “Oh no,” Quentin whispered, “it’s out.”

  

  

  

 Chapter Six: The White One Attacks

  

 King Keelan and Lord Cambry halted in the early afternoon so the horses could catch their wind.  During a quiet meal of mutton and raw vegetables they were interrupted by one of Cambry’s men.  The man was a tracker and had found some curious prints.  They followed him to see the strange tracks immediately.  The heel print was light, and the toe prints were heavy.  There were three long toes on each foot and what appeared to be knuckle prints in the earth too.

 “What manner of creature makes such a mark?” Keelan wondered aloud.

 Lord Cambry looked at him gravely.  “One that would bring great harm to your wife.”

 Keelan looked up at him sharply, fear dancing in his eyes.  “How long have these creatures been tailing my Queen?  Tell me!”

 Cambry glanced at the tracker, who answered quickly.

 “Well, I first noticed the tracks in a large stretch of woods about three miles back.  They stayed to the trees back there, but have since mingled with the tracks of Queen Silvia’s army, and at times have been hard to spot.”

 Keelan glared from one man to the other.  “Is she…do you think the creatures have caught up to the army?”

 Again, the tracker answered.  “There were blood spots in several areas in the woods; however there were no bodies.  It’s very possible the blood was from an injured person or an injured creature.  But no, I wouldn’t think they’ve caught up with the army yet, or if they have the army doesn’t know about it.”

 “Do you know what these creatures are?  How dangerous are they?” Keelan demanded to know.

 The tracker looked away, but Lord Cambry didn’t.  He stared the King in the eyes and said, “I’ve only heard stories of them.  And they are dangerous enough that we will be taking much shorter rests after this one, as well as picking up speed.”  He paused for a moment, taking in the men before him as if measuring their stamina.  “We need to get to the army—and your Queen—as quickly as possible, or they may die.”

  

  

  

 The inside of the wagon still glowed with candlelight, although the overall effect was eerie rather than comforting.  Quentin had crept inside quietly through a tiny hole in the canvas flap and paused now to take in his surroundings.  The two mid-wives were lying on the floor, their throats shredded into fleshy mounds.  The metallic taste of blood was heavy in his mouth as he twitched his delicate whiskers with disgust.

Glancing up he could see Rosenda’s body lying motionless on its side.  He turned his head to look at the draperies that hung over a window cut out in the canvas.  A movement caught his eye and he whipped his tiny head towards Rosenda’s body.  He could almost swear she had moved.  Was it possible she was still alive?  He couldn’t be sure yet, but he didn’t think so.  His mouse ears could detect strange sounds from the table on which she lay, sounds he had heard before but was unable to place  His stomach became uneasy and he turned back to the draperies, climbing them quickly and quietly as only a mouse could.

 He had a brief thought of how he had rarely been so grateful that he could shape-shift, even though it was only people or animals that he had killed.  A couple of days before they had left Lystia he had shed his white cloak and tried to shape-shift.  He’d been able to do it, but only for a short period of time.  The magical hooded cloak enabled him to be something else for as long as a couple of days.  He remembered the night when his brother had rescued him from the malevolent spell of the white cloak.  By the gods, how he had hated that robe and the evil man that had enslaved him in it.  He had wanted to leave the wretched clothe and forget the blasphemous memories that seemed to be absorbed in its very threads.  Now, however, he used the cloak just as it had once used him, even thinking of it fondly from time to time.  After all, the robe had been with him—a part of him—for so long that to be away from it very long was just too damned strange and unnerving.  In a way he supposed he felt protected by it, and it brought him a sort of peace.

 But now back to the task at hand.  He scrambled from the draperies and onto the small table holding the oil lamp which dimly lit the wagon’s interior.  He froze, knowing that as tiny as he was he was still in plain sight and could therefore be a target.  He peered at Rosenda, who lay facing him, her eyes open and unblinking.

 She was moving.  Her body seemed to shiver all over as though she was cold and one of her eyelids began to droop.  And for a moment, just one moment, Quentin was almost certain she was alive…not that he cared one way or the other since he was there to finish her life anyway.  Then he saw the reason for her movements.

 From behind her back rose something which had been crouching.  A demon it was, and the most revolting thing Quentin had ever laid eyes upon.  It was the size of a small dog and mottled gray, brown, and black in color.  Patches of fur in the same colors sprouted from its thick, sickly looking skin in odd places.  Its ears were horribly uneven, as were its misshapen wings that had halfway unfolded behind it; one of its wings was nearly twice the size of the other.  Its face was pointed and pinched looking:  a tiny nose came out to a point between two slitted green eyes.  Its mouth had a river of needle-like teeth lined with thin purple lips.  As he watched with a churning stomach, the demon lowered its head and buried its face into its mother’s back, holding her with four-fingered taloned hands.  The same sickening sound came from the beast as it tore off a chunk of ragged flesh and leaned its head back to gulp it down.  Even before it lowered its head to take another bite its body shivered and grew several inches.  The short wing became longer, and its spine popped as it lengthened as well.

 Quentin waited until the demon lowered its head once more before he went back down the draperies to the floor of the wagon, which had become sticky with blood.  He carefully made his way around the long table bearing the dead mother until he was directly behind the demon.  He took a deep breath, thinking to himself that he had to do this for Her Majesty.  He had promised Keelan to protect her person in all ways on this journey, and by the gods that was what he was going to do.

Summoning his powers, he rose from the floor in the shape of a giant white bear, roaring in the most terrifying way he could.  The demon whirled around, its green eyes wide with fear.

 But then the wagon began to lean to Quentin’s side because of his immense bulk, and he realized too late that he had chosen to become the wrong animal.  The wagon fell onto its side heavily, and the last thing he saw was the demon leaping towards his throat.

  

  

  

 Silvia nearly cried out when the wagon toppled over with a bone-crunching thud.  She stood for several precious seconds, biting her lip and not daring to breathe.  Coming back to her senses she motioned her soldiers out of the way, giving the fallen wagon a wide berth.  As quietly as possible she drew her sword, the silver carving of a dragon with bejeweled eyes glinting in the bright sun, and stood at the ready.  She hardly noticed the soldiers around her doing the same.

 Except that now she was unsure as to what to do: Should she go charging in or wait until someone or something came out?  Her mind’s feet burned as they raced around the sands of her thoughts.  What to do?  What to do?  But before she could make up her mind on this she saw movement beneath the blood-stained canvas covering of the wagon.

 Yes, something was moving, trying to crawl out from the wreckage.  Silvia began to edge closer, going very slow and careful to keep her eyes on the wagon.  Beads of sweat stung her eyes, but she dared not blink.  Before she had gone four small paces the canvas ripped open and with a blood-curdling screech a hideous monster burst forth, flapping misshapen wings with odd patches of multi-colored fur on them.  Almost without hesitation the demon hurtled itself straight at her, its eyes fixed upon her hungrily.

 Its expression changed when it saw the tiny queen throw down her sword and instantly transform into a giant dragon.  It tried to turn in midair, but Silvia drew in a deep breath and expelled the largest stream of flames she could muster.  The flames devoured the fleeing demon greedily and it fell to a smoking heap on the ground.  There it was immediately set upon by the Queen’s Guards who kicked, stabbed, and mutilated the carcass until they were sure it was truly dead.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 Keelan’s eyes stared at the valley from which the faint sound had come, his heart pounding wildly in his chest.  “My gods, what was that?” he muttered.

 Lord Cambry had risen to his feet.  The man from Jevelas looked the complete part of a warrior:  His thick brown topknot protruding from his shaved head reached past the shoulders of his worn-out traveling cloak, swept to one side as usual to reveal his broadsword.  His eyes were like green fire as they peered into the distance.  “I know not, Your Highness,” he grumbled, his eyebrows furrowing in thought.  “But I will make a grave assumption that it came from the same direction your wife is going.”  He turned to his tracker.  “Send scouts.  Go with them if you must, but rally the men first.”  He looked at Keelan.  “We will try to speed things up and travel faster.  If we are lucky we’ll make it to her in time.”

 “You mean if she’s lucky,” Keelan whispered.  He spun around to mount his horse; all those nearby could see he looked pale and shaken.

  

  

  

 Silvia cared no more about the creature and dismissed it from her mind as one would swat away a fly.  Her beautiful emerald eyes were fixed on the wreckage and its blood-soaked canvas with a stare that was tragedy and sorrow.  Throwing aside all thought she changed back to her human form and ran to the wagon, jerking back the torn canvas.  Quentin lay there, his eyes dazed and barely open, his body crushed among the dead bodies of Rosenda and the mid-wives.  Silvia wasn’t sure he was hurt until she saw the deep scratches on his throat.  Silvia took his hands and helped pull him out from under the bodies and onto his unsteady feet.  She led him away to a nearby hillock, where he collapsed as she began to examine him.  Blood was pooled up on his cloak, the cloth’s magic preventing it from soaking in, and when he reached out to her his cloak shifted, the pooled blood dripping onto the grass beneath him.  She worked the cloak off his body to see large tears in his shirt and skin.

Frero fetched them some fresh water from a stream and clean rags and helped the Queen clean up the injured man.  The jagged-looking tear on his throat was not as bad as she had feared, although it looked terrible.  They gave him several stitches, but he was so dazed that he did not stir or even moan with pain.  The only thing he managed to say was that he wished for his cloak.  They donned him in it after they finished tending his wounds.  Zander was brought forth to try different herbs and healing magic, but none of it seemed to work.  Confounded, he told them the only thing they could do was to watch over him.

 The rest of the camp, under the direction of Prince Dalton and Sir Grant, made ready to leave.  The mid-wives’ bodies were placed in shallow graves with stones atop of them.  Rosenda’s body was drug out of the toppled wagon and left in the open to be trampled by the army and to give warning to any other enemies.  The demon was left where it lay.

 Quentin rode in the Queen’s wagon, with Her Majesty stroking his long white hair.  Maura rode inside with them, holding one of the young man’s hands and watching helplessly as her beloved mistress shed tears over him.

  

  

  

 Lord Cambry and King Keelan grimaced as they gazed down upon the remains of what had once been a small young woman two days later.  The ‘quipas’, as Cambry dubbed the creatures stalking the army, had feasted a little on her but had found the dirt and animal manure trampled into her skin to be too overwhelming and had abandoned her for something else.  What looked to have been freshly dug graves had been unearthed, the now meatless bones nearly picked clean and no sign of clothes to identify the bones could be seen.  

 “Whatever happened here must not have been good.”  Cambry’s nose twitched with repulsion from the burnt carcass of some unknown beast that lay nearby.  “I would tell the men to mount up again, but if the horses do not rest for at least an hour…well, they wouldn’t make it far, I’m afraid.  Best horses in the country they are, but they need to rest for a bit if we still want them to be of any use.  We’ve ridden them far and hard to get here since we heard that awful screaming the other day.”  He picked up a pebble and threw it hard against a tree.  He noticed Keelan staring and said, “I am sorry, my Lord, but I am irritated with myself.  If we had stopped earlier to rest the horses we could be continuing our journey now.”  He looked closer at the King.  “You need rest, Your Majesty.  Some sleep will give you strength for what is to come.  If you’d like I can give you a concoction that will help you rest deeply for a short while.”

 Keelan sighed.  “For how long?” he said, his eyes distant.

 Lord Cambry knew what it was that he wished to know.  “Until the quipas reach your wife’s army or until we reach them?”

 “Both,” growled the King.

 “Approximately three hours or so before they catch up to her, if these tracks are as fresh as we think, and about four or five hours before we’ll meet up with whomever’s still alive…That’s if we don’t rest the horses.”

 “Then we cannot rest!” Keelan roared in anger.  “We must go now if they are so close to her!  I have to protect my Queen!”

 “Be calm, King Keelan,” Cambry said.  “The horses will collapse where they stand if they do not rest and your Queen has a sizable army of soldiers to protect her until we get there.  Now, you need rest.  Let me get you that drink.”

  

  

  

 Natosha was seething in anger.  How could Rosenda have been so stupid?  She had practically given herself away by speaking directly to the Dead Queen and giving out truthful information.  She had watched through her looking glass in horror as Rosenda made mistake after mistake.  She could only hope that Zela’s ambush in the mountain pass would work.

Natosha paced the floor of her private chambers, but her thoughts were not on Rosenda’s death as they probably should have been.  Her own demon child had killed her, not the enemy, and nothing could have been done about that.  And she had been expendable in Natosha’s mind from the beginning.  

 No, Natosha was trying to think of something to help her calm down.  Back and forth her bare feet went, not feeling the cold stones beneath them.  She had already killed two of the cats which roamed the palace, breaking one’s neck and throwing the other one out a window far above the ground.  This had not quelled her anger, so she had seduced one of the servants later on, leading him into a private room and forcing him to please himself for her.  This normally would have made her feel a lot better, however it hadn’t.  What would appeal to her?  She could talk to Saris, but she knew Saris was pleasantly indisposed with one of their more beastly servants at the moment, unaware that one of Rohedon’s wives had perished.

 She wondered what the new King of Lystia was doing, and this thought appealed to her.  Swiftly, she cast one of her magic powders around her in a circle and as the white powder fell to the stone floor it turned the color of smoke, and then darkened to black.  She quickly disrobed and checked her naked appearance her floor-length mirror, smiling mischievously.  She grabbed a handful of the fine grains in the clay pot on her mantel and stepped inside the circle of powder.

 “To King Keelan of the Realm of Lystia,” she said.  Instantly her room vanished, becoming a swirl of patterns and colors.  The very air seemed to chill considerably, a slight breeze stirring the chestnut brown curls on her shoulders.  Finally the colors around her slowed, then stopped.  

 She was inside some sort of tent.  It was daylight outside but the closed flaps let in only tiny streams of dusty light.  A few blankets lay on the floor, covering half of the bare-chested man beneath them.  She blew the contents of her hands onto his face as she looked once more at the scars littering his taut chest and arms.  His brown hair was a tangled mess.  Although his face was restful, one of his hands clutched the blankets; the other hand was clutching the sapphire around his neck.  He had been wearing the necklace before, but Natosha had brushed it off as merely a decoration.  Now she wondered…what was it for, exactly?  She knelt down and attempted to pull it gently from his grasp.  It came out easily enough, though he mumbled his wife’s name in his slumber.  She did not slip it from his neck, only held it, ogling at its blue depths.  The stone nearly pulsed with some sort of hidden magic—her own magic enabled her to feel it throbbing within.  She was curious again as to what the stone was for, but the King murmured in his sleep again and she laid it back on his chest, vowing that she would take it with her when she left.  She peeled the blankets back and began to untie his breeches.  That done, she slowly worked them off and began kissing his body.

 If only Rohedon had been this handsome, she thought bitterly.

 Keelan opened his eyes and peered at her closely.  “You?” he whispered hoarsely.

 “Yes,” she whispered back.  “Your goddess has returned to her master to do his bidding.”  She climbed atop of him and began moving her hips slowly.

 “Am I dreaming again?” he asked, his voice thick with desire.

 Natosha smiled at the wonderful effect of her powder.  It really heightened a man’s sexual arousal.  “You were not dreaming the first time you had me,” she crooned, digging her nails into his chest.

 “Who…who are you really?”

 She leaned close to his ear, her nipples caressing his chest.  “I am your fantasy brought to life.  Everything you could possibly want, I will give you…I am yours.”  She licked his earlobe, flicking her tongue against it playfully.

He moaned and shut his eyes.  “I want you, but I cannot do this.  I cannot have you.”

 “Of course you can,” Natosha said sweetly, moving faster above him.  “You’re having me right now, are you not?”

 “Yes, but…but I belong with my wife.”

 Natosha jerked his face toward hers, a serious tone in her voice.  “Listen to me very carefully, King of Lystia, or whatever you may call your city or realm, and listen well.  I am a queen in my own right, and I have a realm larger than you could ever imagine.  I have riches beyond your wildest imaginings.  I have a youthful body that will always remain beautiful and unspoiled, no matter how many children I bear.  I am unwavering, and I would love you in ways you never thought possible.  I would conquer distant lands just to name them yours.  I would love you until all time had faded from this wretched world.  Will you let me do this?  Will you take my hand and let me show you the wonders of this world that I have come to know?  A King you are already, but would you be my King and sit upon my throne?  Would you help me to command my people and uphold our laws?  Would you like me to belong to you forever?”  Many of those things had been whispered into her ear by Rohedon, or in dark corridors where she coerced with other men.  People liked to hear things like that.

 Keelan blinked and his hands slid from her hips.  “I…”

  

  

  

 Maura had been dismissed from the Queen’s wagon and was currently riding alongside it.  

 And Silvia was grateful.  Just a few minutes before she had been stroking Quentin’s brow—he was now with fever—and she had felt something strange.  It was almost as if her stone, the sapphire she now wore ceaselessly, had started to throb around her belly where it hung from her necklace.  Then her charge, who had lain staring at the ceiling without hardly a blink for the past few hours, had suddenly grabbed his sapphire with one hand and grabbed Silvia’s hand with his other.  Rivulets of sweat trickled off his forehead and he now stared at her with something like sorrow.

 Then she had heard her husband’s voice whisper something…and a woman answered.  “Yes, your goddess has returned to her master to do his bidding.”

 Oh gods, no! she thought.  Not again!  I cannot bear it!

 She was forced to sit there and listen to his moans and their conversation, for she dared not remove her necklace at such a time.  Her heart seemed to be breaking apart inside her body and she hoped, faintly, that it would kill her and ease her pain.  Her chest hurt from heartbreak, and she was crying uncontrollably.  And then the worst part of the woman’s conversation ensued in her mind:  She had asked Keelan—her husband—to be her king!  How was he going to answer?  He apparently couldn’t physically resist women outside her presence.  Thoughts of Venicius swirled in her mind, making the pain more intense than ever.  Was every man so easily corrupted by the curves of a beautiful woman?  Was their marriage ending before it had truly begun?  Silvia began to wonder if all of it wasn’t somehow her fault.  After all, the same thing had happened already with her former (and now deceased) lover.  Was she that horrible to her men?  Did she treat them so badly as to deserve that?  What kind of Queen would she be if she couldn’t even keep her own husband in her bed?  By the Dark Moon of Eerich, she had lost him to an enemy at that!

 But then her thoughts were banished from her mind as Keelan’s voice gave his answer to the woman.

  

 

  

 “I cannot.  My heart, body, and soul belong to my wife, whom I love too dearly.”

 Natosha muttered harsh words in another language and watched his facial expression soften.  “Then maybe my Lord could have us both.”  She loathed the words as she said them, but after all, wasn’t she used to sharing?  “Yes—you could be the King of two great realms, with a gorgeous bride in each.  Imagine how wonderful it could be.  And your current wife need never know of any of this.”

 “It would kill her if she knew,” Keelan said softly.  His hands slid back up to Natosha’s hips and he grabbed her, making her move more roughly.

 The exotic woman moaned with pleasure.  “Can you always please a woman this much?”

 Keelan smiled grimly, intoxicated by her powder and her magic.  “As long as the woman wills me to do it.”

 “I can visit you whenever she’s not around, you know…or maybe we could let her walk in on us.  I could show her many, many things about being pleasured by a man or by a woman.  Would you like this, my King?  Two women in your bed at once?  Or we could have more of them if you wish.”  The last part was a lie.  She only wanted to bind him to her, to possess him.  She ran a hand over his body, speaking again in an unknown language.

 Keelan was beside himself.  “That would be nice,” he said.  “But for now let us keep this between ourselves.  Can you keep this a secret?”

 “That depends.  Are you going to join me on my throne and be my King as well?  Will you love me in time?”  She asked this last question almost desperately.

 “For now I will suffice it to say that you will be my second Queen.  Only time will tell if I will ever love you.”

 Natosha bowed her head.  “Fair enough, my Lord.  It will be as you wish.”

 Just then blinding light filled the small tent and Lord Cambry’s tall form appeared in the opening.  He was very surprised to see a naked woman atop the King.  Where had she come from?  She detached herself from Keelan’s sweating body and turned her well figured body to face him.

 “Who are you?” he asked gruffly.

 Natosha walked towards him, swaying her hips wickedly.  “I am the King’s personal goddess, of course.”  She was in front of him now, and pressed herself to him, caressing his face.  “If the King so wishes I could be of service to you as well.”  She moved around to his backside, her hands finding some of his curves.

 Cambry produced a dull laugh.  “I’ve no time for foolish games, little lady.”  He turned his attention to Keelan.  “It’s time to move out now, Your Highness.”  He looked back to the woman to get a better look at her, but she had vanished.  “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, King Keelan, but it is a dangerous game to play.  Remember that your actions affect us all.”  He exited the tent.

 Keelan sat up and wiped sweat off his brow.  His sapphire shifted on his chest as his muddled thoughts cleared, and with a sinking feeling he realized the seriousness of his situation.  What he had thought to have been a dream back at the palace had been a twisted reality. And now it had happened yet again. How had this woman found him? And how could she seduce him so easily? He loved Silvia more than he loved anything else and would never do wrong to her. His breath caught as he thought of his wife...and of the sapphire around his neck.  Had Silvia heard him and Natosha?  If she had, then so had Quentin and the others. 

 “By all the gods in the heavens and in the hells in which I deserve to burn…I am so sorry,” he said miserably.

He hung his head and began to cry.

  

  

 Chapter Seven: A Vow

  

 Silvia wrapped a piece of Quentin’s cloak around his stone to ensure that they could talk without being overheard.

 “Quentin, what am I to do?”

 He watched as her shoulders shook violently.  Tears spilled out of his eyes and he spoke in a hoarse whisper for the first time since his ordeal.  “Go to him…”

 Silvia was confused.  “To Keelan?  I do not wish to see that deceiver!  No, no one can make me!”

 “No…Dalton.  Talk to…the Prince.  Ease…ease your mind.”

 She shook her head.  “I cannot, Quentin.  I can’t leave you, not now.”

 “You must…leave me.  Go to him.”

 After a minute she nodded and leaned over to kiss his cheek.  “I love you Quentin.  You are a good friend.”

 She called the wagon to a halt and had Rituel brought to her and saddled.  Looking ahead, she saw that the mountain pass Rosenda had spoken of was near.  Her scouts had already confirmed that the other way was indeed blocked by a mudslide, though they had incurred no rain.  Most likely it had been more work of the witches of Rohedon.  She had already made up her mind to travel the pass.

 “Milady, is something the matter?”  Grant had rode up to her, accompanied by General George and Prince Dalton.

 “Why, my Queen—you are crying!” George said in shock.  He dismounted and ran to her, bowing quickly before daring to take her hand in his.  “If anyone has harmed you, Your Highness—“

 “No one has harmed my person,” Silvia stated.  “I wish to ride ahead to the edge of the mountain pass.”

 “We have already sent scouts ahead milady to look for trouble,” Sir Grant said.   “But if you wish this, it will be done and I will accompany you myself.”

 “I will not go alone, my friend,” she assured him.  “But if you do not care, I wish for Dalton and him alone to ride with me.  I need the advice of royalty.”  The last was only a valid excuse to be alone with the Prince.

 The Prince looked startled, but nodded his head in assent.  “Whenever you are ready, my Queen.”

 “I am ready now, sir.”  She mounted Rituel as her Commander of the Royal Guards mounted his horse.  “Sir Grant, keep an eye on Quentin for me.  He has started to speak, though not much.  I am afraid of this fever he has.  If anything should happen tell Zander or Frero to get a hold of me; they know how already.”

 “Yes, Your Highness.”

 Silvia and Prince Dalton trotted to the front of the army and then set out for the mouth of the mountain pass, which was obscured by a large copse of trees, at a gallop.  Rituel spread his long legs, enjoying the exercise and trying to race the Prince’s stallion.  The Prince of Wexford gave the Queen several questioning glances but said nothing until they stopped at the foot of the pass.  They slowed the horses to a walk and led them off the path to find a stream nearby.  There, they dismounted and tied the horses loosely to some low-lying tree branches.

 Dalton went to Silvia and took her hands in his.  “Please tell me what’s been bothering you,” he pleaded.  “If you need advice from me it can wait until later.”

 She broke down, falling to her knees and quickly told him everything.  She went back to the beginning and told of her childhood and quickly moved on to Venicius’ betrayal, her struggle for the throne, and ultimately, of her husband’s infidelity.  She also told him of the strange man’s voice that had spoken to Keelan, telling him it was time to ‘move out’.  But to where, she wondered.  Was he on some other mission?

Dalton listened, closely watching her, even holding her when he felt she needed it.  When she was finally finished he shook his head sadly.

 “Have you nothing to say?” she said, sniffling.

 Prince Dalton grunted as he handed her a handkerchief.  “Oh, I have a lot to say…to that wretched husband of yours.” 

 “Please don’t insult him.”  She lowered her eyes in shame.

 “It is my duty as a man and as a gentleman to insult another man for treating a woman in such a way.  I would never be able to live with myself if I did such a thing.  I sincerely hope that his conscious is wearing him thin.”  He paused.  “Silvia, I will not lie to you, not now and not ever.  I have been strongly attracted to you since we first met, and over the last month I have grown very fond of you.  If ever you need to escape, I’m here for you—even if you have to travel to Wexford or if I have to go to Lystia.  If ever you need me I will find you. This I promise.  I want you to know that.”  He looked away, blushing.

 “You are too kind, my dear prince.”  Silvia was touched by his words.  “Tell me why you are not betrothed to some beautiful woman yet?”

 He laughed.  “Too much of an adventurer, I suppose.”  He sighed and shrugged.  “I am lonely and I have been keeping my eyes open for a woman who seems right for me, and I for her.  I am twenty-six years of age and I was starting to believe that there was no hope of finding someone to share my world with.  But then I met this extraordinary, mysterious woman who enchanted my heart the first time I heard her speak.  Though her face was at first hidden from me, I grew to love her strong personality and her care for other people…for her people.  When I found her heart to be taken already I was crestfallen.  However I keep the hope that one day I might be able to win her affection.”  He lifted her chin to look into the deep green seas of her eyes.  “I vow from this moment forth to never love another woman as long as I live.  I vow to protect this one that I cherish so much with every moment of my waking life.  I vow to love her as no other man could, even if she never loves me back.  Her happiness is more important to me than my own breath and I would slay a thousand of Rohedon’s men to make her satisfied.  I would pick a flower from every known plant in this world to freshen the very air around her.  I would fall flat upon my face on purpose just to see her smile…and I would kill anyone or anything that threatened her honor and peace of mind.”

 “You would do all of this for a woman who may never love you?” Silvia questioned.  “What would be the purpose of that?”

 “I believe that she is my destiny, and I will serve her every need unto the end of time, even if she should hate me for it.  I belong to her.”  He said this last simply, as though it were a fact he knew well.

 He leaned forward, his black hair falling around his face and kissed her bottom lip delicately.  “You are more than just a Queen,” he whispered fiercely.  “You are the fire in my heart…you are my destiny.”  He kissed her lips again, relishing their tenderness and wondering if he would ever get another chance to kiss her this way.  He also wondered why she did not stop him.  “My destiny,” he whispered again.  Then he stood up and helped her to her feet.  “We must get back before anyone starts to worry.”  He helped her onto Rituel, staring into her fair face with something like reverence.  He untied the reins and mounted his stallion, turning the horse back towards their army.

“Have you seen any of our scouts?” Silvia inquired as the horses walked.

 He shook his head.  “No, but that’s not all so unusual, milady.  They have probably already passed this way long before us.”

 Silvia followed his lead to the path, but stopped and pointed.  “What is that?” she asked.

 Prince Dalton peered into the distance.  “I’m not sure, Your Highness.  It looks like…well, like people swinging through the trees somehow.”  He started to laugh at the thought, but then his eyes widened in shock.  “And whomever or whatever they are, they are right on top of your army.”

 “We must ride and be quick!” she shouted, digging her heels in Rituel’s sides to speed him on.  “Come on!”  She had to warn her people before they were attacked.

 “I’m with you, my Queen!” Dalton yelled back.

 The horses were running so hard that Silvia almost couldn’t grasp her sapphire necklace to warn the others.  She didn’t care this time whether or not Keelan heard of the strange creatures that lived in the trees now.  She wouldn’t care if he worried himself to death over her.  What she did care about was her people…and they were in bad trouble.

 Clutching the stone to her chest she bent forward in order to stay atop Rituel better.  She began talking, ignoring the bewildered looks on the prince’s face.  “Zander and Frero—alert the army!  Those creatures that attacked us in the forest are right on top of you!  Be on the ready and prepare for battle!”

 Onward they raced as horns sounded all over the mass.  Silvia and Dalton reached the outskirts of the army.

 “Get ready!  Prepare for battle!” Dalton roared, sliding his massive broadsword from its sheath at his side.  

 The soldiers were most surprised, but began looking around for the danger.  Silvia and Dalton headed straight for the Queen’s wagon where Grant was standing guard on her brother-in-law.

 “What is it?” he demanded to know.  “What’s wrong now?”

 “The foul beasts that attacked us a week ago have been following our trail,” Dalton told him.

 “We must get rid of these things once and for all,” said Silvia, drawing her sword as well.  “But this wagon is not to be left unattended—I want a full Guard around it constantly, even until after we are safe.  Nothing, and I mean nothing is to come near Quentin.  Understood?”

 “I’ll guard the King’s brother with my sword and my life, Your Majesty,” Sir Grant promised.  He quickly gathered two dozen men to guard Quentin with him.

 “Keep going towards the pass on the mountain,” Silvia ordered.  “The Prince and I will come as quickly as we can.”  

 “Be careful, milady,” Grant warned.  “May Geldin, God of War, be with you.”

  

  

  

 Lord Cambry had been watching Keelan closely while the camp made ready to leave.  The King was now in a sullen mood, his eyes red and his hands shaky.  Cambry let his eyes sweep over their small army, seeing everything except what he was searching for.  No, he knew no woman in their party looked anything like the exotic naked female that had been inside Keelan’s tent.  Where had she come from, and why had she gone straight to the King?  No one else had seen her at all and had given him strange looks when he asked of her.  So how did she come by this encampment invisibly?  Surely she hadn’t appeared out of thin air, although he had heard of that sort of thing before.  But how did she know who Keelan was amidst all these men and how did she know where they would be?  His scouts would have reported seeing a stranger anywhere.  He pondered on what her business was with the King of Lystia, besides pleasuring him as she had been doing when Lord Cambry had interrupted them.  He sensed something bad in her, and suspected that she was involved in some kind of magic.  The woman wasn’t good news one way or the other no matter how he looked at it.  If she had been there to help then she wouldn’t have disappeared so quickly.  And how had she disappeared so fast anyway?  He shook his head.

Just then Keelan, who had just mounted his charger, tensed up, staring off into the distance.  His jaw dropped and his breath became ragged.  Little did Lord Cambry know that Keelan was listening to his wife preparing her soldiers for battle.

 He blinked and looked around at Cambry.  “The quipas are attacking her!”

 The Lord wasted no time.  Kicking his stallion into a gallop he shouted, “Ride!  Ride as though Eerich the God of Evil and the Underworld is on your heels!”

 The army broke into a panicked rush and were soon following their leaders, albeit in disarray for the first few minutes. 

 And they rode…rode like the wind.

  

  

  

 Emaree had been having horrible nightmares but she didn’t think they were all in her head.  She had dreamed of the Dead Queen and her massive army traveling to Nillias.  She also dreamed of a second, much smaller army following in their wake, led by the King of Lystia and a handsome, well-tanned man.  But she also dreamed of nasty, hairy creatures that hovered between the armies and they reeked of death and destruction.  She had seen (or believed she had seen) the death of Rosenda and her demon child.  Did the other wives know these things?  Were they, perhaps, having dreams of their own?  She had never been one to dream of such things, and felt that this was important.

 Her thoughts were disturbed as the lock on her door clicked.  She looked to see which of the other widowed wives would enter and was repulsed by the sight of their favorite manservant, Claw, standing in the doorway.  His thin blond hair hung limply around his sallow, scarred face, and he was only half-dressed.   His breeches were filthy, as though they had not been washed in weeks and his bare feet were no better.  He was smiling at her in an eerie way and she saw how yellow and disgusting his remaining teeth were.

 “What do you want?” she asked sharply.  She did not like this malicious man in her private chambers.

 “I’ve come for my reward,” he sneered, closing the door behind him.

 “And what reward would that be?” she asked warily.  “And who am I to give it to you?”

 “I gave Saris and Natosha some valuable information yesterday and they decided to reward me by letting me take pleasures from you.”

 Emaree snorted loudly.  “That will never happen so long as I’m breathing.”

 “So be it,” Claw growled.  He ran to her bed and shoved her onto her back, grabbing her arms and pinning them above her head.  He noticed the feeble movements of her legs beneath him and grinned unpleasantly.  “Yes, my sweet, I’ve heard about your legs.  Have problems moving them, do you?  Well, don’t worry, I won’t care if they’re wrapped around me or not.”

 “Get off of me!” she screamed, struggling to free her arms.

 “No can do, Miss Emaree,” he chuckled.  

 Only one gnarled hand gripped her bony wrists now.  The other was pulling up her old gray dress roughly.  It was drug up to her breasts, where he began biting painfully.  Emaree cried out and wished in vain that she could move her scarred legs more than just a couple of inches.  And then a thought occurred to her—she did have her magic…

 Claw deftly untied his breeches and wormed out of them, but just as he prepared to enter her, she spoke between clenched teeth.

 “Beware…it has teeth.”

 He cackled madly.  “Does it really?  Well, shall we see how hard it bites?”

 “Suit yourself.” She narrowed her eyes and concentrated.

 As Claw thrust himself inside her, her womanhood indeed sprouted teeth and bit into him hard before letting go.  He screamed and fell backward, clutching himself and rolling off the bed.  Howling in agony, he hobbled out the door, leaving it open behind him.

Emaree hastily shoved her dress down and shuddered.  She sat up and grabbed the horrible man’s breeches, balled them up, and threw them into the fire.  As the flames hungrily ate at the dirty cloth she eyed the open door with yearning.  Did she have time?  Could she possibly escape?  Would she even be able to make it outside?  She tried moving her legs and groaned with pain.  No…she could not; she would never make it, no matter how appealing going outside was.

 Why, it had been a little over eighteen months since the witches had allowed her to even be carried outside.  She cherished the memory, although it was nothing spectacular.  The witches mountain was nothing more than a big, rocky part of the earth, surrounded by stony outcrops with little grass to be seen anywhere.  Windows and doors had been magically created to let air inside, though it still kept a musty smell in some areas.  A small lake of black water and blacker creatures lay at the foot of the mountain and wicked trees sprouted out beyond it, becoming a thick forest all around the stronghold of the mountain.  Emaree had often seen the evil things which lived in the forest, creeping across the dark land in secret, watching and waiting to attack anything they saw fit to kill. 

 All of them were servants of the witches…all except for one: the gigantic Black Stag with golden hooves, eyes, and horns.  Try as they might, the five wives had never been able to bend it to their will, and so (although they would never admit it) were frightened by it.  Emaree didn’t understand the Black Stag but for unknown reasons its presence in the dark forest comforted her.  She even liked to imagine that it was there to watch out for her.

 She had to smile as she remembered a day last summer when she had been gazing out of her small window, breathing the fresh air.  Saris had strolled out one of the doors far below and had started to walk along the lake, every now and again dipping her toes into the cold water to watch the ripples on the surface.  But then something in the woods behind her had engrossed Saris’ attention.  A minotaur, tall and hideous, had emerged from the forest, bowing to its mistress.  She had begun to tease it then, walking around it in slow circles and caressing its hairy body.  Then she turned and waded into the lake, beckoning it to follow her…knowing full and well minotaurs could not swim.  The beast went behind her without hesitation.

 Saris swam out into the middle of the lake, smiling serenely and not worried about the dark creatures within.  The minotaur followed again and drowned in short time.

 Emaree had been horrified by the whole scene, even though she disliked minotaurs.  Saris seemed bothered not at all as she swam back to the edge of the lake, still fully dressed, and walked out.  She began to wring out her hair and then her dress.  In fact she was so wrapped up in herself that she did not see the giant set of golden antlers materialize amidst the thick black trunks before her.  Then the Black Stag had stepped forth, exposing its body to the heat of the sun.  Saris had only glimpsed the beast before and was surprised to see it right in front of her.  Its head alone towered two feet above her and the golden antlers rose nearly three feet above that.  It had a sleek black coat over a muscled body, with great golden hooves beneath it.  Its large, round golden eyes held her steady in their gaze.

 The Stag regarded her for a moment, and then spoke in a deep voice.  “Your very presence taints my lands,” it said disdainfully.

 Saris forgot her shock.  “Your lands?  I think not!”

 “Then you think not at all, blind one,” said the Stag with sadness.  “Just as you did not think of the poor creature you just drowned.  What use is he to this world if he is dead?  And yet you remorse not, though he died trying to follow you.”

“A simple test of his faith,” Saris replied.  “My sister can bring him back any time she wishes.”

 “Your lack of respect for the world around you sickens me.  You are disgusting.”

 “And who are you to say this to me?  Do you know not who I am?”

 The Black Stag sighed heavily.  “I care not who you are.  I care only for the creatures and the plants of this earth, and their well-being.”

 “What master do you serve?” she asked suspiciously.

 “My master is the earth: the trees around me, the dirt beneath my hooves, the water I drink, the air I breathe, the sky above…”

 “I believe I understand,” she said sardonically.  “Do you not believe in material things?  Do you not crave for something more?  Some power or control?”

 “I have no use for those things,” said the Black Stag, “and you put too much faith in them. Beware of the things you seek.”

 “Beware?  Ha!  Nothing trivial will harm me.”

 The Stag narrowed his eyes.  “Would you so calmly stare your death in the face?  You are foolish, child, and more ignorant than I thought.  I am sorry to say that talking to you has not influenced your thinking to kinder things.  Good day.”

 And with that, the beast turned about, disappearing into the tree trunks.

  

  

  

 She awoke from her reverie, hearing a cold voice sounding in the doorway.

 “That was a cruel thing you did to Claw.  Luckily he is healing well now and sleeping off his anger.  Did you think you were being funny?”

 Emaree was peering at the doorway, trying to see which wife it was that was in the outside hall.  Then, with a blinding flash of orange light Saris appeared directly in front of her, eyes glowing with hate.  She poked hard into Emaree’s chest with a long, dark green nail and whispered, “I have made a promise to my manservant, sister, a promise that he shall have you.  That promise will be kept if I have to hold you down myself.  Understood?”

 She didn’t answer right away; when she did her voice was heavy with loathing.  “I pity you Saris, for the day you hold me down so that a man may rape me is the day on which you will die.”

 “And what do you know of death, child?  Have you ever watched someone die?  Can you raise the dead as Natosha now can and make them fight your wars?  I think not; you know nothing.”

 She started speaking before she could stop herself, not knowing where her words were coming from but knowing they were true nevertheless.  She said, “If you could know your fate, you would not speak so lightly of death…especially when your own is so near.”

 Saris’ grimace of hate faltered and for a second she showed uncertainty.  “We have all talked about your fantasy of being rescued by the Dead Queen,” she finally said, “and we mock you for it.  The wives of Rohedon are too powerful for a mere woman to kill, so you dreaming of my death means nothing to me.”

 “Who said I was dreaming it?” Emaree spat.  She was tiring of this conversation quickly and was angered that Saris was close to the truth of her fantasies.  “You will have to make a choice soon: one decision will let a man have your precious black heart upon his sword; the other will send you into the forest to be killed by a creature you hate.”

 “Enough of this!” Saris yelled, turning and walking towards the door.  When she reached it she whipped about, her blonde locks flying wildly about her.  “Whether I live or die your fate is already decided.  Every last one of the wives of Rohedon has vowed to keep you here at all costs, alive and miserable until the day your very body withers away into dust and blows away with the wind.”

“You are wrong!” Emaree said fiercely.  “I will leave here one day soon, and you will all be dead behind me when I go.”

 “You really think you’re going to go with the Dead Queen when she gets here to try and destroy our legacy?”  She cackled madly, slapping her thigh as if Emaree had told a funny joke.  “She would kill you just as she would kill us!  Besides, she will never arrive—Zela is seeing to that on a mountain pass near Nillias as we speak.  Your Dead Queen will not come for you, my child.  Only misery and death are in your future now.”

 After she left Emaree thought for a long time about their words, tensing every time she heard voices, for she was afraid Saris would return with Claw and make her promise to him true.  She wished there were some way to reach the Dead Queen and warn her of the eminent attack from Zela, but she did not know of any easy way.  So, she reached out with her mind and touched upon Zela’s thoughts, immediately getting glimpses of a strange countryside unknown to her.  She saw flashes of a giant army being forced apart and an important woman, whose face was in shadows, taken captive.  Outlandish creatures riddled with disease drove the army further and further apart.

 So this was Zela’s plan—to cause a distraction by the beasts, split the army up, and take the Queen?  It was a decent plan, and Emaree again wondered if she could still help the Dead Queen somehow.  She had never tried such a thing with her magic.  She looked about her room in hopes of finding something useful.  She saw just the thing in a book lying on the mantle that was about the surrounding regions.  She summoned the book to her bed and began flipping the pages, ripping some in her haste.  A moment later she found what she was seeking: a map of the area the Dead Queen was traveling to. As she peered closely at the pages, her breath caught. There in the midst of the mountain pass was the thing she had been wishing to see for almost two years now: the Healing Spring of Aldoa.  Maybe, just maybe she could concentrate enough to send a message of some clarity to the Dead Queen and warn her of the perilous road ahead and of her only chance of salvation.

  

  

 Chapter Eight: Flight on the Mountain Pass

  

 Queen Silvia flew to her army upon Rituel’s back, followed closely by the Prince.  The quipas were flowing out of nearby copses of trees and had already begun attacking her unprepared men and women.  She rode valiantly to battle them, catching many off guard and using her dragon-hilted sword to behead the ones she surprised.  Everyone was screaming and milling about to gather their weapons; a panic overtook the army.  The quipas were difficult to count, being so spread out, but she guessed they numbered nearly a thousand.  She wondered if there had been quite that many when they had previously attacked.  They were vicious, these beasts.  The soldiers outnumbered the creatures greatly, but they were in too much of a disarray to see that.  The people who ran from them were jumped from behind, the quipas biting the backs of their necks and ripping open their throats with their yellowish claws.  Many people were fighting back but were not skilled enough with sword or bow to do much good.  Silvia made a mental note to change that.

 She and Dalton charged into a small group of oncoming animals, slashing at them with their swords.  One of them grabbed at Silvia’s leg, leaving a shallow but bloody gash nearly the length of her forearm.  She cried out and drove her sword through its chest, then kicking it away to ride ahead.    So wrapped up in fighting she barely heard Prince Dalton shouting beside her.

 “Milady, your private wagon is under attack!”

 Her breath caught in her throat and she spun Rituel around, riding hard and fast towards her wagon, where Quentin lay completely helpless.

 

  

  

 Sir Grant was doing his damnedest to ward off his aggressors and had so far kept himself and the wounded brother of the king inside the wagon alive.  He had great skill with the sword and moved as one with the blade.  The beasts had killed all but a few of the wagon’s guard.  Maura had taken the driver’s seat and was trying to make the horses go forward, but they were too frightened.  Sir Grant moved around to the back of the wagon to protect the entrance.  He did not know how much longer they would last if no other soldiers came to aid them.  He tried to dodge a small dagger thrown by one of the beasts but it still grazed his arm.  They had encircled the wagon but were backing up, most likely to draw Sir Grant and the few others away.  He growled and stood his ground.

  

  

  

  
 Everywhere she looked the Queen saw the beasts.  How could there be so many of them?  Their numbers were increasing, as was the number of human casualties.  She was still trying to ride to the wagon when an image of a beautiful spring formed inside her mind out of nowhere: A crystal-clear pool of sparkling water, surrounded by a clearing in a forest, and a tiny waterfall.  The smells of the enchanted place filled her nostrils, pleasing her as much as much as warm sunshine on her face.  She could almost see little fish swimming about over the colorful rocks of the pool and she began to relax.

 “Travel here, my Dead Queen,” said a woman’s voice in her mind.  Dead Queen?  Was this a nickname of sorts for her, or was someone mocking her?  “Healing Spring of Aldoa,” the voice whispered faintly.  “Look carefully on what you see and you will know what you have to heal…” Then the voice became desperate, pleading with her.  “Please, milady, save me from this mountain!  Do not let me perish in the grasp of my fellow witches!  Save me, Dead Queen!  Take me away from here and let me perish not!”  This last was said with a sob, and then the voice was gone.

 Silvia blinked and was surprised to find herself still atop Rituel, galloping away towards her wagon.  “What madness is this?” she said softly as she gazed at the creatures attacking them more carefully.  The beasts were scrawny fur and bone sacks, their wild eyes sunken in, and their breathing coarse and labored.  Many were drooling profusely and some even staggered a bit, lumbering from side to side as they ran for her soldiers.  “My gods, they are sick,” she mumbled, a new fear lurking behind her green eyes.  She turned to the Prince and yelled, “The creatures are sick!  They will spread their plague to us all!” 

 Prince Dalton narrowed his eyes at the creatures, peering at them as close as he could while trying to ride them down.  His eyes widened as he saw what she meant.

 Death was upon them all.

  

  

  

 Zela drew her men into a tight knot and burst out of the woods towards the intricately carved wagon.  She had originally planned to wait for the army to start up the pass, but when she saw how disorganized they were she changed her plans.  It would be just as easy to dart in, snatch the queen, and make off with her.  The army would be divided by the beasts in a straight-forward way.  She had sent them with her magic, and diseased them as well.  To Zela, everything was disposable.

 “Charge!” she yelled, and her men fought with tooth and nail to get to their target.  They were brutal and made a path to the wagon with ease.  But there was still an enemy fighting off her men and beasts from the back of the wagon.  He fought like the wildcats of the far west and was matching her men’s sword moves swing for swing.  His technique was a rhythm, smooth and strong, and she knew that if given the smallest opportunity he would kill every one of her men to protect the Queen inside the wagon.  Zela smiled grimly and galloped forward.  When she was close enough she steered her horse closer to the wagon, and jumped onto the driver’s platform.  She knocked over a startled older woman, who fell off the wagon in an attempt to stand up.  Zela laughed and snapped the reins hard.

As the horses took off with much haste she glanced behind her to see if her horse was following and again noticed the man who fought with movements of liquid steel.  It was as if fighting was part of his blood for it, came to him naturally.  However, he was momentarily distracted by a man and woman riding fiercely towards him.  She figured they were some sort of failed bodyguards to the queen.  Zela turned back to guide the horses, finishing the snare she had set out for the Dead Queen’s army and hoping her horse would follow.  

 The army would be conquered.

  

  

  

 Silvia slowed Rituel down so that she could grab the reins of a stray horse probably belonging to a slain soldier.  The horse went with her easily, glad to have guidance during the heat of the battle.  She then looked up to see Sir Grant running towards them, screaming as he ran.

 “They’ve captured the wagon, milady!”  Moments later he swung into the saddle of the extra horse and all three of them dug their heels in the horses’ sides.

 But more men swarmed out of the mountain pass and closed in front of them.

 “Kill them!” Silvia yelled and she spurred her stallion to go even faster.  Her sword rang through the air like a whistle and the enemies she did not smote down fled for fear of her blade as well as the hooves of the horse that would run them down.  Silvia’s head began to light up with pictures of the spring again, of the calm water in the clearing.  Her mind also rang sharp with the pleas of the girl she did not know.  The girl begged for help, for mercy, begged to be freed from her prison.  Silvia listened to the voice with half of her mind as another, larger group of men blocked her path again.  Dalton and Grant fell to them with a purpose, but a gang of the hideous beasts came upon them from behind and they were forced to defend from all sides.  It took several long minutes to kill off the foes, the woman crying inside Silvia’s mind the whole time.  Her heart went out to this stranger for her cries sounded genuine, but she didn’t have the time to really stop and listen better.  After all, her brother-in-law had been kidnapped and needed rescuing.

  

  

  

 It happened so suddenly that there was nothing anyone could do about it: Sir Grant’s horse stumbled and went down, and he was thrown from the saddle, landing hard on his side several feet away.  As Silvia and Dalton pulled the reins on their horses, Sir Grant rolled over and started to get up.

 Then the Queen’s ears somehow caught the sound of trickling water over all the noises of the battle that had quickly fallen behind as they had raced up the mountain pass.  Despite the eminent danger of Quentin’s kidnapper’s getting away or having one of the enemies come crashing through the wilderness after them, she got off Rituel and ran forward, leaving everything and everyone behind.   The trees seemed to reach out and grab at her, tearing her dress, cutting her face and arms, and tugging at her sword as if to convince her she didn’t need it.  Pine cones, fallen branches, and shrubbery littered the floor of the forest, making her stumble every couple of steps, but she forced herself to go on following the sound of the water.  Just to hear it was wonderful—it was like a soft lullaby for the soul.  She charged through the trees, hearing the men a little ways behind her, screaming her name.  Yet she did not care.  The only important thing, the thing that drove her, was the spring. It compelled her to come to it, and she knew it lay just ahead somewhere…

 Then she was in a forest glade, the trees giving a wide semi-circle berth to a flat stretch of grass and the most beautiful spring she had ever hoped to lay eyes upon.  Behind the spring was a waterfall streaming down into the spring.  She stopped to let the men catch up with her, leading the horses behind them.

“What in the bloody name of the Dark Moon of Eerich did you run off for woman?” Sir Grant snarled, brandishing his drawn sword at her.  “I’m the one who fell off the horse and hit my head, so why are you the one acting like you’ve gone mad?”  His horse nudged his shoulder gently from behind as he spoke as if to agree with him.

 Silvia saw that the animal’s legs were badly skinned from his fall.  “Sir Grant, lead your horse into the water.”

 “What?  What for?  My lady, in case you have forgotten, your husband’s brother is in grave danger—“

 “I have not forgotten!” Queen Silvia said sharply.  “But unfortunately one man is not as important as thousands of people.”

 “What are you about?” Grant demanded.

 “This,” she said, gesturing towards the spring, “has healing powers.  It is the Healing Spring of Aldoa.”

 “How do you know this, Your Highness?” asked Prince Dalton.  He seemed puzzled, but appeared to have recognized the name of the place.

 “I-I’m not sure,” Silvia admitted.  “I had the most peculiar visions during the battle, and when Sir Grant’s horse stumbled, I could hear it through the woods.”

 “Well, let’s see if it is as you say,” Grant grumbled.  He led his limping horse to the water and guided it in.  The animal whickered softly, lowered his head and drank deeply.  When the horse lifted its head from the water Sir Grant led him back out slowly.

 “By the gods—look at his legs!” exclaimed Prince Dalton. The horse’s legs were like brand new, with no blood, wounds, or scars to show from his fall.  “He’s been healed.  And Grant, look at your arm.  It was bleeding, but it’s fine as rain now!”

 Silvia gazed at the sparkling water longingly before looking at Sir Grant.  “The Prince and I shall go after Quentin.  I want you to go back to the army and finish defeating those monsters.  Then bring everyone to this spring in groups, whether they look infected with what those creatures have or not.  Everyone still breathing is to be put into the pool of water.  I don’t know what those horrible things have, but they are sick.”  A remnant of the Dreamer’s letter came to her.  “They are the creeping sickness,” she said to herself as she once more mounted.

 “I beg your pardon, milady?” Grant said.

 “Nothing…just do as I have requested.”

 “Queen Silvia, with all due respect, you will need more protection if you go after Quentin,” he protested.

 “Do you question my orders at such a time?  My people trust you and will listen to you.  You are a sword master, Sir Grant, and you can finish the battle more quickly and efficiently than most.  Need I give any more reasons?”

 Something close to pride found itself on the man’s face.  “No, Your Majesty, you need not.  Those beasts are truly sick?”  He sighed as she nodded.  “Then it will be as you say, my Queen.”

 “Good.  We shall return shortly.”

 Prince Dalton and Sir Grant remounted and followed Silvia out onto the path of the mountain pass.  As Grant was tying a kerchief of the brightest yellow onto a low-hanging branch to mark the spot, the others rode off.

 The Prince turned to Silvia.  “Is there anything else bothering you?”

 “I heard a woman’s voice with those images,” Silvia admitted, not meeting his eyes.  “She was begging me to save her and show her mercy.  It was almost like a bird chirping in my ear.”

 He frowned.  “Take care that the bird does not chirp the wrong song.  ‘Tis dangerous.”  He kicked his heels into his war horse’s flanks and they galloped after the wagon.

 

  

  

 Zela raced the wagon up the sloping pass of the mountain, nearly making it topple over in easy curves.  The horses were in a lather, froth around their mouths and their once shiny coats slick with sweat and dust.  She was driving them too hard, she knew, but they were almost there and had no signs of pursuit.  Eventually a bend came into view just ahead, accented by a boulder larger than a house.  As she came upon the boulder a dozen men leaped out from behind it, spears drawn and arrows notched.  Zela smiled grimly and allowed the horses to slow to a stop.

 “We must get the wagon out of sight quickly,” she ordered them.

 A dense foliage cover was removed to reveal a hidden clearing just past the boulder and she guided the horses through the opening. 

 “Shall I water the horses, Lady Zela?” asked one of her men.

 “Kill them and eat them, for all I care,” she spat, jumping from the driver’s bench to the ground and circling around to the back of the wagon.  She had been excited, for the capture of the wagon had been simple…but maybe too simple.  No horses had followed, so far as she could see, which was not at all right.  Who wouldn’t follow their Queen’s wagon once it was kidnapped from under their very noses?  Was it possible they didn’t even know she was gone yet?  Did they even care that she was gone?

 She wondered…

 And then there was the carriage itself—no noise had emitted from it whatsoever.  Was anyone inside or had she captured an empty cart?  Steeling herself for what she would see, she tore open the thick clothe and was more than shocked to see a man lying on a makeshift bed.  His light blanket had slipped off during the wild ride and she saw that the white cloak he wore had ridden up his body and revealed a pair of thin brown pants.  He looked young, though his hair was as white as fresh snow.  He also appeared to be sick: his throat had a horrible jagged scratch on it that was stitched up, and his face was red and sweaty from a nasty fever.  His eyes were half-open and glazed.  His face was slack and Zela really didn’t believe him to be coherent, nor did she think he knew she was there.  She ran her eyes over the insides of the wagon in anger and disbelief.

 No Queen of the Lystians.

 Fury boiled inside her and she nearly screamed with frustration.  Where under the Dark Moon was the Dead Queen?

 “Who is that?” One of her men had entered behind her and was gesturing at the man.

 “Perhaps if I knew that I wouldn’t be in such a state,” she hissed.  “Drag him out and burn him.  With the fever he’s got he wouldn’t even know what was happening.”  She stalked out, regretting that her own horse had not followed her up the pass as her soldier prepared to build a fire.

  

  

  

 Queen Silvia and Prince Dalton rode with haste at first but slowed down, fearing a trap to snare them.  After a bit they thought they heard the distant sound of voices ahead.  They dismounted and tied the horses to trees a little ways off the road.  They then used the trees for cover and crept along, watching the ground for twigs and branches and listening intently.  It took no time at all to pick out the signs that several people had been through the area: broken twigs, a strand of hair caught in an overhanging branch, indentations of boots here and there, and grass blades bent at odd angles.  Silvia herself never would have noticed these things, however Dalton stopped to point them out silently, picking up the trail with the ease of a hunter.  

She admired his concentration, for there were dozens of thoughts occupying her mind at the moment and she could sum them all up in three names: Quentin, Keelan, and Dalton.  

 Quentin, who was still in the grips of the high fever caused by the demon’s inflictions, was in a graver peril yet nearby.  If she got there too late…Oh, this was all her fault!  If she had only stayed by the wagon to begin with he never would have been kidnapped.

 Keelan had succeeded in ripping her heart to shreds, far away in the land of Wherever.  He had betrayed her trust to some woman—some queen of another country!  Could it truly be one of Rohedon’s wives?  She feared it was so.

 And then there was Dalton—a striking man with a good sense of propriety and goodness.  He was in love with her, even as they slipped quietly through the woods to rescue her brother-in-law.  He was charming, valiant, and obedient.  The woman who landed him in her marriage bed would be lucky indeed.

 It could be me, if I so wished it, she thought.  She threw the thought away angrily.  She was a married woman!  Yes, but to an unfaithful husband…

 Just ahead, the prince stopped.

  

  

  

 Keelan rode his bay horse, lying close to its neck and urging it on to go ever faster.  Lord Cambry rode beside him, his high topknot streaking behind and his shaved scalp shining in the hot sun.  The trees were passing in a blur, the hills rolling by quickly, and the sun forced sweat to run down their backs in tiny trickles.  The horses were lathering badly, but Keelan refused to let them slow down.  They halted as they crested a small hill and saw before them a massive army in complete turmoil.

 Strange, hairy creatures were attacking men, women, and animals alike.  The people had apparently been caught unawares and were now paying for it dearly with their lives.  It almost looked like an anthill that had been disturbed.  Keelan gaped at the creatures with wonder; Lord Cambry bore an expression of indifference, as if he had seen this sort of thing many times before and was now tired of it.  Cambry raised his arm, fingers splayed out, and Keelan heard the men behind him begin to chant:

  

  

 “First the problem and the fear

 Then solution, so we cheer

 We will get our resolution!

 Come, come all you heathens!

 Bring your witches and your demons!

 Try, try with all your might!

 But we will stand; we will fight!

 All through the land, 

 All through the night!”

  

  

 Then, with a deafening roar, Cambry closed his fist and brought his arm down as if he were about to bash his horse between the ears.  Their men screamed and made for the fighting ahead.  Keelan’s shoulder was aching a little from the hard riding, but he ignored the pain and joined them.

 The exhilaration of going into such a battle was so wild that Keelan nearly felt invincible.  He didn’t notice the horse’s mane whipping at his hands or the throbbing in his rear end from the saddle.  His horse rushed in amidst the scrambling Lystians and the raging beasts.  Somewhere, somehow, he lost Lord Cambry in the fight.  He was trying desperately to find his queen but nowhere did he see a beautiful redhead in a gorgeous dress battling monsters.  Fear overtook him as he rode on, and desperation sent him into panic.  He looked left, seeing more quipas coming out of the forest.  He looked right, seeing one of the beasts take a screaming woman by the hair and jerk her head back to tear out her throat.  Keelan noticed how sick the beast appeared: boils festered on its hairy face and arms and its ribs protruded gruesomely.  He turned away, screaming his wife’s name as the people around him fought for their lives.  He slowed his horse to a stop, trying to stare in all directions at once.  He thought he saw Cambry in the distance, knocking arrow after arrow and letting them fly.  His eyes moved again.

And then he saw her.

 Standing not ten feet away, in a sheer gown of the finest white lace, was Natosha.  Her luscious brown curls fell about her shoulders, enhancing the gray of her eyes.  No one else seemed to see her; it was as if she were an apparition of sorts.  Her white gown was bereft of the blood and gore around her—not a speck of dirt clung to her body.  Even her bare feet appeared clean, as if she had just bathed.  He took his sapphire in his hand and prayed to the gods that she would not overcome him again.

 She was staring at him and when she spoke her voice was heard as clearly as if she were right beside him.  “Where has your Queen led you to this time?” she asked, gazing around, completely undisturbed by the horrific scenes around her.  “I have looked into your dreams of late, my King, even the ones you cannot or will not remember.  The woman you cherish always seems to drag you into her schemes, doesn’t she?  First she entwines you in her plans to take King Gregorich Hapshamin’s throne and with your help succeeds.  Then she yanks you into a battle with Lord Rohedon, in which you were almost fatally wounded.  And before you could even heal she rides off on a futile quest, leaving you far behind, knowing you would heel like a well-trained pup.”  She spat the words out with bitterness.  “Will you always let her lead you so?  Are you not your own man?”

 Anger edged his voice.  “No, I am not my own man.  I am her man.  And she does not drag me around—I follow her willingly and with loyalty and love.  She is my queen, and I her king.  So it must be, so it shall be.”  

 Natosha frowned, creases lining her pretty brow.  “But I am your queen too, my Lord, lest you have forgotten in your chase.”

 Keelan narrowed his eyes.  “I regretted those words the moment I said them and I do not know how you managed to draw those words from my mouth in the first place, as I do not agree with them at all.  I cannot be tied to two women.  Only one must rule my heart, and I have already chosen her.”

 “You chose me as well!” Natosha said in a loud voice.  Tears had sprung to her eyes.  “Can you throw me away so easily?  Do you care so little for me?”

 He ignored her tears.  “I made a bad decision, my lady, and I take it back.  I cannot have you and I do not want you.  Lust is nothing compared to love.  Besides, how can I have a wife about which I know nothing?  Where do you hail from?  What realm are you Queen of?  Why have you taken such an interest in me?”  Why had he not said these things to her before?  He was so thick-headed!  And the more he stared at her the more disgusted with himself he became.

 “You want answers to your questions?  Then perhaps you could enlighten me with answers as well: What’s that stone you wear about your neck?  What magic does it do? What does it stand for?”

 What sort of question was that?  Why would she care about his stone?  He recalled something Zander had told him and the owners of the brothers of his stone, but he did not know why it came to him just then: But do not take these off if you can help it.  Falling into the wrong hands could get us all killed.  A warning bell seemed to go off in his mind.  He sensed that this beautiful woman was very, very dangerous, and he wanted to be away from her.

 “Silly questions from a silly girl.  Be gone with you!  Go find another husband—there would be men dying for a chance alone with you.  I’ve got to find my queen.”  He kicked his heels into his horse’s sides and sprang forward to regain his search.  But he could still hear Natosha’s last words.

“I will find out, King Keelan.  I do not give up anything so easily as you might think.”

  

  

  

 Chapter Nine: The Dead Queen Falls

  

 Sir Grant rode back into battle, heading for the first creature he saw.  He beheaded one and stuck a dagger in the forehead of another.  

 “Fight!  Fight for your Queen!” he cried.  “Rid yourselves of these beasts!  There are more of you by far!”  Another of the hideous beings went down by way of a savage kick from his boot.  “Do not flee!  Remember your training!  Fight for your Queen!”

 Others began to chant, “Fight for our Queen!” and everyone who was physically able began to stand their ground and fight harder.  He saw a boy no older than sixteen turn about and gouge the eyes out of one of the beasts before sticking a knife in its gut.  In the distance he saw men on magnificent horses riding into battle and he wondered if he might be seeing things. 

 The men and women fought bravely, and soon the beasts’ numbers were down to mere dozens that were quickly being hunted down.  It was time to start moving people to the Healing Spring of Aldoa.  He gathered two dozen and sent them up the mountain pass, giving them directions to the Healing Spring.  He bade them to carry those who were badly injured and said that even if they were not hurt to get into the water anyway.  Many were already breaking out in horrible boils and such or were walking about aimlessly with a faraway look in their eyes.  How many would die of this sickness before they could get to the Healing Spring?  

 Sir Grant had dismounted to wipe his sword blade on the grass, and then he pointed it at a creature who had stumbled nearby.  The creature charged but before he could attack a great horse rode between them and the rider slashed his sword across the beast’s chest and stomach.  When the rider turned to face him Grant’s jaw dropped.  He gave a quick bow and said, “Your Majesty, your presence is most welcome.  What brings you here?”

 Keelan smiled grimly.  “I thought you may need some help.”

 “Aye, that we do,” Sir Grant admitted.

 “Have you seen my queen?  I have searched for her but to no avail.  Where is she?”

 The older man’s face turned solemn.  “She rode with Prince Dalton to rescue your brother, my Lord.”

 “Quentin?” The King became alarmed.  “Who took him?  Which way did they go?”

 “Up the mountain pass, Your Highness.  She bid me to stay here and help your people to the Healing Spring of Aldoa.”

 “The prince had better hope nothing happens to my wife, or he shall not live to be King of Wexford,” Keelan muttered, and dug his heels into his horse.

  

  

  

  

  

 They could see a small encampment of no more than a dozen men and her wagon was sitting to one side.  A tall woman who wore her hair in a bun was emerging from the wagon, which was only feet away from the hidden rescuers.

 “Wait here,” Prince Dalton whispered.  As soon as the tall woman turned her head he snuck off through the trees, silent as a mouse.  Minutes later she could just barely see him on the other side of the camp, sneaking through the forest.  He grabbed a lone man from behind, breaking his neck with a simple twist of his hands and catching him before he fell.  He dragged the body quietly away.  Twice more he did this, unseen and unheard.  Silvia noticed the woman, dressed in dull gray, begin looking around suspiciously.  Then she turned about and darted back through the cloth at the back of the wagon.  The surviving soldiers belonging to the mystery woman had started to bring limbs and brush from the surrounding area and piling it near the wagon.

The Queen of Lystia frowned and muttered, “I tire of waiting.”  She slipped out the dagger from her belt, the one Keelan had given to her, and went towards the wagon.  She was careful to wait until the soldiers had wandered out of sight before she moved.  She got to the wagon, looked about quickly, and lifted the cloth to slide inside.

 But when she saw the tall woman with Quentin she froze.  The woman was looking directly at her while holding a wicked blade to his throat.  Silvia looked at him almost in wonder, but mostly with sadness, for his eyes showed no trace of fear or apprehension.  She wondered if he even knew what was happening.

 “Who are you?” the woman said calmly.

 Silvia composed herself, standing straight and proud.  “Who do you think I am?” she replied tartly.

 The lady peered at her as if trying to figure this out.  Then her eyes widened in sudden realization, though her knife never left Quentin’s neck.  “You?   You are the so-called Dead Queen?  Why, you’re nothing more than a child!”  She laughed, then turned head and spat on the floor as if something had soured her mouth.  “Go home, little imp, and let yourself be conquered.  I have no time for childish games from a fool girl.”

 “Oh, I believe that is a wonderful idea,” Silvia said in the sweetest, most innocent voice she could muster.  “I would love to go home and I will…as soon as all the witches of Rohedon are dead.”

 “You will find that no small feat,” the woman hissed.  “Three more of my husband’s wives await you, little girl.  What under the Dark Moon makes you think you even have a chance at winning?”

 Silvia noted how the last wife was not mentioned whatsoever.  Could she possibly be the woman who had sent her the vision of the Healing Spring, pleading for help?  “What makes you think I don’t?”

 A hateful look crossed the woman’s face.  “I am Zela of Rohedon’s Realm, third wife to the deceased Lord Rohedon and the plotter of all his greatness.  You will not make it—you cannot!”  Zela could not help but to smile fiercely.  So her plan had worked, although a little differently than she had imagined.  The army could still be divided and conquered.  She was quiet sure from the yelling and screaming she heard in the distance that the quipas were doing an excellent job at that.  And now that she had the young Queen in her grasp, she would be able to split the army even more.

 The younger woman flared up to her full height, chest out, chin up.  “I am Silvia, Queen of Lystia, wife of King Keelan of Lystia, conqueror of Lord Rohedon and his bride Rosenda, leader of the free people who seek glory, and I will conquer you!”  She threw her dagger at Zela’s face with all her might.

 Zela caught it in her free hand, the blade inches from her skin; she hadn’t even blinked.  “The deepest bowels of Eerich’s hell await you, child,” she said, satisfied at the look of shock on the girl’s face.

 “Then let’s not keep Eerich waiting,” a voice rasped.

 Silvia threw her eyes to Quentin, astounded to see his eyes focused on the woman beside him.  His hand was upon the wrist which held the knife to his throat.  Zela’s eyes now had a distant look in them, and she dropped both weapons.  Quentin took the knife she dropped onto his neck, wincing as it cut him, and stabbed her in the stomach.  She made no sounds as she fell to the floor, bleeding to death.

 “Quentin!  Are you—“

 Silvia was cut off in surprise.  She looked down to see that her dark green dress had a dark red stain spreading on it.  As she collapsed to the floor, the sword slipped out of her stomach.  The man holding it smiled as he wiped the blood from the blade onto her dress and sheathed it.  He left quietly, darting out of the wagon and didn’t make a sound as Prince Dalton’s sword went through his heart.

“I thought you’d sneak in here,” Dalton said as he climbed inside.  “I don’t know where that woman went but that guy was the last of them, milady.”  He stopped short when he saw her on the floor in a pool of blood.  Tears ran down his cheeks as he knelt down beside her, his black hair falling in his face.  “Oh no,” he whispered.  “No, Silvia!”

 She opened her eyes and smiled faintly.  “My people…and Quentin…are safe now.”

 He glanced up to see her brother-in-law straining to reach Silvia with an outstretched hand, tears in his eyes as well.  “Silvia, we have to get you to that spring,” the Prince said.  “I will not have you die on me!”

 “Won’t leave…Quentin,” she muttered before closing her eyes.

 Dalton looked on top of the makeshift bed with a look of deadly determination.  “So be it.”

  

  

  

 Both of the horses had collapsed of overexertion; neither would have been able to pull the wagon back down the mountain, much less stand up.  They were looking Death in the eye.  The prince unhooked them and then dragged the woman’s body out of the wagon so the wagon wouldn’t be so heavy.  He tied the harnesses from the horses on each wooden rail that extended from the front of the wagon and carefully wrapped each around his hands with a little slack.  Then he picked up the hitching slat which ran between the horses to keep them from colliding and began to turn the wagon around in the clearing.  It was much heavier than he thought, even though he had lightened it up as much as possible.  He eventually made it to the foliage cover he had discovered while killing the sentries, but instead of stopping to move it he just charged on through it.  The branches and thorns tore his face badly and snagged a wound on his left arm where one of the men had put up a short fight.  After several minutes of heaving and pulling he made it to the path, his muscles straining all over his body and sweat pouring out of his skin.  He started down the pass as fast as he could manage.  He stumbled once and fell down, the wagon nearly running him over before he could regain his feet.  But he would not stop.

 He wondered how long it had been since Silvia was stabbed—five minutes probably.  He prayed to all gods listening to let her live long enough to get to the Healing Spring.

 “If she dies before I reach the spring,” he panted, “I vow I shall take my life to join her.”

 He went on for another ten minutes before exhaustion really set in.  His muscles ached so terribly that he was barely moving forward.  In the distance he could hear the din of the army, but was too short of breath to call for aid.  His clothes were torn and disheveled, covered in dust and soaked in sweat.  Would he be able to make it there in time to save her?  Had he the strength to go that far?

 But he realized this did not matter, for a rider was fast approaching.  He slumped to the ground, the wagon’s hitching slat pushing him several more feet, as the rider stopped before him.  Dizzy with heat, Dalton at first did not recognize the dismounting figure.

 Then the King of Lystia knelt beside him, untying the harnesses from his hands.  “Prince Dalton!  What happened?  Where are Silvia and Quentin?”

 “In the wagon…hurt badly,” Dalton whispered.  “Must…get to the Healing Spring.” 

 Keelan nodded and began switching the harness to his horse’s neck and unhooked the hitching slat.  He helped Dalton onto the driver’s platform.  “Can you show me how to get to this place?”

 Dalton nodded and Keelan climbed into the back of the wagon as the horse began to pull.

 

  

  

 He fell to his knees, his heart breaking, and scooped Silvia’s body into his arms.  He wept openly, tears falling onto Silvia’s face.

 “I am so sorry,” he whispered into her red curls.  “I have failed you in so many ways!  I should never have let you go without me.  I am eternally sorry.”  He buried his face in her hair, not yet daring to look upon her mortal wound, and trying unconsciously not to fall out of the wagon as it rattled down the pass.

 “You have not failed…but one test,” said Quentin from his bed.  He was holding onto a handle on the side of the wagon to keep from sliding off.

 “But mayhap that was the most important one,” Keelan said.  He stroked his beloved’s face gently.

 “It can be forgiven, with time.”

 “I don’t want to be forgiven!” Keelan cried in despair.  “I must be punished!  I don’t deserve for her eyes to even look upon me…if ever they open again.”

 “We’re there!” Prince Dalton shouted hoarsely minutes later.  “But the wagon won’t fit through the trees!”

 Keelan moaned audibly.  It would take longer to carry her, but he would do it.  He felt for her heartbeat; it was extremely slow.  Her skin had paled considerably and her eyes refused to open. She had lost too much blood and was nearing death.

 Suddenly the cloth over the back end of the wagon was thrown to the side and six burly men reached in.  They took Silvia from Keelan’s arms tenderly as he watched in amazement.  They lifted their queen high above their heads and started off towards the Healing Spring; blood spilled from her wound, leaving a trail on the forest floor.  Four more men showed up to help Quentin in the same fashion.  King Keelan and Prince Dalton went behind them, watching everyone bow their heads to the ground before the Queen and her brother-in-law.  Hundreds had already gathered at the entrance to the path to the spring, and all went quiet at the sight of the Queen in such a state.  A minute later the beautiful spring appeared before them, glittering majestically in the sunlight.  It was emptied of people quickly, and the six men who bore Queen Silvia entered the water up to their waists before stopping.  As one they lowered her in their midst until only her face was above the water.  The water turned crimson all around her, but she did not stir.

 Keelan held his breath and waited, not sure what was supposed to happen at this place hidden amongst the woods of the mountain. Despair had filled him to the brim and the only thing he could think of was to see Silvia’s eyes open again.

 “She is almost beyond my power to heal,” said a voice, “but I will do what I can.  I cannot, however, bring back the dead.”

 Everyone looked up to see a beautiful white-gold light at the top of the small waterfall.  It glided down to rest right above the water, and took the shape of a woman.  Her face seemed timeless, with white hair that flowed over her slender shoulders.  Her skin was nearly without a wrinkle, and her light brown eyes showed wisdom and age beyond compare.  Her white dress was simple, ending in folds at the bottom.

 No one spoke for a long moment.  Finally Keelan said, “Might we ask who you are?”

 “Why, of course you can...later.  But tell me who this dying woman is first and why I should save her when she is but a hair’s breath away from dying.”

 “I am King Keelan of Lystia.  This young woman is my wife, Queen Silvia.  You must save her if you can.  We are on a quest of great importance, and her people need her…I need her.”

The older woman frowned, but nodded her head.  Her feet, which were just above the water, now sank until she, too, was waist deep.  She placed one hand on Silvia’s stomach, directly on the sword wound, and the other hand upon her forehead.  “Be still, my child.  Aldoa will still your pains.”

 The King was more than a little apprehensive.  “What is your name?”

 She lifted a hard stare to him and he very nearly shrank back from it.  “Such trivial questions during your wife’s last breaths,” she said as if admonishing an ill-mannered child.

 Astonished gasps were heard from several people, and Keelan looked abashed.  He knew the lady was right; this was not the time.  It was then that the severity of the situation struck him: His wife was dying and there was nothing he could do for her.  And if she died, what would he do?  His life had no purpose without her.

 Everyone was silent; not one person complained or made rude comments about not being able to get into the Healing Spring.  The hot sun showed late afternoon rays, and sweat covered everyone’s bodies.  All eyes were on the Dead Queen, so close to actually being lifeless.  Several of the men who held Silvia’s body were shedding tears; the others were trying to blink them back.

 The woman had her soft brown eyes closed, brows furrowed in concentration.  Her lips were slightly parted, and sometimes she silently mouthed words—to herself or Silvia, no one knew.  Everything stood still for what seemed like hours.  Then, finally, Silvia took a great gasp of air.  The woman’s eyes opened and a hint of a smile played at her lips.  “Bring her with me,” she said crisply in a tone that simple would not tolerate any sort of insubordination.  

 She glided out of the water, her dress not the least bit wet, and went to a path of stones which led around the spring and behind the waterfall.  

 The six men carried Silvia out of the water and all were appalled, and relieved, to see that her once mortal wound had vanished.

 The woman stopped and spoke to the men who were carrying Quentin, who was breathing raggedly.  “I will wait for you to take him into the water.  It will heal all of his wounds.”  As the men carried Quentin into the spring, she turned her eyes upon the waiting crowd.  “Your Queen lives on!”  A roaring cheer filled the forest and the people jumped up and down, hugging one another.  The echo of cheers glided down the mountain pass to the main bulk of the army and for a moment no one could hear anything over the noise.  The woman gazed at Keelan, her eyes flickering briefly to Prince Dalton.  “You shall come with us—the both of you.  The man in the water is special to you as well, no?”

 Keelan nodded.  “He is my brother, milady.”

 “Then bring him too:”

  

  

  

  

  

  

 In a cool damp cave well behind the small waterfall, Keelan, Dalton, and Quentin sat with the woman after leaving their weapons and the white cloak outside.  She had made hot tea, and they were drinking quietly, sitting on soft rugs on the floor.

 “You asked me my name a short time ago, my young King,” the woman said.  “I am Aldoa, and this is my Healing Spring I created a long, long time ago.”

 “My Lady Aldoa!” cried Prince Dalton, bowing his head to the floor.  “I have heard of you in my teachings, but—please forgive me—I thought you were only a fable, a myth!”

 Aldoa smiled.  “I am as real as you are, my child.”

 “I am afraid I do not understand,” said Quentin hoarsely and Keelan nodded in agreement.

“Well, let us hear what the prince has to say of me, and I will add what I can, yes?”

 Prince Dalton began to speak hurriedly, after he sat back up.  “Aldoa is supposed to be one of the daughters of Aklamon—the god of all gods.  Her sister is Chin, the Goddess of Humanity and one time lover of the God of the Dead and Evil, Eerich.  Her brother is Geldin, God of Battle.  Saphrite was their mother, the Goddess of Purity.  She was born a mortal, but was raised to a goddess by all of the good deeds she accomplished.  Aklamon took her as his wife and she bore these three children.

 “As you know, Saphrite and Aklamon were lost at sea in a terrible storm created by Eerich’s uncle, Hasofite.  No one knew where they were, or if they were dead…not even their own children,” said Dalton.  “Chin sent her albatross all over the Big Water; Geldin sent forth his dragons and his swordfish; and Aldoa sent word through her rivers, for she is the Goddess of all waters smaller than the sea.  They found nothing.  It was said that Aldoa created a Healing Spring in memory of her mother and dwells always nearby to watch over it.”

 “And so it has been for nearly a thousand and a half years,” Aldoa said, setting down her earthen cup of tea.  “I shall keep this spring for healing until my mother and father return.”

 “You believe they did not perish?” said Quentin, who was still trying to grasp the enormous concept that was her age.  And he had always thought his great-grand pappy had been old!  “And you’re a…a goddess?”

 “Yes, I am a goddess and no, I do not believe my parents perished in the storm,” she said sadly.  “I can still feel them, though faintly.”

 The King bowed his head to the floor in reverence, imitating Prince Dalton.  “Thank you, Goddess Aldoa of the Smaller Waters, for saving my wife’s life, as well as my brother’s.  I am more than grateful.  Is there anything by which I can repay you?”

 Aldoa’s eyes flashed angrily and her dress rustled as she shifted on her rug.  “Under ordinary circumstances such a request would insult me…However, I will accept your offer of payment.  My eyes and ears are not blind and deaf, my young lad.  I can see and hear just fine, yes?  I know you travel to Rohedon’s Realm.  I have lost some cherished waters in that realm to the heathen witches, and I would like to regain control of them, as they are rightfully mine.”

 “How are we supposed to do that?” asked Quentin.  “We are but mere men, milady, and cannot control things such as rivers and streams.”

 “Your words are true, my child,” she said, “but all you have to do is defeat the Realm of Rohedon—conquer it—and name the waters mine.  I will know when, and if, it is done.”

 The Commander of the Royal Army, General George, came into the cave, closely accompanied by Lord Cambry, who had to duck to walk under the low ceiling.  “My Lady Aldoa, Queen Silvia has opened her eyes.  She is awake and very hungry.”

 The goddess seemed relieved at this news.  “Fetch her something to eat that is good and hot.  I will go and see her after she has eaten.”  She waited for them to leave, then turned to the three handsome young men before her.  “Before I speak to Silvia I wish to talk to each of you in private.  Your paths lie crooked, but I shall help you seek the right direction.  King Keelan, you are first.”

  

  

  

 Prince Dalton and Quentin walked out into the late evening sunshine together, and Quentin immediately took his cloak from its place on the ground outside the cave, donning it quickly.

 “Do you ever leave it off for long?” Dalton asked, gesturing at the white cloak.

Quentin shrugged.  “I am used to it.  It has been a part of my life for many years now.  It’s hard to give up something that is almost like a second skin.”  He walked away, stopping to speak with Sir Grant a little ways off.

 The Prince went into the Healing waters, savoring the odd feel of his skin mending.  He exited the water feeling completely refreshed.  He headed to his horse, unstrapped his saddlebags, and went into a tent set up for himself.  He changed his clothes quickly, hanging his wet ones on low hanging branches.  Next he headed for the larger tent near the cave where Silvia had been taken to sleep.  Maura, her maidservant, sat just outside the door, and gave him a warning look when he asked if he could go inside.

 “Do nothing to upset her, young prince, and I may let you keep your hide.”

 He nodded, peeled back the tent flap, and ducked inside.  Silvia was propped up on her elbow, her back to him.  By the light of several lanterns he could see that she was unclothed, a light blanket barely covering her from her rump down.  It looked as though she were looking at her stomach.  He sat down near her silently and stared at her beautiful form, flawless…except for the brand of a dragon on her back and a pink scar from being run-through.  

 “How did you get your dragon?” he asked, leaning forward to trace it with his finger.

 Silvia glanced over her shoulder at him and sighed heavily.  “Zander.  He branded me with a special coin and it enabled me to become a dragon when I so wish,” she said in a tired voice.  “Haven’t you ever wondered how I gained such an ability?”  She lay down, her head resting on a pillow, not bothering to cover her nakedness.

 Prince Dalton withdrew his hand.  “I am sorry I failed you.”

 She rolled over onto her back to look at him, her full breasts leaning to the sides.  He could see where the sword wound had been on her front—a three inch pink scar just below her navel.  He noticed her sapphire necklace lying on a table and wondered why she took it off.

 “How do you think you have failed me?” she asked.

 He stuttered.  “I didn’t dispose of all the men quickly enough and one of them got to you.” He pointed at her stomach

 She fingered the scar gingerly.  “That was my fault, Prince Dalton.  You told me to wait, and I didn’t.”

 “Who am I to give a queen orders, anyway?” he mumbled.

 “But I didn’t see the danger for you or me because I was so worked up over Quentin.  You did see it, and tried to help by eliminating the threat.  And I just had to rush in without thinking.”

 “Well, you did save his life,” he said.  “That has to account for something.”

 “It accounts for nothing.  Quentin saved his own life,” she said bitterly.  “But you, my prince, saved us both.”  He gave her a look so odd and perplexed that she managed a giggle.  “Yes, I heard about you pulling the wagon down the mountain pass with nothing but your own strength.  Maura told me all about it.  That was no small feat.”

 “Yes, well…I could not let you die, and you refused to leave Quentin.  The horses were all but dead; there was no other way to save you both.”  He paused.  “Your husband helped as well, milady.  He harnessed his horse to the wagon for the last part of the way.  If it hadn’t been for him, I may not have made it in time…Did you know he was here?”

 The Queen’s mood seemed to darken considerably.  “Yes.  Maura told me of this as well.  I do not know what to think.  I did not know he was following us.”

“What man in his right mind wouldn’t follow you?” Dalton said quietly.  “He must love you very much to have followed in such haste.”  By the Dark Moon, how he hated his own words!

 “I question his love.”  She toyed with a curl of red hair idly.  “I question everything now.”

 “Do you question me?  For you need not.”

 “You are perhaps the most interesting question of all,” she said.  “I do not know what to do with you.”

 Dalton leaned forward to take her hand, bowing his forehead to it.  “Anything you wish, my Queen.  Do with me what you will.”

  

  

 Chapter Ten: A Touch of Destiny

  

 “I am a goddess, young man.  I am immortal and compared to you I am very old and very wise.  I can see a little into your mind and so I know your thoughts and fears.  You may have more than one woman in your life, Keelan, but she will not know most of them, if they should occur…Just as you will not know of whom she takes unto her chambers.”

 Keelan had not expected anything like this, and he was angered.  “Who are you to say such things?”

 Aldoa merely looked at him.  “I read the stars, young king, and I tell you only what I read.  It is no fault of mine what you do in your future.”

 “But I want no other women!” he said, exasperated.  “I only want my wife!  Can we not be happy and raise a family in peace?”

 “I did not say you would lead a miserable life,” she said, sounding as if she wanted to roll her eyes.  “You will be happy, of course, even when her daughter is born.”

 Keelan began to say something, but stopped.  “We will have a daughter?”  He very nearly bounced with excitement where he sat, but it ebbed away quickly.  “What do you mean ‘her daughter’?  Will I not be the father?  Will I be…dead by then?”

 “I believe you may still be alive, however, I am not sure.  All I know is that her first child shall not be of your blood, my dear, but if you are still alive you shall accept it or pay the price of leaving your throne.”

 “But I do not want my wife to bed with another man and have him sire her child!  I want her to have my child!”  Keelan was livid and very confused.  If he would not be the father of her baby, then who would be?

 “It is already written in the stars, my child, and so it must be.”

 “So it must be, so it shall be,” he muttered under his breath.  In a lower tone he added, “But by the Dark Moon, I don’t have to like it.”

 Aldoa went on as if he had not spoken at all.  “Nothing small can change the outcome of such a thing—it is too grand.  This child will be important in some way that even I cannot see yet.  You must let this happen so that the stars do not fall on our heads.  To prevent this from happening will be the downfall of your city and your marriage.  It does not matter what happens to you and your queen afterwards, so long as the child is all right.”

 “And she will have to sleep with this man—the father of this child—no matter what I do?” 

 “I know of no other way to sire a child,” the goddess stated.

 How could this be?  Silvia loved him too much to hurt him like that, didn’t she?  But then again, look at how much he loved her, and he had still cheated on her.  He cursed himself silently for his lapses in judgment.  What would he do now that he knew this was going to happen?

“This must happen,” the woman said fervently.  “And one thing more: take care when you see the other one.  I know not what this means, only that there is someone in the shadows that awaits you.  Be careful with this person.  She is dangerous.”

 “Natosha?” he asked.  “Yes, I’ve had a bad feeling about her.”

 Aldoa peered at him closely.  “Who is this woman?  She is not part of your army—this I can see.”

 “She is…an enemy,” he said softly.  “One that I plan on taking care of.  She may have cost me my wife.”

 “If you are persistent, she will die.”

 “That’s what I’m hoping for.”

  

  

  

 Quentin was the next person that the goddess wished to speak with.  He tied his white hair in a leather thong and carried his cloak inside instead of wearing it.  

 Once he was seated she said, “You have before you a long and winding road, full of chances, battles, and brushes with death.”

 The young man stuck his chin out defiantly.  His white cloak lay folded in his lap, his hands wringing it restlessly.  “That is the Lady Silvia’s path, and I walk before her to carve it clear with my sword and my life.  I did not mean to endanger her so this morning; now I shall have to work harder to make sure something of this sort does not reoccur.”

 Aldoa set her stone tea cup beside her and took Quentin’s hands in her own.  “You did nothing to endanger her this morning.  There are always choices that people make which decide their fate.  You will not spend your entire life protecting your brother’s wife incessantly.  Oh, there will be times throughout the years when she will need your help and you will give her succor when she calls upon you.  But there is more to your life than servitude.”

 “I need nothing else,” Quentin stated.  “I am honor-bound.  My servitude is my punishment for past crimes and a symbol of loyalty to the King and Queen I adore.  Nothing comes before them, not even my life.  I shall do nothing if not for them.”

 The goddess squeezed his hands gently.  “Any royalty should be glad to have such a faithful one as you.  You are a brave young lad, yes?  A warrior in time…but you need not do this forever.”

 “This is what I am,” he said.  “All of my life I have served.  I do not know how to do anything else.”

 Aldoa let go of his hands to sip her tea. She looked at him calmly as she did so, taking him in. “At the end of this path, deep inside the Realm of Rohedon, someone has great need for you, and awaits your arrival.  Out of black water and into dark woods, this someone would go through the bowels of all hells to get to you, although they do not yet know it.  You must bring this person to me as quickly as you can when you find them.”

 “Who is it?” he asked gruffly.  “What do they want of me?”

 “The rest of your life,” said Aldoa, and waved away any questions or comments he had been about to say.  “There is an ancient creature who lives in that land that may help you.”

 “What kind of creature?  How will it help?”

 She smiled.  “I cannot tell you everything, nor do I know everything.  Gods are not omnipotent—the free wills of mortals prevent that.  But there is one other subject I must press on: your cloak.”

 Quentin was puzzled.  “What of it?”

 “You need to stop wearing it so much after you return to Lystia.  It is not good for you to be so attached to something which still holds evil.”

Quentin nodded his head slowly, looking down at the bright white robe in his lap.  “I have thought about doing that.  I just feel so strange without it; it’s like I’ve lost something important when I do not put it on.  However, I suppose it would be for the best.”

 “There’s a good chap,” said Aldoa.  “And to be safe I would go slowly in the process of separating yourself from the cloak.”

 “Little by little,” he said, then chuckled.

 “Do you find our conversation to be amusing, my boy?”  She raised a quizzical eyebrow at him.

 “No, I was only scared you would tell me something dreadful.”

 Aldoa’s gaze turned doleful.  “Perhaps the dreadful prophecies were left for others.  But that will be their tale to tell, if they will tell it.  It is not my place to tell you another’s destiny.  We are done now.”

  

  

  

 Dalton left his weapons outside with a tall, mean-looking man by the name of Lord Cambry and went inside with a sense of trepidation.  Why would a goddess wish to speak with him alone?  Perhaps she would admonish him for thinking she was only a myth his whole life.  What had she said to the others?  Did she have some special deed for them besides returning her ‘waters’?  Was something very bad going to happen to one of them?

 He sat down tailor-style in front of her, anxious.  Goddess Aldoa was knitting a small piece of cloth and patiently ignored him for a few minutes.

 Finally she said, “Knitting keeps my old hands busy and sometimes one needs to keep busy so that the world seems to pick up its pace.  Being alive for so many dozens of centuries, I have seen nearly everything and I tend to get bored.  Now, at last a thing of interest has occurred: an army of men and women come to my spring in utter discord, including a King and his bride who are at silent arms with each other.”

 The Prince looked a little taken back, but then he remembered that this woman in front of him probably knew all there was to know about all things in the world.  But despite his awe for her, he was angered.  “Is that all we are to you?  An ‘interesting event’?  We are an army, milady, on a quest of great magnitude to save a city and defeat a mountain of evil for the good of this ‘slow-paced’ world we live in.  Are you so bored that you have no compassion for such a mission?  Is your heart and mind so light from being alive so long that you have actually forgotten what it feels like to live?  By the Dark Moon, Aldoa, hundreds died today not a mile from here and the only thing you have to say is that ‘something of interest’ has occurred?  Tell me you have more compassion than this!  Tell me your spring has not chilled your old heart!”  He stopped, swallowing some of his anger, and regained his composure, staring at her so intently that she set her knitting aside.

 “Are you finished berating my cold, unseeing being?” she asked quietly.  “For if you are, then I need to tell you some things of great consequence.”  She awaited the nod she knew would come, then went on.  “I am sorry you feel the way you do; however, if you were to walk in my shoes for even a hundred years you would feel the same.  I do have compassion, young prince, else I would not be talking to those who need my help.  All of you need my assistance, in some way or another.  I wanted to speak with you because I felt you needed to be prepared for what lies in your future.  Firstly, when the great battle is fought beware when the ground trembles beneath your feet for it will not be the earth itself, but the blind ones which live inside it.  Also, a thing for which you long for will finally take place.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Prince Dalton said with slight exasperation.  “Can you clarify any of this for me?”

 Goddess Aldoa sighed, her light brown eyes closing momentarily.  “I can only say what the stars reveal to me and from time to time even that is a blur.  Possibly everything will become clearer in time, yes?  As for right now there is another important matter which I must discuss with you.  Are you ready?”

 “What choice do I have but to listen?”

 “Very well.  A prince you may be at the present, but if events take a serious turn in the Realm of Rohedon you will never sit on the throne of Wexford as King.”  She waited for the angry outburst which immediately followed. 

 “I am the First Born!  It is my blood right!” he exclaimed.  “My mother and father have ingrained the Rules of the Crown into me since I was old enough to walk on my own, and I mean to do right by them.  How can I not be crowned?  Will I perish in this ‘great battle’ you speak of?”

 “No, you will not perish, so far as I can see,” Aldoa said softly.  “There will be something else you will want more than the crown of Wexford, something you will crave much, much more.  And there is someone who will be linked to you forever—a person who has a great destiny.  The future of thousands will depend on them, so you must take great care of this person.  Bestow your love to them and all will be well.”

  

  

  

 As Prince Dalton walked out of her cave, Aldoa scolded herself.  Why should she care for these humans?  Their lives meant nothing to her…or did they?  If they truly meant nothing then why did she feel so guilty?  She had lied many times over the years (mostly to no-good peddlers and scoundrels that called themselves Lords and Ladies), so why should the fates of these young men and a vibrant young woman shake her so?  

 She almost wished she hadn’t lied to the one lad, and began wringing her hands in frustration.  She told herself over and over again that he wasn’t supposed to know that he was going to die…Bad things happened to people who only thought of their own demise.  They became mournful, restless spirits in their afterlives, sometimes violent and malicious.  So it was a good thing she had not told him of his fate.  Of course, there was a miniscule chance that the choices made would lead him down another path, but she knew in her heart that he would not take them.

 Yet still the feelings of guilt lingered.  And to what purpose?  There wasn’t a thing she could do to stop his death from happening.  Not one thing.

  

  

  

 Queen Silvia ate, and ate well.  The food was hearty and the fruit ripe, for it came from the land surrounding the Healing Spring of Aldoa.  Aldoa…this was the goddess of her dreams—the ones she had just dreamt.  And there had been another one, she thought…a weather-worn gentleman who looked hard as a rock.  He had been wearing a strange leather vest plaited with tiny chain lengths.  He wore a queer looking shirt of the same tough leather and sandals which laced up his calves.  His skirt was held up through its loops by a wide belt ensconced with all manner of weaponry.  On his back was strapped a tall broadsword nearly as big as himself and a quiver full of arrows with green and gold feathers.  He had held a great long bow in one hand with green and gold string…

 Silvia stopped trying to remember as Maura came in to take away the empty plates, moving soundlessly as always, but nevertheless breaking through her reverie.

“How is your head, Maura?” Silvia inquired, leaning on one elbow.  She had allowed Maura to help dress her before she had eaten, and her light yellow dress pooled around her on the floor of the tent.

 Her maidservant reached up to brush her bruise with her finger tips; she had acquired the nasty bump from being pushed off her wagon during the battle.  “’Tis fine, Your Majesty, although I may slip down to the Healing Spring in a bit.  I have yet to enter it.”

 “You should’ve gone to the Healing Spring hours ago, my friend. You need to make sure you take care of yourself.”

 “My place was here with you, milady,” Maura said humbly. “I would not have left your side without your orders with you being in such a physical state.”

 “Are we interrupting, ladies?”

 Quentin and Keelan entered the tent and bowed deeply.  Silvia drew in a quick breath at the sight of her husband.

 “Not at all, my Lords.  I was just taking my leave,” Maura said softly.  She hurried out of the tent with her head down.

 The men waited patiently for the quiet woman to leave before seating themselves in front of the Queen.  Quentin did not delay the reason for his visit, and immediately proceeded to thank Silvia for taking care of him so well and for saving his life.

 She smiled at him warmly.  “There’s no need to thank me Quentin, for you have risked your life for me many times before.  I am glad to see your fever has gone and your color is once again normal.”

 “And I am glad to see you alive and well,” he said solemnly.  “I was frightened that you were going to die.  I am sorry I failed you, milady.”

 “You have never failed me.” By the Dark Moon, why did everyone seem to think that they had failed her in some way?  “There is no need to apologize to me.  If anyone should be saying they’re sorry it’s me.  I came to try and rescue you and very nearly got us both killed.”

 “I personally believe that neither of you should be sorry, for if given the chance you would do the same things over again,” said Keelan.  These were the first words he had spoken to Silvia since her Healing.  “I only wish that I had accompanied you from the beginning…a true King would have.”  He looked down at his hands as his face reddened.

 “I will leave you two to palaver,” said Quentin.  He stood up and exited the tent.

 Silvia knew not what to say.  She didn’t even know what she felt for this man anymore.  Her feelings were in utter turmoil.  She hated him for betraying her, for giving himself to another woman so willingly…a woman they were hunting.  And yet she loved him so much for coming after her, for meaning to do good by following her to her near death.  Not many men would have tracked her just to be with her and protect her.  But what now?  How should she feel now that they were alone, face-to-face?  What was there to say?  She was too tired to argue about anything but all the same she wanted him to know that she would not just lay there and let him trample her with his treacherous infidelity, insulting her.  She was about to say just this when Keelan spoke.

 “Things would be much different had I left Lystia by your side, milady.”

 “Would they?” she replied softly.

 “I think so, yes,” he said.  “Perhaps I would not have tasted the fruit which has poisoned our marriage.”

 “Perhaps…perhaps not.”

 Keelan looked at her with pleading eyes.  “There are no words the gods have yet made to describe how sorry I am, Silvia.  I do not even deserve to look upon your face.”

“Don’t talk such foolishness.”  She averted her eyes.

 “Maybe these are the only things I know to say.”  His voice broke.  “By the Dark Moon of Eerich, Silvia…I love you and I would go to the ends of the earth to show you how much you mean to me!”

 Silvia could not stay her tongue.  “And how much does your heathen bride mean to you?” she spat.  “What does she give you that I cannot?”

 “She gives me nothing!  She means nothing, I tell you!  Please believe me!”

 “I have seen and heard much,” she answered quietly.  I do not know what to believe.  The only thing I know for sure is that I must see this quest to the end and try to save a city I know nothing about, and save a people who are not my own.  If you wish to fight alongside me, then you may.  I will not stop you.  But if you betray us to your heathen queen, I will kill you myself—this I promise.”

  

  

  

 Vyto and Gordy had fought side-by-side during the vicious battle, and had saved each other from the grotesque creatures while everyone else had been panicking and running.  After visiting the Healing Spring of Aldoa they volunteered to help build a pyre for the bodies of the deceased.  No one wanted whatever disease the beasts had to spread to the wildlife around them.  A couple dozen more men and women were dragging dead trees into a broad, flat place near the middle of what had been the battlefield.  The dead were being lined up beside this, awaiting the flames.  Soon enough, someone struck a sulfur match and stuck it amidst the dead leaves and branches.  It took several minutes for the fire to get going, for the wood was still a bit damp from the recent rain.  Eventually the flames climbed higher and higher into the air, and the bodies were tossed into them, one by one.  

 As the two friends carried the plump body of a middle-aged woman who had died of blood loss, they heard a young girl crying hysterically nearby.  They looked over to see a burly man with a beard, covered in blood and gouges, trying to hug a young woman.  An older woman stood behind her, stroking her hair with one arm and stopping the flow of blood from her thigh with the other.

 “You have to calm down, my dear,” said the man to the girl.  “He died with honor, Hanovi.”

 “He shouldn’t have died at all, Uncle!” Hanovi sobbed.  “What shall we tell his brother, who now has no one left at all?”

 The woman behind her turned her about, shushing her as she gave the girl a bone-crushing hug.  “We will take care of young Jason when we return, child.  But you must be strong.  Jonathan would not have wanted you to cry for him, all right?”

 Vyto glanced down to see what Jonathan had looked like.  Quickly, he turned his head away, for the young man’s face had all but been eaten off; only jagged strips of flesh and one eye remained.  Vyto’s stomach churned.  The smell of the bodies was bad enough, but now that the fire was baking them to a crisp the smell was truly horrific.

 Horace was pushing the two women away gently.  “Take her away Karen.  She has already seen more than she needs to.  I will be with you shortly.”  As the women walked away, the man bent over and picked up the body.  “I’m sorry, lad,” he said to the body, and took him to the fire.

 Gordy was watching the scene with large eyes.  “Poor lass.  I hope she’ll be all right.”

 “I hope we’ll all be all right,” Vyto said.  They tossed the woman as carefully as possible into the hungry flames, staring sadly as her dress immediately caught fire.  Vyto gave his dirty pony’s tail a sharp tug and said, “Let’s go wash up, my friend.”

“I’m right behind you,” Gordy mumbled.

 They headed towards the Healing Spring again to wash off any of the disease they may have contracted from the corpses.  Along the way they saw a giant bonfire on the other side of the battlefield, topped with the disgusting bodies of the sick creatures which had attacked.

  

  

  

 She was nearly asleep in a soft chair when he appeared out of nowhere.  Over the years she had grown used to this, but as always his presence comforted her and eased her mind.  She smiled at him from her seat and extended her hand to him.  “It is always good to see you, Geldin.”

 Her brother bowed his head to her, his golden hair flecked with gray, but did not step closer to take her hand.  She retracted her arm, frowning slightly as he leaned his bow against the rock wall of her chambers.

 “I am disappointed in you, Aldoa.”

 “For what?” she asked.

 “For not giving him enough information,” her brother growled.  “You angered him instead of advising him.  Telling him what he cannot have but not revealing his purpose!”

 Aldoa sat up straighter in her pillow-soft chair, wary now.  He was obviously angry with her over the young man.  The last time Geldin had been angry with her they had went nearly three-hundred years without speaking to each other.  She watched him begin a slow pace around the room.

 “I cannot reveal everything,” she said harshly.  “None of the gods are supposed to do such a thing and you know this.  If the mortals knew all that we know—“

 “I get your point, and it is valid.  But what irks me is that you have two incredibly important people here who will forever change the future of this world and you have not prepared them in the least!  I, too, have read the stars, and I know we are to help them much more than what we have.  They are like naked babes out of their cradles without our guidance.”

 “What is it you wish me to do?” Aldoa asked.  She stood up and walked over to a vanity cut out of the rock wall, took up her brush, and began running it through her long white hair

 Geldin stopped his pacing, staring at her intently in the mirror.  “I believe you already know, sister.”

 “I’m sorry, but I do not believe I understand what you mean,” she said innocently.  She set the brush down and stared back at him via the mirror; for some reason she felt this would be easier than turning around to face her sibling.

 “Of course you do,” he replied simply.  He walked up behind her and gently spun her about.  “You’ve been here far too long, Aldoa.  It is time.”

 Her eyes teared up.  “But I don’t want to, Geldin!  What will I do?  How can I do this?  No, I cannot go through with it.”

 “You have to,” Geldin told her firmly.  “You have no other choice, lest you wish for the stars to be wrong…about everything.”

 Aldoa shook her head slowly as she stared at him, the tears now pouring from her ancient eyes.  “I…I think I’m too scared to do it.”

 He hugged her briefly.  “I know how you must feel, sister.  But you must be strong and do as the stars have foretold.  We have to carry out the prophecy of the stars, or else bad tidings will overcome us all.”

 “Why must you keep saying ‘we’?” she asked irritably.  “After all, it’s me the stars are commanding to serve the tides of this age.”

 “Aldoa, tell me exactly what you read in the stars about yourself.”

 Her eyes seemed to look inward as she thought back.  “Well, I saw myself amongst these Lystians, far away, helping to heal their wounded, give peace to the dying and counsel the living…all the while with a sword protruding from my heart like the shaft of an oversized arrow.”

Geldin nodded solemnly.  “And did the sword look anything like this one?” he asked, reaching behind his head and drawing the massive broadsword out of its sheath with well-muscled arms.

 Aldoa’s eyes widened in recognition and shock.  “I didn’t realize they were the same!  But brother, what does it mean?”

 “It means that I will be your strength through the fulfilling of the prophecy. I will be beside you, all around you, and keep you strong from within you—just as I always have.”

 “Y-you mean you will stand with me?”

 “I will help you and this army, yes.”  He paused, then said, “Besides, I do not believe anyone involved in this can go at it alone.  Fate is pulling so many towards their destiny…”  He shook his head and thrust his sword back into its leather scabbard.  “I must go and have a chat with a young man who needs our guidance. Rest easy, my sister-heart.”

  

  

 Chapter Eleven: Words of the Gods
  

 Prince Dalton swept back his black hair once more, almost resolved to pulling it back in a thong.  He had even considered shaving it into a topknot like that Lord Cambry fellow.  He pressed a cool clothe to his forehead and breathed deeply as he patted his face dry of sweat.  Then he picked up his whetstone and continued to run it along one of his knives as his mind went over the events of the day.

 Images of the ride up to the mountain pass with the Queen floated in front of his eyes, hovering between his face and the knife below.  He saw the battle, then another ride to the pass in a frenzy…carrying the weight of the wagon down the mountain while the woman he had grown to cherish lay dying inside it.  He saw again her husband coming to save the day where he himself had failed, and how the Lystians had carried their queen to the Healing Spring.  

 And what of his destiny?  What of the things Goddess Aldoa had said to him?  Something he longed for would happen, a great battle with some manner of ‘blind creatures’ beneath the ground…And what of the ‘serious turn of events’ that was supposed to occur in Rohedon’s Realm—the ones which would deny him his kingship?  She had said he would not perish, so why would he not be King when his parents passed into the Realm of the Dead?  Would his brother or sister take to the throne in his stead?  He sincerely hoped so.  Another question which bugged him was who would be the person to be linked to him?  Why would the future of so many people rest upon their shoulders?

 These thoughts and a hundred more drifted through his tired mind.  What would he do?  He knew he would travel to Lordale and then to Rohedon’s Realm to defeat the evil things there, but after that?  Where should he go?  Must he find this person Aldoa spoke of, or would they find him?

 The flap to his tent fluttered in the breeze, bringing with it the smell of good cooking.  Wildlife was abundant around the Healing Spring, and quite a few animals had been killed to be eaten over the next few hours.  His stomach growled a little; he was hungry, yet felt no actual desire to eat.  And no cook fire had he in his tent, for it was just too bloody hot.  So he sat, facing the opening of the tent, barely muttering greetings to some of those who passed by.

 He was so lost in his own little world that he never saw the stranger who ducked in until the man sat down beside him tailor-style.

 “You are a quiet one,” the prince said softly, not looking up.

 “When I wish to be, yes,” the man replied, taking out his own sharpening stone to hone the blade of a boot dagger.

Dalton didn’t speak for several moments, sliding his own knife at a subtle angle against the rock.  “Have you something to say?  If so, then speak it.  I wish not to play games.”

 The man nodded once and began speaking without ever looking over at the prince.  “What you did today was nothing short of honorable.  This Queen and her brother-in-law are lucky to have such a friend…To haul two dying people down a mountain pass as fast as any horse is no small feat, my lad.”

 The prince kept his eyes on his blade.  “I did what needed to be done.”  There was no honor in doing such a thing, in his mind.

 “Such fealty...but a good way to think of what you did, I suppose,” said the man appreciatively.

 Prince Dalton at last glanced over at the stranger and noticed for the first time how queerly the man was dressed: he donned a leather vest with chain links all over it, and a matching skirt that would fall to his lower thighs when he stood up.  And the man seemed to be covered in weapons!  “Who are you and what do you want?” he asked suspiciously.

 “I thought you said you did not wish to play games,” the stranger said, not taking his eyes from what he was doing.  “So let us not play them, for you know very well who I am.  Your mind may be slow to catch up with your eyes, but your eyes see my famous sword, bow, and arrows.”

 The prince looked at these objects in slight confusion; then his eyes lit up and he immediately put down his whetstone and knife.  He bowed from where he sat, ashamed of himself for not recognizing the God of War before him.  “Forgive me, Lord Geldin.  My mind is indeed much slower than my eyes.”

 “Yes, well, such things tend to happen at the end of a day like this.”  He stopped running his sharpening stone over the dagger’s edge and inspected his work.  The lights from a large bonfire outside the tent illuminated the golden blade.  The hilt was stained a hue of the deepest, richest blue, with green and yellow vines on it that spelled something only a god could make out.  “I want to ask you something: What do you think went wrong today?”

 Dalton sat up straight and laughed sourly.  “What did not go wrong?  The army obviously needs to practice more strictly and they need to have better order.  We were spread out, unprepared, and all havoc broke loose.  The Queen’s wagon should have been better protected—it shouldn’t have been captured at all.  We made for an easy target for the enemy.”

 Geldin gazed at him a moment, and nodded his head, his golden hair catching the firelight from outside.  “A good start.  You have the blood of a general in you, my lad.  You would be wise to use those skills more effectively in the future.  A king must rule his army well.”

 “I should not worry about such things,” said the prince bitterly.  “I have already been informed by Goddess Aldoa that I may not ever be king.  She said I would want something else more, but I don’t understand.  I was born to be a king.  It is what I have always wanted to be.”

 “Actually, I believe my sister’s words were that if certain events occurred you would never take the throne of Wexford.”

 “Must you pour salt in my wound?” Dalton said in a grumpy tone.  “I don’t need it rubbed in, you know.”

 “I, on the other hand, believe you do.”  Geldin looked at him sharply.  “Sometimes having something ‘rubbed in’, as you say, helps you to see other solutions.  You may not ever be the King of Wexford, but does that mean that other great nations will close their royal women to you?”

 “I care only about one woman of royalty, and she is unattainable.”

Geldin smiled mischievously.  “Then I need to teach you some strategy, boy.”

 “You are the God of War,” Prince Dalton pointed out.  “How can you help me in such a matter?”

 The god before him laughed.  “Just because I am the God of War means I have no love for women, does it?  Son, in my many, many hundreds of years of living I have loved a good number of women.  In fact, there were several that I loved so much that I lived with them the rest of their lives, remaining faithful and devoted to them.  Those chosen few I loved so dearly that when they died, I took their hand and escorted them to the Afterworld myself.  Our bonds remain unbroken to this day.  If ever I should need them, all I must do is call. 

 “I may be a war god, but I know more than I should about love.  Besides, who is to say this is not a battle for this Queen’s heart?”

 “And what is this strategy you speak of?”

 Geldin smiled again.  “She is an extraordinary woman, this Queen Silvia of Lystia, and in order to capture and keep the attentions of such a woman you have to be an extraordinary man.  Now, what is it that her husband has that you do not?”

  

  

  

 Silvia had grown tired of Lystians lining up outside of her tent to give her well-wishes and speeches of endearment.  Maura had been informed a short while before that if she wished she could intercept the words of the Lystians for the Queen, and the maidservant had done just so.  But she, too, had tired after a couple hundred people had spoken to her and had eventually sent them all away.  But instead of crawling inside with her mistress, Maura had asked Sir Grant to stand guard over the Queen while she went bathe in the Healing Spring.  She had returned shortly to find Hans chatting with Sir Grant outside the tent.  After a bit, Grant had left them and Hans retired to his own tent.

 “Are you awake, milady?” asked Maura, poking her head inside the tent.

 “Yes I am.  What is it?”

 “Someone wishes to see you, Your Majesty.”

 “Send them away please.  I am very tired and have a lot to think about.”

 “I am not used to being sent away,” said a kindly voice, “but if you so wish, then I will leave.”

 Silvia jumped up in shock as she saw who spoke.  “No!  Please don’t leave!  I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to be rude.”

 The woman ducked inside with a fluid movement and slowly lowered herself beside Silvia.  “Are you sure you feel up to talking, my dear?” Aldoa asked.  “You’ve had quite an exhausting day.”

 “Yes, and with your help I lived to see the end of it,” said the Queen.  “I thank you with everything that I am.”

 “What surprises me is that you had no fear whatsoever of dying,” said the goddess, raising an eyebrow.

 Silvia looked away, tears shining in her emerald eyes.

 “Tell me why you fear the trivial things and not death,” Aldoa said.

 “Because no one can hurt you if you’re dead,” she whispered.

 “Are you afraid of living because of people hurting you?  My brother, Geldin, always told young warriors that what didn’t kill them would only make them stronger.  Do you not agree, child?  No?  And why not?”

 “In some cases I believe that to be true.  However a broken heart can only take so much before it is shattered into tiny pieces.”

 “But you cannot let some silly, adulterous man ruin what you have set out to do,” Aldoa said, ignoring Silvia’s look of upset.  “You must keep a strong will to live—especially since you are traveling into Rohedon’s Realm to battle the witches!”

“And what must I do with my unfaithful King in the meantime?  He now travels with me to do my task, and every time I see him my pain deepens…I think it is because I still love him very much.”

 “For one, it is not only your task—they are now his people too because he loves you. You need to embrace that love and do not let it go.  Do not let your people see their King and Queen quarreling already.  Try to forgive him as much as you can.  It is only too obvious how much he loves you, for he has come all this way after you to help.  Maybe in time your wounds will heal, and maybe not.  You must stay tough in your heart and mind, yes?  What lies ahead of you is not for the faint of heart, child.  Your destiny and the destinies of all those around you are at stake.  Will you give up the lives of thousands of people, leaving them to die horribly in the shadow of the witches’ mountain all because you have a sore heart?  No, my dear.  Your heart will take a long time to heal and until it does you must mend it with leather and steel to bar it against what harm others will do unto you.  The witches of Rohedon will attack you more swiftly if you show any weaknesses.  Do not think that they will take pity on you.”

 “It’s hard, milady.”

 “I know it is.”

 Silvia twirled a strand of hair around her finger.  “Do you believe it’s possible for one of Rohedon’s brides to be a woman of good heart?”

 Aldoa narrowed her eyes.  “That depends, does it not?  Why would you think so?”

 She told everything she knew of the witches and about the voice she had heard during the battle.  The goddess listened patiently for she had not known of this ‘voice’ speaking to the Queen at all.  When Silvia finished spinning her tail, Aldoa sat quietly for a while, determining how much she should tell the young girl about Rohedon’s last wife.

 “There was once a young girl of sixteen who lived in a cottage in the Moseman Hills with her two brothers and her cousin.  It was almost summertime and the three young men were out in the fields tending to their bountiful crops every day.  One afternoon a group of people came riding through—five women and one man.  They claimed to be on a hunt for a small herd of wild boar…But it was a cover, as the young family soon found out.  The travelers claimed to be hungry, and the kind family offered their hospitality.  When the male traveler, a man by the name of Lord Rohedon, saw the young sister he became smitten and wanted her for himself.  His ‘sisters’, as he called them, brought up the subject of marriage: They said such a beautiful young lady should not be worked to the bone in the country, but should live in luxury in a wealthy man’s estate.  Her cousin believed it a good idea.  But he unfortunately brought up the little-known fact that the girl—Emaree—did not work herself hard, for her magic helped with her chores.  Emaree’s brothers cursed him for not holding his tongue, for the visitors began again with renewed vigor about marriage.  They claimed her magic could be honed to greater skills through the proper teaching and that Rohedon, being a very rich man, could find the best tutor for her.  Rohedon became somewhat aggressive in his bargaining for her hand.  The brothers became uncomfortable and asked that the strangers leave their home and not return.  This was difficult for the family, as they had not sent anyone away from their home since before their parents had died.  But they stuck to their word, saying Emaree would marry the man of her choosing and no one else.

 “Well, the strangers left in bittersweet moods, saying that they would be nearby for a few days, should the young woman change her mind.  The brothers and their cousin believed that if they ignored the strangers then Emaree would be safe…but they were incorrect and foolish for thinking in that way.  That night a terrible windstorm swept through and flattened most of their crops.  The next day the little family set out to fix the damages and save the crops that weren’t demolished beyond recognition.  Emaree used what little magic she had and the majority of the crops were restored to normal.  So naturally everyone was devastated when a giant flock of ravens came the next day and ravaged the rest of the crops.  The following night a wild beast of some sort got inside their small stable and slaughtered their livestock, spreading the carnage all over the yard.  The strangers visited again days later, and doted upon the ill luck that seemed to have fallen on the family. And once again the women insisted that Emaree’s wonderful hopes and dreams would come true with Rohedon, persevering the marriage proposal.  

“But Emaree and her loved ones saw through the guise and once more turned the betrothal away.  Apparently this did not settle well with the strangers.  Two of the women, who were identical but for their hair color, cursed the young men with Emaree.  Each one was to suffer slowly and painfully until she consented to the proposal.  The poor girl learned quickly how cruel the women’s magic was when her cousin became dreadfully ill.  He couldn’t keep any of his food down, and had strange cravings for salt and straw.  His hair fell out and great, nasty sores broke out all over his skin.  Emaree and her brothers tried to help the poor chap; but when they lanced some of the sores nothing came out but horrible, fat little bugs covered in yellow pus.  His eyes became clouded and he lost his hearing in one ear.  His fingernails cracked all the way to his skin and became badly infected.  His teeth turned brown and soft, going through a speedy decay.  His feet appeared to draw up, his toes curling like talons until he could barely walk.  He mumbled and moaned constantly and had to be kept from scratching at his sores.  All of the horrendous things that happened to his body occurred within just a few days’ time.

 “’Twas then that one of her brothers began having an upset stomach and Emaree became desperately afraid that soon he would be going through the same thing.  Not knowing what else to do, or how to reach the strangers, she ran outside and screamed, “Please!  Save them—I will do as you wish!”  

 “An hour later Lord Rohedon came riding into sight with the wife that was the dark-headed twin.   “You have chosen wisely, my dear,” the man said to Emaree with something of a smirk.

 “’Emaree, don’t go!  Don’t go with him!’ her sickened brother cried from inside the house.

 “But she would hear none of his words.  “Save my family.  Do not let them perish in such a way!” she pleaded.  “But you must take care of them now—before I take my leave with you.”

 “The brunette’s mouth turned up at the sides in a twisted, sardonic smile.  “Very well, little one.”  She dismounted her horse and quickly walked inside their small cottage to where her cousin lay dying on a bed.  Emaree’s healthy brother stepped in front of her to stop her from getting closer, but he collapsed in a heap of writhing pain at her gaze.  The cousin looked at the woman with horror as she glared down at him.  Then he closed his eyes, never to open them again.  Emaree’s other brother shrank away as the woman’s eyes turned on him malevolently.  His face twisted in a cruel parody of his cousin’s, but he was left alive, shaking and sweating profusely.  Even as Emaree ran to her brother, crying in relief that he was still alive, strong fingers gripped her arms and pulled her out the door.  Her relief became pure terror as she was put on a horse, never to see her brother or her dying cousin again.”

 “Now, dear, it is said that she is still held captive, however no one knows for sure.  This voice in your mind could very well be a plot to draw you in, for all we know.  I think you should listen to this voice carefully, but do not yet trust it.”

 “But the voice warned me of the sickness of those beasts and sent the images of your Healing Spring,” said the young queen.  “What if she speaks the truth because she wants to help us?”

 Aldoa looked at her darkly.  “If she speaks the truth then you have a good ally within the walls of your enemy—something most people are not lucky enough to have.  She could help you with the witches’ weaknesses and the layout of the mountain.  However, if she is speaking with a split tongue, we may find her serpentine tail wrapped about our feet, ready to pull us down as soon as we are found vulnerable.”

 

  

  

 Prince Dalton peered around, trying to find the man he sought.  Men and women alike hailed him, some even shouting that he was the savior of the queen.  He ignored ones who made such foolish comments, and barely lifted a hand to the ones who only greeted him in passing.  The man he sought was not in his tent, nor with Frero.  Dalton checked the Healing Spring, but to no avail—the blasted old codger was nowhere to be found.  He angrily kicked a small rock to vent his frustration.

 “Hmm…seems as though someone is a trifle bit unhappy.”

 Dalton whirled around, a grin spreading over his handsome face.  “Just the man I was searching for!”

 The man’s eyebrows lifted quizzically.  “Is that so?  I am almost afraid to ask why.”

 “Come, my friend, and let us palaver.  You may be able to help me solve a problem of complexity with which I have been pondering.”

  

  

  

 Hans and Maura sat side by side next to the Healing Spring of Aldoa, holding hands and watching the last of the massive army make their journey into the magical water.  The moon above them was fat, heavy with light, and they could see everyone well.  Lord Cambry’s army was mixed with their own, though the difference between the two peoples was noticeable.  Lord Cambry’s men wore more browns and grays and many sported top knots like their leader.  Queen Silvia’s people wore many colors and wore their hair in many ways.

 Though neither of them said so out loud, both Hans and Maura felt an incredible, nearly indestructible sense of peace from observing everyone go into the water wounded or sick with the strange beasts’ fever, and then come out completely better.  There was just something about seeing miracles first hand and knowing the gods were much closer than you ever thought that made you feel at ease.  A middle-aged woman came to the front of the line, limping a little and holding her bloodied arm.  She entered the red water timidly, emerging moments later with a look of immense relief.  A half-bald man went running up to her as she exited the warm waters of the pool.

 “Madame Brooke, are you all right?  I have searched everywhere for you since the battle.”  Worry was etched into every line on his face.

 “I am fine, Derik, thank you,” she replied kindly, and allowed him to escort her away.

 Hans and Maura smiled in quiet amazement, remembering how their Queen had once admonished this woman for beating Derik with a golden cane.

 “It seems as though she has changed everyone around her,” Maura said softly, speaking of Silvia.

 “It appears so,” agreed Hans.

 “I fear for her, Hans.  Everything in her world has changed in a couple months’ time and she’s running to catch up.  I only hope that all of this hurrying doesn’t end in a bad way, especially after getting her the throne.”

 Hans nodded.  “I know exactly what you mean, my dear.”

 Maura gazed at the scars on her hands sadly.  “We must watch out for her.  She looks in a dozen directions at once, but none of them are behind her.”  She gestured to those around them.  “Madame Brooke has changed for the better, but who is to say that others will not change for the worse?”  She sighed.  “Men…well, people get weary of constant travel.  After today, we must push harder so that we can reach the war as quickly as possible.  Traveling to war is a trying time in one’s life and a mind set on fighting can change—as can who they are fighting for.” 

 Hans squeezed her hand gently.  “We will take care of her.  Do not fret over her safety.”

Maura kissed him lightly on the side of his forehead.  “I must return to milady.”  She left, walking with obvious tiredness.  

 Hans sat a bit longer, now hardly noticing the Lystians still drifting to the Healing Spring.  His mind explored darker matters and he fingered the scars on his palms as he thought about his Queen.  His deep train of thought was interrupted as a quiet conversation came into his hearing.

 “…imperative that you speak of this to no one.  I do not want Her Majesty finding out, for she may not like the idea at all,” said a familiar voice.

 Hans looked over to see Prince Dalton of Wexford speaking amidst the trees nearby.

 “I’ll not tell a soul,” said another man in a low voice.  He was hidden from view by a large fir tree and Hans dared not move and draw attention to himself to seek his identity.  “Rest assured no one will find out about what we will do until you are ready.  But I must say that I do not understand the purpose for why you would want to change in such a way.”

 “That purpose is my destiny,” Dalton replied.  “And for now that is all that even I know.  Goodnight, my friend.”

 “Rest well, Prince Dalton,” answered the unseen voice.

 As the prince walked away, presumably towards his tent, Hans scratched the stubble on his face thoughtfully.  He would have to watch his Queen closely around this man so that treachery would not occur.

  
  

  

 Chapter Twelve: Luck and Departure

  

 She slept poorly, having dreamt of Zela’s soldier once more running a cold blade through the softness of her belly.  She awoke before dawn, back and ribs terribly sore.  She rubbed the pink scar on her stomach and grimaced.  It was a shame that Goddess Aldoa’s powers of healing could not touch the nightmares that had just finished torturing her dream world.  She sighted dejectedly as she accepted the fact that she was not going to get any more sleep before the day started.  She dressed quietly and slipped out of her tent so she wouldn’t wake Maura.  Outside, she shooed off a Royal Guard who approached her to act as her escort, turning her face away from him.  The early morning chill pimpled her arms with goose bumps.  She brushed them roughly with her hands as she walked towards the Spring to wash the salty tears from her face.  Not many people were up and about; most were her Royal Guard sentries patrolling the encampment, although she saw a few of Lord Cambry’s sentries as well.  (She still had yet to meet the strange man who had led her husband to her aid.)  Her Guards bowed to her at an angle, facing her but bending their upper bodies towards her sword hand.  This was a custom for them since she had become their Queen.  It was not a rule that she had given them, but rather one they had created amongst themselves to give her special honor.  George had informed her when it had first started that bowing their necks towards her sword hand in this way meant they were ready to give their lives for her.  By her hand or by another was of little importance to them, so strong was their loyalty to her.

 She pushed the thought of death from her mind.  Had she not seen enough of it to last a lifetime now?  Unfortunately she knew there was more to come, especially if the other wives of Rohedon set more traps for her.  She felt a trickle of irritation that her enemies had organized a counterattack on her army already, even as far away as they were.  How did they travel so fast?  That was one magic she would love to lay her hands on.  It would make all this dreadful traveling so much better!  She knelt beside the Healing Spring, splashing the cold water onto her face and shivering.

“You are lucky to be shivering,” said a gruff voice.

 Silvia looked up sharply, knowing for certain that she had been alone.  A burly man was now sitting on a flat rock that stuck out over the spring a couple feet away.  She sat down as she gazed at his curious clothes, eyeing his many weapons with wariness.  A fully armed muscular man appearing from thin air was indeed something to be cautious about.  Her pulse quickened as she tried to place this man as one of her soldiers or one of Cambry’s soldiers.  But his tanned leather outfit would have made him stand out immensely—especially the skirt.  She thought she recognized him, but from where?

 “Are you wondering, perhaps, who I might be?” he asked, glancing at her.

 Silvia flicked water off her hands but refrained from wiping the chilly water off her face.  “Actually, I was wondering why you said I was lucky to be shivering.”  This was not true in the least but she refused to admit it to this stranger.  She concentrated on a spell in her mind that quickly warmed her face and hands, drying the water.

 The man grunted.  “The arrogance of a Queen is duly noted but at least your curiosity is peeked at the important things.”

 “Will you answer my question,” Silvia asked, “or must you play riddles until the sun is higher in the sky?”  He looked at her with amusement, and she marveled at his eyes.  What a beautiful shade of gray they were!

 “Very well, then,” he said.  “I shall elaborate.  It was written in the stars long before your grandmother was born that you would be the queen of your city through blood and tears, and lead one of the largest armies that has ever been seen.”

 Silvia almost pointed out that during the Flendow War there were several thousand more soldiers than what she was traveling with.  And how would he know when her grandmother was born?  Just who was this man?

 The stranger continued.  “But I have read the stars for a long time and I know they do not give all the little details in between your peaks of destiny, such as your smaller skirmishes or the choices you make for other things.  As an example: the stars did not say you would come by the Healing Spring of Aldoa, nor did they reveal that you would nearly die on this mountain.  Such a lucky young woman you are to have been held in the arms of the Hound of the Underworld and lived to tell of it.  Not many hold such luck.  Actually…no one has ever had that luck.”  

 His last words were spoken with a sour bitterness Silvia did not quite understand.  She nearly shuddered, remembering childhood tales of the Hound of Death, the horrid beast who hunted for the Underworld.  “Maybe the Hound was not holding me in his arms, but merely standing nearby.  Perhaps I was not so close to dying as everyone seems to think,” she said simply with a slight shrug of her shoulders.  She turned to sit facing the man.

 He gazed at her darkly.  “Some see things which others do not.  The Hound had you in his grips…I saw him!” he said earnestly, leaning forward intently.  “I saw him trying to hold onto you in the Healing Spring yesterday.  But your will to live proved too strong for him, and your destiny too big.”  He scooted a little closer, amused that she pulled back only slightly from his closeness.  “Have you any clue as to what he looks like?”

 “I’ve heard the stories,” she admitted quietly.

 “Ha!  The stories…The stories hold nothing against the truth.  A great beast he is, with dark red flesh which is constantly crawling with the souls of ten thousand dead men.  His back is littered with poisonous thorns and his great ugly head has two curving horns as that of a bull.  He has seven eyes spaced in an even circle around his head so that he may see you wherever you may be, and they are black with white pupils.  His feet are horribly misshapen and have four digits each.  He is vulnerable here, for the skin is soft and sensitive.  He goes on all fours, but can stand on his back legs to grasp the dying in his arms. And the strength in his arms equals that of no living mortal…Yet you have survived him: a mere child, with the help of your husband, a valiant friend, and the Goddess Aldoa.  How your luck still holds is beyond me.”

“I am more than grateful for their help, my odd friend, and I will be forever in debt to them for saving my life,” said the Queen, shivering at his description.  She stared down into the mirror-like reflection of the pool and the water seemed to immediately flood with the images of the men and women who had perished in the battle the previous day.  Most had fought so bravely, even though many had not a clue as to how to act in a battle (herself included).  But the one image she dreaded was a horrifying scene she had barely glimpsed during the battle, where she had been too far away to help.  Her stable boy, who had seen far too many tragedies in his young life, who had helped her sneak out to see Venicius what seemed like ages ago, had been attacked brutally.  The creature had jumped upon him, eating at his face even as they fell.  She knew there was no way he could have survived.  Poor Jonathan.  Tears slid from her eyes and landed with soft splashes in the water, disrupting the mirage of Jonathan’s demise.  She closed her eyes, burning his image into her so that she would always remember that death had claimed him because of her.  Many had met their ends for her, some willingly, as her soldiers had, and many unknowingly—such as Jonathan’s family at her old estate.  The death toll appeared to be so high already, yet she knew hundreds, if not thousands more were still doomed to die in her quest to quell the evil which had spread so far and wide.  “I know not who you are,” she said to the man, “but if you knew me at all you would see none of this ‘luck’ of which you speak.  The only things I attract are secrets, betrayals, death, and worthless men.”

 The man laughed.  “Sometimes men may appear worthless, but we’re really just being thoughtless.  Keep your mind open when mistakes are made so that you can help others learn from them.”  His gray eyes focused on hers as the first rays of the morning sun shed its light upon them.  “Perhaps it is your destiny protecting you and helping you along, and not luck.  How else could a new, and very young queen decide to go to war and have her whole city behind her without argument?  I know of no other royalty who holds such sway over their people as you do.  You captivate them more than anyone I’ve ever seen.  Take my advice, Your Highness.  Remember those that have died but do not dwell on them.  Accept things as they happen, for most things happen for a reason.

 “I must go,” he continued.  “I have other important things to attend to.  I am quite certain we shall meet again.”  The man started to rise, then hesitated.  “Take care, young Queen.”  He looked as though he wanted to say more, but instead stood up and walked away.

 He had disappeared into the last lingering darkness of the trees before Silvia even thought to speak or say goodbye.  Who in the world was that man?  And how did he appear out of nowhere?  She had a gut feeling he was a man of great significance but she couldn’t say how or why.  But he gave off the impression that he was much older than what she thought.

  

  

  

 Scouts had been sent out the day before, right after the battle, to scour the countryside for signs of another ambush or for enemies that might have escaped.  Last night more went out to do what Sir Grant called a ‘second running’.  They supplied fresh food to the first scouts, and then took over searching the surrounding areas.  All of the scouts were just now returning, ascertaining no hidden dangers in store for the King and Queen of Lystia and their army.  The tents were systematically taken down, things were packed away, and blankets were wrapped into small, tight bundles to tie upon the pack horses and wagons.  Breakfast fires were doused with dirt, for water would only make more smoke.  The sound of weapons driven across sharpening stones was heard everywhere as well as the scrapings of metal on metal where people were practicing swordsmanship.  

The Queen of Lystia was one of these.  After returning from the Healing Spring that morning she had eaten a light meal, then insisted that Hans spar with her in a small clearing.  As blade met with blade, and as she turned to block or move forward for a counterattack, Silvia felt her mind relaxing.  They practiced until both were sweating in the already warm morning.

 Maura had quickly and efficiently packed all of their things and was having them loaded onto one of the numerous wagons.  Sir Grant came along to bid them good morning and to bring Rituel to Silvia to be saddled.  (There were very few days she did not do this task herself.)  Minutes later, drums began to beat throughout the camp.  Generals were seen walking about with grim faces to see that animals and people alike were prepared for the long day’s journey.  The mountain would be well behind them by that evening and the army would be pushed hard to make up for lost time.  Everyone would travel as quickly as possible until they reached the city.  It was not known for sure how long they would stay in Nillias for they knew not if the city would take sides in the war or choose to stay out of it. 

 Queen Silvia rubbed Rituel down with a soft, old brush and then began to saddle him briskly.  She would be riding for the better part of the day at the front of the army with all of her companions.  Much to her distaste, Maura informed her that King Keelan insisted that he ride at her side the whole way for her protection, seemingly determined to make up for his mistakes.  In a small way she felt sorry for being so cruel and ill-tempered with him when he was trying to show his love and loyalty.  But it also agitated her to an extent she had not realized she could go to.  Did he understand nothing of women?  And worse: would their marriage, still so new, remain this way for the rest of their lives?  Would she always taste this bitterness?  She prayed to Chin, Goddess of Humanity, that it would not be so.  Perhaps she only needed more time to heal.  Besides, the Keelan she had fallen desperately in love with would never have done that to her…would he?

 “Sometimes everyone needs to shed tears—even queens.”

 The deep voice startled her, and the words turned her face crimson.  She had been so lost in thought that she hadn’t noticed the tears slowly going down the smoothness of her cheeks.  She brushed them away angrily with the back of her hand and whirled around to see who had spoken.  It was a tall, muscular man, whose head was shaved bare but for a topknot.  His clothes were battle worn over his tan complexion and he looked a little younger than Sir Grant of Crider.  She had seen this man from a distance around the camp and knew he had authority over some of the men.  But his company was usually in the presence of her husband.  Her eyes darted about before she could stop them, giving a quick search over the area.

 The man seemed to know what she was doing.  “He is not nearby, as of right now, but will join you shortly,” he said, taking a step closer to rub Rituel’s muzzle.

 Had he read her mind?  She stopped short of shaking her head.  “I care not where he is.  He is his own man, not my slave.  And you are who, exactly?”  

 “Forgive me, Your Highness.  I am Lord Cambry, come to lend aide to your quest.

 “We appreciate your help greatly.”  Silvia allowed him a graceful curtsy, and then resumed buckling the wide leather straps under her horse’s belly.  She fruitfully hoped that turning her back upon him would make him leave, but she was disappointed.  Could the man not take the hint that she wished to be left alone for the moment?

 “As much as I have looked forward to meeting you, Your Highness, it was not the reason I wished to make your acquaintance this morning.  I came solely with the intention of telling you that your husband was not himself the first time he was with her.”

Silvia’s eyes flashed dangerously, ready to cast out emerald daggers.  “Who told you of that?  It is not truth you speak!”  Shame rolled over her in waves.  That a total stranger knew of her husband’s infidelity was humiliating beyond reason.

 The tall man shrugged broad shoulders and tugged at his top knot as if frustrated with her for not accepting what had happened.  “I gave him medicine, milady.  Strong medicine.  It makes you feel as though you are dreaming painlessly while in a drunken stupor…but you are awake the whole time.  I use this medicine on soldiers to ease their pains when their wounds are very bad.  A couple of hours after I gave it to him I wanted to check and see how he was doing.  I did not want to knock on his door and wake him if he had fallen asleep so I climbed onto the terrace outside his bedroom.  The doors were open to the night, so I was able to slip in and monitor how he was doing.  He was, indeed, inebriated beyond belief.”

 “Medicine and drunkenness are no excuse for what happened,” she growled at him as she grabbed Rituel’s brush and began to vigorously brush his mane.  She regretted the words at once, having just admitted to him that she knew exactly what he was talking about.  She knew that he had caught on, however, so there was no use hiding under a rock.

 Lord Cambry shook his head.  “But it is, in a way.  You see, Your Grace, he honestly believed he was dreaming, and so saw no reason to stop.  Think of it, milady: how often do you dream of something which was wicked, yet desirable and you therefore kept dreaming it?”  He watched as the brush in her hand slowed, knowing the young woman was at least taking his words into consideration.   “For that night, he was innocent.  I beg you to blame the woman.  She was the one enticing an already unfocused mind.  By the gods, blame me if you must!” he said, throwing his hands up in exasperation. 

 “And who is to blame for the second time?” Silvia asked sullenly, understanding Keelan’s actions a bit more.  Yet she still didn’t want to take any of it to heart.  She had once heard a servant say, ‘A man is a man, and a cheat is a cheat’.  But he was her husband, her King, and she loved him so dearly!  But what would happen if he saw the heathen queen again?  Would he go astray, once more ripping her heart out by the roots?  Or would he hold true to his queen?  “Wherever he was and whatever he was doing, I do not believe he was under the influence of your so-called medicine again.”

 Cambry scowled.  “On the contrary...he was.  He needed rest, as did the horses, and was so worried for you that I knew he would not sleep. I made the concoction for him again.  And I was the one who interrupted them that day.  I stood guard outside the tent, talking with one of my men.  When I heard a woman speaking I thought my imagination was pulling wool over my ears.  When I walked inside, I was more than surprised at what I found.  Your King withdrew from his tent only moments later, the woman nowhere to be found.  Such a…lady would have aroused more than the attentions of my camp, but no one had heard of her and she was not seen to have even exited the tent.  She disappeared, Queen Silvia, and I do not feel comfortable saying that—it implies I wasn’t watching as carefully as I should have.  I have a bad feeling about that woman, milady.  She has some sort of dark magic she’s using on your husband—I know it.  If you had only seen the dire look on his face when he sensed you were in trouble!  Never has a man been so panicked and determined to reach his beloved.  He feared for your life and damn near ran our horses to death to get to you.  Do you see the love in that?”

“I see love in many things,” Silvia said quietly. 

 “Is your husband’s face one of them?” Cambry asked.

 When her brush stopped again, she turned to face the tall Lord, her lower lip quivering.  “I know he loves me deeply, as I do him.  But I need time to heal.”

 “Unfortunately there is no time.  You go to war now, Queen of Lystia, and your people will not do well to see you at arms with your new husband.  Remember that your people require unity, milady.  Ruling a kingdom means that you put others before you.  Do not be selfish with your emotions.”  He bowed, his left arm sweeping out to the side.  “Have a safe journey over the mountain.  I will await your orders on the other side, milady.”

 As he ambled off to another part of the camp a voice said, “Would Rituel like some oats before we travel?”

 “I do not wish his stomach to cramp,” Silvia said, turning emerald eyes on her husband.

 “A few oats would do him no harm, my Queen,” he said softly.

 “All right,” she relented.  She watched Keelan lift a leather bag up to the stallion’s mouth.  An awkward silence fell between them, thickening in the early heat.

 Finally Keelan spoke.  “I wish to ride by your side over the mountain, Silvia.”

 “Nothing stops you.”

 “The look on your beautiful face does.  I only want to watch out for the one I love.”

 Silvia closed her eyes and thought of her people…unity.  “You may ride with me as long as you wish, husband.”

 His face would have been comical under different circumstances.  He started forward as if to give an embrace, but then seemed to think better of it.  He bowed deeply, his lengthening hair almost touching the ground.

 Silvia sighed inaudibly.  Her heart broke at the sight of him.  How could she stay angry when it was obvious how much he cared for her?  Unity was in the here and now, and not far into the future would be forgiveness.  She could feel her steel resolve evaporating.

  

  

  

 A dozen drums began to beat, announcing the departure of the army.  Queen Silvia and King Keelan mounted Rituel and Windfall and rode to the foot of the pass, just below Goddess Aldoa’s Healing Spring.  Silvia had said that she wanted to go over the mountain, and not around it.  She wanted to see the clearing again, although she could not say why.  Sir Grant said several thousand men would go with her over the mountain, but all wagons and pack animals would go around its base to save them from overexertion.  The mountain was smaller than those they saw in the distance; the people traveling around it would not waste but a few more hours riding than the ones going up the pass.

 Prince Dalton rode behind Keelan and his silent Queen as they started up the mountain pass, while Lord Cambry led his section to the left of the mountain.  Quentin took charge of the right side and Sir Grant remained at the bottom of the pass to divide the army as it came to him.  (That morning he had declared that the army move in a more organized fashion and had been up at dawn trying to sort people into smaller battalions.)  Everyone pushed hard, for they wished for the comforts of the city still days ahead.  A good, home-cooked meal was in the thoughts of most, though many were already deciding which tavern would have the best ale.  (Rumor had it the main tavern chosen was The Weaving Vine.)  However, in the back of every mind was a reprieve from the marching, to rest feet that would soon be covered again with blisters.  The animals were tired as well, and would need to rest and graze.  The animals would need their hooves cleaned out with special tools that few in the army had thought to bring and many horses were to be seen walking a little funny because they needed to be re-shoed.

From somewhere in the midst of the army, two piercing gray eyes locked onto the Queen’s back as she rode up the pass with her company.  Though the distance between them was great he could easily see her.  The hood he wore hung over his face, protecting him from the blazing sun and troublesome questions from fellow travelers.  

 Not far off, someone was watching the hooded man, making no move to disguise where his gaze was fixed.  Using his broad shoulders to make headway through the crowd, the Dreamer approached the stranger, who stood just above his head.  “Time to be moving along now,” said Vyto, looking up.

 The man merely glanced in his direction, sizing him up; then his eyes darted back to the pass.  “Yes, it is.”

   He stole another, longer look at Vyto and the Dreamer was shocked to see great age behind the cold gray eyes.

 “Vyto!  Wait for me, would you?  Or are you wishing to race around the mountain?” Gordy called out, coming up behind him.

 Vyto turned to his friend.  “No racing today.”

 “So what are you doing?”  His freckled face was already red and pouring sweat from the day’s heat.

 “Having a word with someone.”

 Gordy peered around his large companion with a puzzled expression.  “Perhaps you should take up racing,” he said.  

 Vyto spun around to see what he meant.  The stranger in the hooded cloak was gone.  “But the bloody man was right here!” he muttered.

 “Who was?”

 “A strange man.”

 Gordy shook his head and gestured around them.  “I don’t believe you’ve noticed, but we are in an army, surrounded by ‘strange men’.”

 Just then a woman walked by with two spears in hand and a multitude of spiky braids wrapped around her head which resulted in her resemblance to a porcupine.

 Gordy swallowed hard. “And stranger women.”

  
  

  

 Chapter Thirteen: A Witch’s Journey

  

  

 Clea knocked briskly but did not wait for an answer before entering.  “Well?  Is it only me or do you feel it too?  Something happened to Zela yesterday.”

 Saris spared her a flick of the eye before nodding.  “We others have felt it as well, my sister-wife.”  In truth, her dreams the night before had been full of odd things too, and she did not know what to make of them.

 “And what of our spies?  Have any returned yet?”

 “They have not had enough time to fly back yet, and you know as well as I that only the wives of Rohedon carry the secret of traveling so far so quickly.  Servants are not allowed the magical powders for that.  If something has truly happened to her it may be days before we hear anything unless one of us goes ourselves,” Natosha replied bitterly.  Her voice was tense; yet she lay back on a large wingback chair as if nothing was wrong, one leg thrown over its arm despite the dress she wore.

 “Perhaps that is what needs to be done,” Saris said.  “I will change my attired and travel there immediately.”

 “No.”  Natosha said this so fast that her twin looked up in surprise.  She recovered quickly, saying, “They have angered me so much already and I wish to see with my own eyes what has been done.”

 Saris accepted this without question, for her sister was the first wife of Rohedon and was the strongest in magic.  “Then it is done.  Do you wish to eat before you go?”

 The dark-haired twin shook her head.  “Traveling on a full stomach makes me ill.  I will pass on the food, but I will take a drink of something strong.”

Clea took the hint and barked orders to a nearby servant, who in turn ran off to fetch the strongest liquor to be had in the stone mountain.  Natosha had a habit of drinking, and it usually raised her temper.  But if she was refused a drink…things got serious fast.

 “Do not be away long, sister,” said Saris with a touch of nervousness.  She did not trust to good luck.  She stood and walked over to Natosha’s chair to taker her hand.  “If something happened to Zela, there may still be trouble around there.  I will not see any wrong done unto you!”  Her blond eyebrows furrowed in frustration for her sister to understand how dangerous this would be.

 “Nothing will happen to me,” Natosha assured her sibling as she patted her hand.  “I am most certainly stronger than this ‘Dead Queen’.  You have seen for yourself that no one is a match for my magic!”

 “Even so, if you should be gone more than three hours I shall come and find you.”

 Natosha shook her head.  “You are in charge in my stead.  Someone of high authority must remain here to keep everything the way it is now.  Send Clea if you must, but not unless I am gone over six hours.  If there is anyone who can share information about Zela’s ending then I may need time to…draw out the details.”  This was said grimly, and Saris knew if anyone was caught alive, they would not remain that way for very long.

 An icy draft blew through the halls a few minutes later as the dark-haired beauty took a long pull from a cup of liquor.  But the cold touched neither herself nor her twin, despite their scantily clad bodies.  (Clea had long ago resigned to dressing warmly in most parts of the mountain, though the lowest levels tended to roast her alive.)  Natosha’s cheeks flushed with the drink, she bid her sister farewell, and went to her private chambers.  The room was like a large cave within the mountain—no windows here, and a high ceiling gave the room a gloomy appearance.  The fire in the hearth was large but provided little in the ways of warmth.  Strange animals were frozen in everlasting stances about the room, their abnormal bodies casting eerie shadows on the walls.  She herself had claimed all of their lives in one way or another, and then posed them to her liking after they were brought to her chambers.  She passed the little white monkey on the mantel, glancing in the mirror behind it and pausing to look at her reflection.  Her long brown curls accented her cheekbones nicely in the firelight.  Her slim shoulders shone golden above her sleeveless, skin tight dress.

 Hmm.  Maybe a change of clothes was in order.  There would be no telling who would be around when she appeared where Zela was.

 She hastily donned a plain black dress laced with silver embroidery that covered only a little more than the other and pinned up her hair.  She looked in the mirror and nodded solemnly.  It would do.  She glanced at the bowl of sand the little monkey grasped in its lifeless hands, but turned away.  She had used it the times she had visited King Keelan and had ended up being seen by others.  She could not risk tempting fate like that again.  No—this time she would be more cautious.  She entered a hidden passage behind the frame of her massive stone bed and went into the large antechamber there.  Many potions were stored here, as well as a larger supply of the Epir dust she had used on Keelan to make him want her.  Also in this room, with its many full shelves of various magical items, was a very big mirror in the shape of an oval.  It seemed to stand on its own on one side of the room—supported by nothing.  It had no frame and glowed a light violet color.  Clea’s son Gregorich Hapshamin had supposedly found it in Queen Madeline’s bedchambers when he took over Darkania so long ago.  The mirror was very tall and wide enough for almost three people to walk into.  The Mirror of Ways, she called it.  It showed you any place you desired to go and would take you there instantly.  She had loved the mirror so much that she had hidden it from her sisters-in-marriage.  Everyone had their own little secrets, she supposed, and this one was hers.  She went to one of her shelves and grabbed a tiny bag that was threaded through a long necklace.  This was the sand she would need to use to bring herself back, since the mirror was only accessible here in her antechamber.  Approaching her image in the mirror, she waved a hand adorned with serpentine rings over it.  The mirror’s image of herself began to become unfocused.  The colors swam into one another, mixing into multitudes of swirls before rearranging themselves into a picture of a forest.

Natosha’s eye twitched as she gazed upon the second of Rohedon’s murdered wives.  She walked through the misty image and came out in the woods in a small clearing, nearly losing her balance on something very soft under her leather sandals.  She cursed softly as she stepped off Zela’s dead soldier, not giving his twisted neck a second thought.  He was not important; Zela was.  The strong liquor she had drank coursed through her body, soothing her nerves and calming her.  Not that dead bodies mattered to her in any situation…she was not grossed out by them at all.  A quick look around the clearing showed only two dead horses and more dead men.  She spat out another curse, this time towards the mirror that had brought her here.  If the place she had sought were inside of a building she would have had perfect precision in where she exited from the mirror.  As it was outside, however, the mirror (though showing Zela’s image) only took her to the vicinity of the body.  She had to search for several minutes before Zela’s corpse was found on its side in a thicket, no doubt dragged off by the Queen’s men to leave to rot.  Natosha immediately saw the stab wound in her stomach and her hands clenched in anger.  She knelt to touch the body, swatting away flies and other bugs which had gathered in the heat from the smell of dead flesh.  The body was already getting bloated in the late morning air.

 Natosha sucked in her breath, reining in her anger.  “Rosenda’s body was beyond saving, but yours is still fresh enough and intact.  She was not worth bringing back—her magic skills were pathetic and her stamina for battle weak.  But you, my poor Zela, are another story.  Always you went into battle with a fierce eagerness, anxious to destroy those who would go against you or your husband.  I will bring you back to the world of the living so that you may avenge yourself and help us to defeat this Dead Queen and her army.  Rise, my husband’s wife, and reclaim your beating heart.”  She closed her eyes, spoke her magic harshly, and put her hands over Zela’s chest so that her power would fill the body.

 The response to her spell should have been immediate, but nothing was happening.  Natosha sat back on her heels, perplexed.  The only time she had failed to bring someone back from the dead was when their body was too torn up, or their spirit, exhausted for whatever reason, declined the invitation to return.  However, Zela had been an exceptional warrior and she would not have given up on returning!  Her body only had one wound, after all, and wasn’t burned to cinders or dismembered…

 So why wasn’t her magic working?  She took a pinch of the black sand from the bag around her neck and sprinkled it on the dead woman.  The body vanished and Natosha was grateful that she was at least able to return the body back to the mountain.

 It was then that she became aware of drums beating—dozens of them.  She rose, transforming into a large black hawk and took off into the air.  Briefly she wondered how she could still shape-change, yet not be able to raise the dead.  She soared above the tree tops and circled to the side of the mountain, where her heart faltered as she gazed upon the massive army accumulated on the ground.  They didn’t look so numerous when she had last seen King Keelan from their midst.  If the Dead Queen gathered many more followers for her cause then there was a chance that they would be a very formidable enemy to fight once they reached her own army in the Realm of Rohedon.  Hope took on an angry desperation in the pit of her stomach: they had to find a way to cut this army’s size so they could be defeated!

 Suddenly, shouts rang through the air to her sensitive ears.  But she realized what was happening too late, and the arrow pierced her wing near the shoulder as she tried to turn.

She fell.

  
  

  

 “Did you see that?” Prince Dalton said, pointing to a spot through the tree tops above the mountain.

 “Another spy?” said the Queen.  “But I thought you killed them all!”

 “As did I,” he growled.  Rage boiled within him for failing in his duties.  He vowed it would not happen again.

 “Well, let’s go have a look,” Silvia said.  A trickle of unease traced a cold path down her spine.  “I do not take too much for granted anymore.”  She glanced at Keelan pointedly.  “Things are not always as they appear.”

 He grimaced and she saw the hurt in his eyes.  He probably was wondering why she would embarrass him in front of others.  Three other people had listened to him cheat on her, so wasn’t this fair?  Yes, but her heart told her that she was also being cruel.

 They rode in an apprehensive silence to the clearing, where they spread out quietly.  Silvia, Dalton, and Keelan dismounted and picked their way through the underbrush.  Moments later the prince waved for their attention, pointing at the ground.  He was crouched beside a large patch of coarse grass that had been stained red.  The body which had bled its life out there, the one who had led the frantic chase up the mountain with a sick Quentin in tow, was now gone.

 The clearing was thoroughly searched, though no signs of a dead or injured bird (or human) were found.

 “I don’t like this at all,” Keelan grunted.  “Dead soldiers litter the area, but the body of the leader has disappeared.  What mischief is this?”

 “I agree completely,” said Dalton.  “There is something off here.  The wretch was most certainly dead when we departed from the clearing yesterday.”

 Exasperated and more than a little worried, they left, continuing over the mountain with wariness.  

 Above them a pair of dark, sparkling eyes watched them leave.  The eyes were nestled in the upper branches of a large yellow maple tree, obscured by the lush leaves.  They followed the Queen and her King, a malevolent twinkle in their depths.

  

  

  

 When it was safe to descend from the tree, Natosha did so, her arm torn and bleeding from the arrow she had ripped out.  She had no medicines with her to treat such a wound, so she tore a strip of clothe from her dress and wrapped it tightly instead.

 “Possibly wondering why life did not return to your sister-wife’s corpse?”

 Natosha looked up to see Eerich, God of the Dead and the Underworld, perched on top of a tree stump nearby, one boot propped up on a dead soldier.  Her heart lurched and she fell to her knees before him.  “I apologize, my Lord Eerich.  Yes, I seem to have a problem with bringing her back.  I’ve said the enchantment properly and with enough magic, yet she wouldn’t even move!”  Frustration showed heavily on her delicate features as she stood up.  “I do not understand.”

 “I believe I might know someone who will,” Eerich said. 

 Between them arose a gust of wind, and out of the air chunks of putrid, rotting flesh began to appear.  As she watched in disgust and horror, piece by ragged piece came together in front of her, taking the form of her late husband.  Her gorge rose, but she dared not release it in front of an immortal god.  She swallowed what she could as she closed her eyes.  When she next opened them, Rohedon stared at her solemnly, his torn flesh crawling with maggots and the like.

 Eerich chuckled gleefully from behind Rohedon, his long red, braided hair swinging as he slapped his thighs with meaty hands.  “Why don’t you tell her why her magic won’t work on Zela?  Bloody coward, are ya?  Can’t even tell your wives the source of their powers…or the price to pay for them.”

Natosha’s jaw dropped open.  “Husband, what do you know of this?”  Her eyes watered as Rohedon looked down and away.  “Tell me what you know!”

 “It was a long time ago,” Rohedon said in a gravelly voice.  “I don’t even know if I remember everything.”

 “Well by the Dark Moon, you need to try,” his wife spat.  “I’m waiting.”

 He sighed and shook his head.  “Before I met you, I didn’t exactly have the same social status, or money.”

 “What he’s trying to say is that he was homeless,” Eerich said with a smile.

 “Is that true?” Natosha asked.

 Rohedon shot the God of the Dead a mean look.  “Yes, it is true.  My parents died when I was but twelve years of age and I couldn’t find enough work to eat, much less pay the taxes on the little house they owned.  I sold the house for a fraction of what it was worth so that I could eat and buy a coat for that upcoming winter.  The money did not last long, though I stole what food I could to try and make it stretch.  I was  homeless until the age of twenty-two, literally scrounging around for everything I had and sometimes traveling from city to city to scam and rob from different people.”

 “You weren’t raised in the house of a prince, as you told me?” she said, hurt and angered by his confession.

 “No, I was not.  I lived day to day, hour to hour, in the streets.  Every year I would pray to the Goddess Chin that I would not freeze when winter came and that I would have enough food to keep me breathing.”

 “If you were so bad off, how did your change in fortune come about?”

 Rohedon began to fidget, sneaking glances at the now stoic Eerich.  “One warm night I was trying to hunt for food or ale, whichever I could get my hands on.  I was in the shadows of a little shack, getting ready to sneak in through the window to steal some scraps, when I heard a queer grunting sound.  I crouched down and held my breath, knowing that whatever had made the noise was very large and like as not was as hungry as I.  I was looking in one direction, but the thing came up from the street next to me, and I didn’t see him until he was only feet away.  The moon was hidden behind the clouds of the night, and I could not tell what sort of beast it was, though the general size alone frightened me as it was twice my size with long thorns protruding from its spine.  It appeared to be able to walk on all fours as well as on two legs, though when it walked on two legs it remained hunched over.  As it was naked, I immediately saw that its skin was strange, seeming to move and writhe upon its massive frame.  What a weird sight it was!  The creature went past me, not even turning his head in my direction.  (I realized later that because I had not bathed in so long I smelled of earth and filth.  Perhaps he thought I was part of the shack I sheltered under.  Or perhaps he knew I was there but cared not.)  It went down the dark street, making sniffling noises as it went.  Curiosity pulled me to my feet and got the better of me.  I followed it, making no noise as my bare feet walked the dirt road.  We moved through the streets of Lordale, the city in which I was then making my way, like ghosts in the darkness.  Instinct led the beast, and blind stupidity practically pushing my feet forward.  I stayed close to the buildings to hide in their shadows.

 “The moon burst forth from its hiding place in the sky and all of a sudden the beast’s head whipped around and my soul be damned if he didn’t have extra eyes all around his head!  I knew then that he had seen me start to follow him from the very beginning.  I edged closer despite my fear and watched the hideous creature watching me.  Again, its head turned sharply, this time looking to its left.  Then it took off on all fours, and I after it.  Down side streets and alleyways I ran, my breath like fire in my lungs.  Where was this beast off to?  Near the outskirts of the city he slowed almost to a stop.  I ducked behind a broken down wagon to catch my breath.

“The beast sniffed the air from the shadows, and then began to move forward stealthily.  It was obvious that he was tracking something, hunting the scent in the warm night air.  It crept around the corner of a shabby hut and disappeared from sight.  I trotted after the thing, smelling a fire burning nearby.  I got on my hands and knees to peer around the edge of the shack, sincerely hoping the person tending the fire had gone inside, but no such luck was to be had.”  Rohedon quieted, not meeting Natosha’s eyes.

 “And then what happened?” Natosha asked.  When he was silent, she went on.  “If you don’t tell me, I will make you miserable when I join you in my afterlife.”

 Eerich laughed heartily.  “I’m almost tempted to take you now so that I may see the show!  Why do you hesitate, Rohedon?  Are you frightened to speak of what happened?”  Again, Rohedon didn’t respond.  The God of the Underworld snickered.  “Forget telling about it, you fool.  I’ll just show her myself.” 

 Natosha blinked, taking a step back.  The scene around her had changed entirely.  She was now standing to the side of a large fire built with half-rotted logs and broken furniture, Eerich at her side.  Sitting on the ground facing away from her was an old woman wrapped in a thick blanket.  Though the night was warm she appeared to be shivering involuntarily.

 And the beast sat directly across from the woman, just on the other side of the fire.

  

  

  

 Chapter Fourteen: A Lord is Born

  

 The creature looked at Rohedon, who was crouched at the edge of a building nearby, and lifted its upper lip in a silent snarl.  Its face was shaped similar to a human’s, though with different pigmentation and the outrageous number of eyes about its head.  Oh, and who could miss the two horns which grew from its forehead?  No hair grew from its naked body either.  The beast turned its eyes back to the woman, who had started to chant in a strange language.  Why the beast chose to ignore Natosha’s husband she did not know.

 The old woman stood up, shucking off the blanket and the fire seemed to glow brighter.  The beast moved forward into the light of the fire, where it looked as though its skin were crawling and moving.  All of its black eyes on the front of its head were focused on the woman, and yet she paid no heed to the beast.  Instead she hobbled to the other side of the fire, only feet away from the monster, and picked up a thicker blanket to wrap about her.  

 “This old body gets the worst chills,” she said, “even on these warm nights.”  She looked up and Natosha saw the blue-gray clouds of blindness in her eyes.  It was no wonder she had not seen the beast!  

 Rohedon stood up as well and tried to move closer.  His foot stepped on a dry leaf.

 The woman looked right at him when she heard the sound.  “Show yourself, stranger.”

 “I already have, but you cannot see,” Rohedon told her, stepping up to the fire.  “What is the point of showing myself to someone who will never see me?”

 “I am blind, not deaf,” she hissed.

 Rohedon’s nostrils flared.  “Yes, you are too blind to see what is in front of you, which is my helping hand.  But you are deaf not to hear the danger which lurks in the shadows.”

 “Ha! So say you, boy?  You are the only danger here…Rohedon,” she said.

 Shock was evident on his face.  “How do you know my name?”

 The old lady pointed her finger at him.  “Blind I am, deaf I may be one day soon, but I can see your aura and hear the flutter of your heart as I speak of your destiny.  A cruel man you will become, full of hate and violence.  Your death will be terrifying…and celebrated.”

“Hush, witch!” Rohedon growled.  “I’ve come to help you, not to listen to your mindless chatter.”  Although the truth of it was that he looked as though he wanted to leave right then and there.  Even to Natosha it seemed as though the horrible beast was there for the woman, and not for her husband.

 “I need no help from a murderer.”

 His jaw dropped in surprise.  “Murderer?  I’ve never murdered anyone!”

 “Oh, but you will,” said the woman.  “You will kill many.”  She said something else in that odd language and the fire blazed even higher.

 This agitated the monster.  It began to stalk around the fire, going behind her to as it crept.

 “Madam you should really come around to this side of the fire.”

 She laughed, her blind eyes closed to slits.  “Why?  So that I can be your first victim?”

 “I tell you, woman, that I am no murderer and never will be!”

 She finally stepped around the fire—for a blind woman she moved well—and grabbed at the air in front of him.  He took her hands, no doubt hoping that touching another person would calm her.  It didn’t.

 “Ah, there you are,” she said.  “I have something for you, Rohedon.”  She reached under the blanket and smiled as she withdrew a sharp dagger.  She plunged it at his heart and it sunk a little into his skin before he could stop the blade from going further.  He yelled and shoved her backwards.

 Instantly the beast was on top of her, mauling her as her screams echoed the night.  Rohedon looked terribly frightened, and unsure as to what to do.  He seemed to make up his mind, stooping down to pick up the knife she had dropped.  The beast was on top of the old woman, swiping at her face and roaring with relish.  Its wild eyes with the white centers were looking everywhere, not focusing on anything in particular.  Rohedon lunged forward and stabbed at one of the eyes.  Amazingly, he hit his target and the eyeball popped out.  The beast howled in rage as Rohedon scooped up the eye and darted backwards.  The creature left the body of the woman and advanced on him, snarling as blood dripped down the side of its head from the empty socket.  Rohedon backed away until he hit the wall of the shack.  He was horrified when he felt the eyeball moving in his hand.  Looking down at it, he saw it rotating as it searched for the rest of its body.  Not knowing what else to do he raised the knife and placed its tip close to the eyeball in his palm.  

 “Keep coming closer, you foul thing, and I will stick your precious eye all the way through.”

 The beast stopped where it stood, obviously understanding his words.  Natosha took a step closer to the two, peering around the flames at the creature’s skin as it moved.

 Eerich leaned over and whispered, “The souls of countless men constantly roam his body, seeking a way off of it.  To them, his flesh burns and scalds their souls, causing them tremendous pain.”  He seemed very pleased with himself for thinking of such a thing.

 Just then the monster howled, a bone-chilling sound which rent the night silent for several long minutes.

 Then the fire flared up and a figure stepped forth from it.  Natosha was not surprised to see that it was Eerich, come to visit her future husband.

 “What have you done to my Hound of Death?  You have taken something away from him,” the other Eerich said.  “I can feel his loss.”

 “Your…hound killed an old woman,” Rohedon stated in a trembling voice.  It was apparent he knew that he was talking to the God of the Dead.

 “Yes, a woman who attacked you with a knife.  I have her now in the Underworld.  Why do you care for her?  Are you always so fond of those who would kill you?”

“No, but she didn’t deserve to die so dreadfully.”

 Eerich laughed.  “She had it coming, you know.  I had to do something.”

 “So you sent your Hound after her?” Rohedon said, looking around the god at the bleeding creature writhing in pain about his feet.  

 Eerich’s smile vanished quickly.  “As I said, I had to do something about her.”  He reached down and patted the moaning beast, acknowledging his whimper with an affectionate word.  Then he looked at Rohedon, and one could see that the flames in his eyes were not reflections of the fire behind him but rather they were the fires which he kept burning inside.  “Now I want you to give me his eye.”

 Rohedon began to lift his arm, but then stopped.  “No.”

 “No?” Eerich said incredulously.  “And just why not, human?  Do you not know who I am?”

 Natosha watched her husband smile a little at the corner of his mouth.  “Yes, I do know who you are, my Lord, but I want to see how valuable it is to you.”

 “Would you like me to destroy you where you stand, you imbecile?  Give me the eye, or your fate will be worse than that of the old woman.”

 “I can see that we are a lot alike,” Rohedon stated, acting as though he hadn’t heard Eerich’s demand.  “Both of us are greedy and want only for ourselves.”

 “What I want is not for myself; it’s for my Hound.”

 “Which is your favorite pet, no doubt.  Did you create him yourself?”  Natosha recognized the negotiation in his voice and knew that he was trying to manipulate the God of the Underworld.

 “Of course I created him.  He is a loyal servant and my best hunter.”

 “What does he hunt?”

 “Souls.”  Eerich’s eye glowed brighter as he stepped toward Rohedon.  The Hound rose up behind him, his eyes fixed on the hand clutching his missing eye.

 Rohedon swallowed.  “Hunting souls is an obsession, I take it?”

 “You could say that, seeing as how I’m the God of the Dead, and all.”

 “What if I set up prey for your hound to hunt?”

 Eerich only looked at him disbelievingly.  “What would I need that for?”

 “Entertainment, my Lord.”

 “And what has that to do with the eye of my pet?”

 “Well, let’s see,” said Rohedon, gathering his courage and stepping around the god to walk about the fire slowly.  “In return for the eye, I want to be ‘Lord Rohedon’.   You shall give me the power of dark magic.  With that I can create my own species of beasts for your pet to hunt, as well as sending humans his way.”

 “A human creating a species?” said Eerich.  “That ought to be interesting.  And if my pet likes your choices of beasts, then what?”

 Rohedon’s eyes lit up.  “I told you I am a greedy man, Lord Eerich.  I want women—more than one—at my beck and call.”

 “Wives?” said the god with a puzzled look.  

 “Even better,” said Rohedon.  “And I want them to have powers too.”

 “I think you’re pushing it now.”

 Rohedon shrugged nonchalantly and extended his hand over the fire, opening his fist so that the god and his pet could see the bloody eye sitting atop the palm.  “I’m not pushing anything.  Either you give me what I wish or the beast’s eye will go into the fire.”

 The Hound of Death howled again and with one badly misshapen hand pawed at his master’s leg.  “What makes you think I can’t just give him another eye?” Eerich growled.

“Because of the way he reacts to my threat,” Rohedon answered, venom dripping in his voice.  “What is your answer?”

 Eerich eyed him over the fire.  “How do you know I won’t take your soul to the Underworld once you drop the eye into the flames?”

 Rohedon smiled a little more.  “That, of course, would also be part of the deal.”  The tip of the knife found the back of the eye and poked it.  The creature screamed in pain, as though he could feel it.  “It’s your choice.”

 The god’s eyes flared bright red.  “All right.  But the magic I give to your women will be taken away at my choice in time after you die; the magic belongs to me always.”

 “Deal,” said her husband.

 The entire scene faded away and Natosha found herself back at the clearing on the mountain pass.  Her mouth quivered as her jaw dropped in shock.  None of the powers she thought she had come into many years past had ever belonged to her at all!  How could Rohedon have done this to her and the other wives?  So Rohedon had made a deal with the God of the Underworld for magic in order for Eerich to get his pet’s eye back?  

 She turned to Eerich.  “Is there more?” she said softly.

 “Oh, yes.  To make things more interesting I gave the majority of the magic to Rohedon’s wives as they came into marriage with him.  Didn’t I, old chum?”

 Rohedon looked away with a guilty expression.

 “Yes, definitely made things more interesting.”

 “But…Rohedon is dead now,” she stuttered.  “If you’re dead,” she said, turning to her husband, “then why do we still have our magic?”

 Eerich chuckled again darkly.  “Why do you think your magic on Zela did not work?  That’s the beauty of it, my dear.  I get to choose when, where, and how I take your powers back.”  He chuckled.

 “But that’s not fair!” Natosha cried out.

 “It was never fair for you to start with,” the god spat.  He threw a menacing stare in her husband’s direction.  Then he gazed at Natosha with an endearing smile painted on his face.  “But that’s not the best part of the deal.”

 Rohedon whipped around, pieces of his rotting flesh splattering Natosha, who flinched as she put her hands up to block it.  “Do not speak of such things now!” he said.

 “Why not?” she demanded.  “What more have you done to your poor wives, other than give them borrowed magic and treacherous love?”

 Eerich’s false smile became real, his eyes turning colors quickly in excitement.  “Your husband—as part of the deal regarding the preservation of his life—said I could do whatever I wanted to any of you after he died…and that’s something I will most certainly enjoy, my wicked little flower.”

 They vanished.

 Her whole body shook as she thought of Eerich’s last words.  He was a god, and his powers were unrivaled.  If he chose to do something, there would be nothing she could do to stop him.

 The sword poked her in the back.  She stiffened, silently cursing herself for not hearing someone walk up behind her.

 “Thought I heard someone nosing around in here,” came a woman’s voice.  “What are you doing?”

 Natosha held her hands out to the sides and turned slowly to see her captor.  If only she could try a dab of magic…

 The woman was big and stocky, and happened to have a very intimidating stance with her weapon.  Natosha didn’t doubt she knew how to use it.

  

  

  

 Karen looked the woman up and down in disgust.  The ‘dress’ she wore revealed far more than it covered and Karen did not approve.  She eyed the strip of the woman’s dress which was tied around her arm, blood seeping through the cloth, suspiciously.  “What happened to you and what are you doing here?”

Natosha let her eyes water, making them look larger and vulnerable.  “I was captured by a band led by a crazed woman.  Your people murdered all of them yesterday, but I didn’t know if you would capture me and keep me as they did.  I was their slave for weeks.”

 “Where’s that blood coming from?”  Karen gestured towards her arm.

 Natosha glanced down at her wound.  “There was a straggler from yesterday who escaped the carnage your army wreaked.  As I was trying to go through the woods this morning he saw me and shot me with his bow.”

 Karen placed her hand on her hip and stared with an unimpressed expression.  She didn’t believe a single word coming out of the tramp’s mouth.  One glimpse at her hands was all anyone needed to see that she was no slave.  Her skin was smooth and flawless, her hands untouched by a working woman’s calluses.  The stunning face was not burned from walking about in this blasted sun, either.  If she was a slave, then Karen was the richest woman in the world.  “Tell me your name.”

 “Maryan,” Natosha said a little too quickly.

 Karen moved her bulky form around ‘Maryan’ and jerked the cloth off her arm.  The wound was very fresh and still had the tip of the arrow embedded in the skin.  At least one detail of her story was true.  “Where are you from?”

 “A little town southeast of Lordale.”

 Either the captors traveled very fast or the girl was still lying.  “You’re not too good with maps, Maryan,” she stated, guessing at the latter.  “You’re coming with me.”

 “No!” Natosha yelled.  She spun and ran off into the woods, trying in vain to use her magic and disappear.  But it was no good and she could almost hear the God of the Underworld laughing from his throne.

 The rock hit her hard in the back of the head and the next thing she knew her mouth was slamming into the soft earth.  She raised her head, spitting out dirt and trying not to get sick from the dizziness.  She heard the woman come up behind her.

 “I said you’re coming with me, and I mean what I say, little girl.”

 Natosha attempted to speak, but lost all consciousness.  

 When she woke up, she was in the back of a wagon and several hours had passed.  Her head throbbed horribly as the wagon bounced along the road that was on the other side of the mountain pass.  The late afternoon sun scorched her face, but not her body: it had been covered with clothing.  She slipped as she tried to sit up, as she had apparently been thrown onto a wagon full of apples.  She looked at the clothing more closely and was horrified to find that she wore men’s clothes.

 The wagon stopped and for the first time she noticed how many people were around her.  Thousands had stopped marching across the large field to take a break and sit down.  Many gazed at her with strange looks, though none approached her.  She turned and looked with unease at the rest of the Dead Queen’s army.

 “Quit moving or you’ll start bleeding again,” said an unpleasantly familiar voice.  Karen had approached the wagon with a frown.  “And I bloody sure don’t want you bruising all of our apples.”

 Natosha gave a sour face.  “Where are my clothes?  And why am I here?”

 Karen smiled sweetly.  “Your clothes?  Oh, you mean that thing you probably called a dress?  It’s what I used to wrap up your wound, girl.  And I can’t carry you everywhere, so I put you in the wagon.”

 “It feels like you threw me in here,” Natosha said, rubbing her back with a grimace.

 The older woman’s smile turned genuine.  “I did.”

“Whose are these?” Natosha asked, picking at the baggy shirt.

 “My nephew-in-law’s, or he was going to be my nephew-in-law.”  Her expression saddened.  “He was a very polite young man…Then those monsters got a hold of him.”

 Natosha bit her tongue hard.  They had been her creations, not monsters.  Her husband had encouraged her to create other species when he was alive.  Though she had thought previously that it was because she was talented at it, she now knew better; he had only been using her to keep up his end of the bargain with Eerich.  She remembered endless nights during which she molded countless images from clay, and then used her powerful magic to bring them to life.  “I saw no monsters.”

 “Of course you didn’t—you were in captivity, remember?”

 “I see she’s awake now,” said a gruff voice.  A large, beefy man ambled up to Karen and wrapped his arm around her shoulders.  His sword hung heavy on his side, but he seemed not to notice its bulk.

 “Yes, and not a bit thankful either,” Karen said bitterly.

 “She threw me into this wagon as though I were a sack of oats!” Natosha said.  “How do you expect me to feel?”

 People were beginning to make a circle around the cart, staring at the beautiful young woman, but not very nicely.  

 “Obviously no one taught her how to respect her elders,” the man stated.

 Natosha fumed quietly.  She was older than both of them!  “Now that you have stripped me of my attire and given me the clothes of a man, hit me with a rock and thrown me into an apple wagon, may I be released please?”

 “Oh no, that is not possible,” the woman said.

 The witch folded her arms across the now-hidden mounds of her breasts.  “And why not, might I ask?  I have done no wrong to anyone.”

 “That we know of,” the man mumbled.

 “And you cannot go because your release is contingent upon what the King and Queen have to say about your sudden, and odd, appearance.”

 Natosha’s heart froze, her blood running cold.  “The King and Queen?”

 “Why, yes child.  My husband, Horace, has just returned from talking with Their Majesties.  They will be arriving shortly.”

 She tried not to let them see the panic which rose inside her.  How much time did she have before they arrived?  The King would have her run-through on the spot.  Perhaps if it were only the Dead Queen though…

 “Surely I am not important enough to have Royalty brought to question me.  I have been honest with you.”

 “Not honest enough, my dear Maryan.”  Karen looked at her husband darkly.  “Do you still have the arrow tip that I found?”

 “Yes, Karen, it is safe in my pocket and will stay there until they arrive.”

 I must escape! Natosha thought.  But how?  Without her magic she was useless.  The only weapon she carried was her beauty, which would not get her far with a young queen.  “If I am your prisoner, as you are implying, then why have you not bound my hands and feet?”  She had already tried running once, after all.

 Karen laughed heartily, her girth shaking.  “You are a foolish girl.  Look around you!  If you run you will be caught for sure.”

 Blast it all, the woman was right.  Where could she run to?  Even if she were to manage to steal a horse a crossbow would find its way to her heart or head.  In the distance she could see a procession of horses coming their way.  Her hopes evaporated in alarm.  She tried in vain to shift into her raven form, but all that happened was a slight tightness around her eyes that went away in seconds.

“You know, her voice is more sophisticated than a mere commoner’s.  Perhaps we have a little rich girl, or a runaway bride.”

 “I’ve thought the same, Horace,” said his wife, nodding.  “We will know in a few more minutes.”

 Natosha jumped on her only opportunity.  “You are only too right,” she said sadly.  “My parents have all but sold me to a suitor twice my age.”

 “I have no sympathy for you,” said Karen.  “My marriage to Horace was arranged as well, and I could not be happier.  Maybe you will be happy too.”

 By the Dark Moon!  Why did it have to be this particular woman that had captured her?  She had to keep going.  “Yes, but your husband was not a cripple to be waited on hand and foot.”

 “Hush your whining.  If he is so crippled then he will not live long,” Karen said.  “The King and his bride will not tolerate your childish behavior.  If you wish, you may beg of the Queen a retreat until she speaks with your husband, or future husband.  Otherwise, you can stop talking now.”

 “I believe it’s all a ruse, Karen,” said Horace, now fingering his sword.  “I don’t trust her.”

 Why did they continue to speak as though she were not present?  The Royal procession was getting closer and closer.  “Please, let me go.  Be kind to me.”

 Horace’s expression turned hard.  “My wife has been kind enough to you already.  You’re being very ungrateful.”

 Real tears were forming in her eyes.  She did not wish to perish here!  “Let me go, I beg of you.  I will repay you with anything that you want, but you must hurry.  The King and Queen will no doubt send me to that wretched old man!”

 “We will hide nothing from Their Majesties, and we will take nothing from the likes of you,” Horace said.  “If you speak again, my wife will pelt you with apples until you scream.”  The expression on his face told everyone gathered around that he meant business.

 Natosha’s desperation to escape was overrunning her body and she felt herself tensing uncontrollably.  She could now see His Highness riding beside the Dead Queen, merely a hundred paces away.  He could recognize her at any moment!  “Please, I will reward you both handsomely if you help me,” she pleaded.

 “Shut your trap, little tramp,” Karen said.  “Money means nothing to us and you’ll not be able to bribe us.  Our loyalties lie with our King and Queen.”

 A strong breeze gusted about Natosha.  Looking to her left she saw someone appear beside her, slipping a little on the apples.  “Oh, Clea!” she exclaimed, as everyone around gasped in astonishment and took several steps back from the wagon.

 “Saris felt your distress and sent me after you.”  Her sister-wife looked her up and down.  “I must say, I can see why you’re upset.  Shall we leave?”

 To Clea’s s surprise, Natosha shook her head.  “I need your help.  My magic—there’s a problem with it.”

 The woman beside her took her hand, shock and concern on her face.  “Tell me what you need.”

 “My Queen!”

 Natosha turned to find that Karen and Horace were running towards the Dead Queen and that many of the soldiers around the wagon now had weapons drawn.  

 “Is that her?” Clea said, peering at the approaching party.

 “That’s the Dead Queen, yes.”

 “But she’s only a child!” Clea said incredulously.

 “Quickly, we haven’t much time!” Natosha said.  “Smite the woman in the brown dress that’s running towards their queen.  She has wronged me!”

 “Say no more.”  Clea rose to her full height and threw her arms violently towards Karen as though she were throwing something at a stray cur.  The men around her yelled and many dropped to the ground, not knowing what to expect.  Karen stopped in mid-step, an unnerving look of horror on her face.  Red lines appeared on her throat and began to drip blood.  She tried to speak, but all that issued forth was a soft gurgling sound.  She pitched forward onto her knees, reaching out for the husband who was still running to their Queen, unaware that his wife was dying behind him.

Clea turned back to Natosha with a smile.  “Will that do, my dear?”

 Natosha smiled in return, looking at Karen’s still figure one last time.  Then her smile vanished.  The King had disappeared from his horse, and the Queen had climbed atop her own mount, standing on the saddle with perfect balance.  With an earsplitting roar the young woman transformed into an enormous dragon, her dark purple scales glittering in the rays of the sun and her giant wings unfolding as she soared into the air above the army.

 Natosha and Clea gasped in shock at the sight before them, forgetting all else.

 A red blur shot through the feet of the people, heading straight for the wagon.  At the last possible second, King Keelan jumped up into the apples and locked his jaws onto Natosha’s forearm, shaking it roughly enough to tear the flesh.  She screamed in pain, hitting him to try and free herself.  Clea reached over with a snarl and poked him hard in the eye, saying something in a guttural tone.  He immediately fell away, yelping in pain and trying to jump off the wagon to safety.  

 “Time to go, my child,” said Clea.  She grabbed Natosha’s hand and they vanished.

 The dragon above roared in anger.

  

  

  

  

 Chapter Fifteen: Discussions
  

 It was a couple hours later before the army could move again.  Horace had insisted upon digging his wife’s grave himself, though he let several older women prepare the body for burial.  An uneasiness had settled over the army, as so many had seen the dark magic of the strange women.  

 Keelan had advanced to the head of the army alone, storm clouds in his eyes. 

 Silvia retreated inside her wagon, her heart pounding in trepidation.  So that was the woman her husband had betrayed her with?  Beautiful, yes, but so mean.  Horace had told her everything that had transpired between finding the strange woman and his wife's untimely death.  Why hadn't she used her magic to get away in the first place?  The only conclusion Silvia could come up with was that something had malfunctioned with her magic.  Did the other wives of Rohedon still have their powers?  Obviously one of them did, as they could only assume that the woman who had rescued the temptress was another wife.

 She balled up her fists in fury.  Word had spread that Karen had been a good soldier, and could fight better than half the men in her army.  Though she mourned the loss of such a loyal and compassionate person, she also regretted losing the fighter.  How many more would she lose before this war was over?  She shook her head sadly and leaned forward, holding her face in her hands.  Would she lose herself as well?  If not her body to the Hound of Death, then her sanity and love of all things that were good?

 The wagon stopped and she heard General George speaking gruffly to someone outside.  Moments later, Sir Grant, Prince Dalton, Lord Cambry, and Quentin entered her wagon.  Hans flicked the reins and the two horses pulling the contraption started forward again, pulling the weight with ease.

 Quentin sat next to his queen, with Sir Grant on her other side, as Cambry and Dalton sat across from them.  

 Cambry started speaking first.  “Milady, have you ever traveled to Nillias before?”

 “No, sir.  Before going to Lystia to contend for the throne which was rightfully mine I had never really traveled anywhere.  I supposed I will be doing plenty of it now, shan't I?” There wasn't a trace of happiness in her voice, only bitterness.

 “That you will, Your Highness,” Prince Dalton agreed in a quiet tone.

 Lord Cambry gave him a sideways glance, then said, “Perhaps you read upon Nillias before your departure from your great city?”

Again, her answer was no.  “We just didn't have the time.  Every waking minute was spent gathering and checking supplies, recruiting, and training.  We hardly had time to eat or sleep most days.”

 “For future reference, one should always study the place to which they are going so that they won't be surprised when they get there.”

 She nodded.  “Point well taken, Lord Cambry.  Have you come to educate me on the city or berate me for not schooling myself?”

 “Indeed I have come to do one of those, milady,” he said, “though I mean no offense to you by doing so.”

 “No offense taken.”

 “What do you know of Nillias?” he asked politely.

 “Only what was briefed to me before we left,” she replied.  “That it's only nine days from Lordale and is ruled by Lady Tinaya and Lord Byarne.  We think that they will probably join us as allies with Lordale.”

 “Excellent start, excellent start.  A little information is better than no information at all.  Now, I trust we will rest a few days there?”

 “We'd like to leave within two days of arriving, if it's possible,” Grant said.  “King Rordar needs our help as soon as we can get it there.  Not another minute can be spared.”

 “I am agreed with you on that, my friend, and I think that's a reasonable amount of time.  But keep in mind that it may take at least a few hours to convince Lady Tinaya and Lord Byarne.” Cambry cleared his throat and looked away briefly before meeting Silvia's green eyes.  “There's something else you need to know about the rulers of Nillias, milady, and I don't know if you'll like it.”

 “Let's hear it, my Lord,” she said in a tired voice.  “I suppose I need to know whatever it is now and not after we get there.”

 “All right, Your Majesty.  But once again, what I say is not to offend you, merely to help you.”  He wiped the palms of his hands on his pants.  “The city is known for extravagant parties, especially in the palace of the Lord and Lady.  However the festivities which go on there are of a different sort than you may be used to.”

 “That would be putting it lightly,” Sir Grant of Crider muttered under his breath.

 Silvia gave him a bewildered look as Lord Cambry continued.  “They drink heavily in Nillias: most every day is spent drinking some sort of ale, wine, or liquor, even while they work.  Thus, the parties and festivals they hold tend to get, well, a little out of hand and outlandish.”

 The Queen gave him a questioning look, one eyebrow arched.  “Meaning?”

 For the first time, everyone saw Cambry appear uncomfortable.  He shuffled his feet, adjusted the way he was sitting and avoided the gaze of his superior.  “Meaning that you may very well see things which most Royalty would be embarrassed by, things that are raw and not usually witnessed by such innocent eyes as yours.”  

 Silvia looked at Grant for confirmation of this, however he would not meet her eyes.  “What sorts of things would these be?” she asked softly.

 Sir Grant answered her, his voice just as quiet.  “Things that are of indecent nature between men and women, Your Highness.”

 By the Dark Moon, is it too late to go around Nillias? thought Silvia, her mind racing.  She didn't want to go to a place ruled by people who thought of nothing but drink and the flesh!  How crude could a culture get?  But she knew in her heart that there was no way to turn back, and that the survival of Lordale depended immensely on how great their numbers were.  Lordale needed as many soldiers as they could get their hands on or else they would be overcome by a merciless enemy.  And the said enemy wouldn't just leave it at that once they conquered Lordale...they would move on to the next city and the next, wreaking havoc everywhere they went.  The evil witches of Rohedon's Realm would never stop.  She sighed, and shook her head.

“Well, it cannot be helped.  Lordale needs  them, and so we need them.  If that means putting up with their immature and—and primitive society, then so be it.  We have no control over how they run their city and I could honestly care less.  We're going there to convince them to go to war, and not for any other reason.”

 “Yes, Your Majesty.  I only wanted you to know a bit of the goings-on there so that you wouldn't be upset,” said Lord Cambry.  “I don't mean to anger you.”

 “I'm not angry, so do not fret,” she said.  “However I do worry for the people in my army.  May word be spread to discourage them from too much drink and the women of that city.”

 “Yes, milady.  It will be done before the day is out.  All the regiments shall be notified.”

 “Any who disobey, or cause problems will have severe consequences,” Silvia said.  “Once again I say that this trip is for no other reason than to recruit more men and women to fight.  It is not for entertainment and amusement.  Make it clear, Sir Cambry.”

 “As you wish, milady.”

  

  
  

  

 Saris treated Natosha's wounds with great care.  Her twin's pain was her pain, and she wished to make it go away.  “I will kill the ones who caused harm to my sister.”

 “That's impossible,” Natosha said irritably.  “There's thousands of people in that army, and any one of them could have let loose the arrow.”  She did not mention that the King himself had bitten her arm.

 “Then I will kill them all!” Saris exclaimed.  Her eyes sparkled with wicked yellow flames as she spoke.  Natosha doubted she had ever seen her sister so angry.  “After they pass through Nillias they will need to go through Moseman Hills.  I will call forth help from the Ground Shakers.  The army will not survive.”

 “My magic may not be as great as yours,” Clea added, “however, I can do a little something to...discourage the Nillians from becoming allies in this war.”  Her face was grim and ugly, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides as though she were ready to do battle right then and there.

 Saris stared at Clea hard.  “Do what you need to do to make sure the Nillians don't join the war.  We have enough problems keeping up our part of the war with King Rordar in Lordale.  If he hadn't been so weak to begin with, we would have been defeated by now.  I have sent for aid from our Wyld brethren that live where the Thurne River meets the Great Water.”

 Natosha looked at her in surprise.  “When did you do this?” she asked.

 “As soon as I learned that Lystians were marching our way,” Saris replied.  “The risk of being outnumbered was too great.  They only number a couple thousand, but they will help us immensely.”

 Clea snorted.  “The Wyld are loyal only to themselves and are not honor-bound to us.  How do we know that they will come?”

 “My Ravens have told me that the Wyld have grown bored since the Battles of the Flunders ended some years ago, and that they are itching to do some fighting.  We are merely giving them a means to an end.”

 “But if the Dead Queen's army merges with the Lordalens, even without the Wyld, we will be outnumbered,” said Clea.

 “I have something else to try,” Natosha said quietly.  “I will make more creatures...if my magic is returned to me.” Her last words were said with a fierce bitterness.

 Saris paused in her wound-dressing.  “What, pray tell, did happen to your magic, my sister?”

 Natosha's breath caught.  Should she tell her sister-wives about the horrible deal Rohedon had struck with the God of the Underworld?  Anger flared up within her as she fought to make up her mind.  “When I went to collect Zela's body, I had an encounter.”

“With whom?” said Clea suspiciously.

 “With Eerich himself.”    

 Both women stopped what they were doing and stared, open-mouthed at her.  “This is no time for games, Natosha,” said Saris solemnly.

 “I'm not playing games,” she replied.  

 “What happened?” asked Clea.

 “My magic wasn't working, and I didn't know why.  He appeared, along with our recently deceased husband, to explain why that was so.”

 “And?”

 “Apparently, Lord Rohedon made a deal with the God of the Underworld.  In exchange for magic and wives, Rohedon would create creatures for the Hound of the Underworld.  Eerich agreed to give him magic, however, I believe he wanted to retain as much control over our husband as he could and gave us most of the powers.”

 “And so all of the creatures we have created over the years are being hunted down?” asked Saris incredulously.  “How can that be when so many still survive?  Look at your 'quipas', for example.”

 “I know not how it is possible.  But after much thought, I believe the Hound of the Underworld has completely demolished the ferlemons I created years back.  Do you recall them?  They were a funny animal, with the head of a badger, the body of a newt, feet like a centipede, and a tail like a dog.  I sent them all to the Ciencin River, where I thought they would thrive.  I went back only a short time ago to find that they had vanished without a trace.”

 “I remember Rohedon always being on the lookout for new beasts and their different characteristics,” said Clea.  “He was forever trying to design an animal with such speed as it couldn't be caught.”

 “And which retained excellent hiding abilities,” said Natosha, lost in memory.

 “And with uncanny sense of trickery and outright savagery,” said Saris.  “Of course, now we know what all those qualities were for: he didn't want the Hound to get bored.  If the Hound lost interest, then Rohedon lost his powers...or us.  Or both.”

 No one said anything for several long minutes.  Each hurt in her own way, feeling betrayed by the man they had loved and respected so dearly.

 “And so now we're losing our magic?” asked Clea softly.  “How fair is that?  We were all born with more than a touch of great powers anyway.  Why take them away?”

 “For the fun of it, so it would seem,” said Natosha.  “Lord Eerich seemed most amused at the whole situation.”

 “What if we continued the deal?” Saris pondered aloud.  “Would he still let us keep the strong magic we have accrued in our time with Rohedon if we agreed to take over his 'project' for the beasts?”

 “It's something to think about, and that was what I had been pondering,” her sister agreed.  “But how would we propose such a thing?  Has anyone ever found a way to summon the God of the Dead when they wished to speak to him?  All that I've heard is that many people found entrances to the Underworld and went in search of him, or of their loved ones.  Most never came back out.  I myself have no wish to travel to that place just yet, even if it is for a palaver.  Remember that he is the God of Evil as well, my sister-hearts.”

 From all around them came a deep rumbling, and though the mountain in which they resided did not move, all were sure it was getting ready to collapse atop of them.  Then the sound changed, and the women were chilled to the bone.

 It was the sound of a god laughing at them.

  

  

  

 With Nillias only a couple days away, the army pushed harder.  Spirits lightened at the thought of a break, and many mouths watered at the mere mentioning of ale and whiskey (although it had been forbidden to get inebriated).  The proximity of likely allies gave strength to the most tired of feet; even the beasts of burden sensed a change in the people, and pushed, pulled, and carried their loads without struggle or insubordination to irritate their masters.

They broke for a late lunch when the sun was past the midpoint in the sky.  Sparse clouds dotted the deep blue above them, and gave no relief from the heat which scorched their flesh.  A large creek was found not far into a thin patch of woods and dozens of men and women set to filling up water sacks for themselves and buckets of water for the animals.

 Gordy watched as Vyto hauled yoke after yoke of buckets of water for the beasts in their regiment and the regiment behind them.  Gordy began helping, doing what he could, but he wasn't strong enough to carry two of the large buckets of water at one time.  So he carried one bucket of water.  Of course, by the time he heaved it out of the creek, up the small embankment, and into the surrounding regiments, it was only half a bucket and his pants and boots were soaked.  He frowned at the bulging muscles beneath Vyto's shirt as he carried not one, but two bucket-laden yokes out into the army.

 They finally flopped together on the ground beneath the boughs of a sycamore tree, apples and stale bread in hand.  Gordy's clothes were saturated with water, Vyto's with sweat.

 The skinny, freckle-faced young man sighed as he slipped off his boots and rubbed his feet.  “I'll bet you can't wait to get your hands on some ale,” he said to his larger companion.

 Vyto grunted as he unlaced his own boots.  “I'd much rather get my hands on a large goblet of fresh goat's milk.”

 “But there's goats here in the army.  You could do that now.”

 He shook his head.  “The goats here are worn out from travel.  Their milk wouldn't be as good.”  He grimaced as he slid off his boots.

 Gordy held back a gasp.  For the first time he noticed the blood stains on the leather of Vyto's boots.  His socks were no better: the once gray fabric was now a dark, crusty red.  He watched Vyto gently slide off the socks to expose bandage-wrapped feet.  Gordy recalled all of the times that Vyto helped others, which was pretty much every time they stopped.  He was always doing something: from cleaning out the shoes on the horses, to unhooking the animals from the burdens, to helping cook the food.  The man was a constant factor in the work of the army...and he was paying the price for it.  As he unwrapped the bandages, Gordy sat in shock.  The blisters on his feet were worse than any he had ever seen, so large that they seemed to cover the entire front and bottom of both feet.  All the blisters had busted open and were seeping with blood and pus.

 “You need to do something about your feet,” Gordy said.  “They look abominable, my friend.”

 Vyto unwrapped more bandages and shook his head.  “I'm fine.  I'll soak them a good long bit when we get to Nillias.”

 “No you won't, and you know it.”  Gordy's face reddened as his frustration built up.  “You'll keep yourself busy helping everyone else out while your own body goes to pot.  You need someone to look at them.”

 “I tell you, I'm fine!” Vyto said, circling his feet with the clean cloth.  

 “So you say,” his friend replied softly.  “So you say.”

  
  

  

  

 Several hundred yards away, the Queen was meeting again with her most trusted men, including her husband.  

 “It is proper etiquette to send a small group of men to warn them of our coming,” she said as they all stood under the shade of the largest tree nearby.  “Surely, they have received our eagle and therefore already know we are on our way to war.  However, they do not know that we travel to their city on our way.  To arrive without making ourselves known first would be a sign of war or distrust.  We need to decide who must go.”

“I can go,” the King said, raising his hand.

 “No, Your Majesty.  You have to remain here with me and the main bulk of the army,” Silvia told him.  “As royalty we must protect ourselves.”

 “Of course, my Queen,” he replied.  Silvia held her breath as he walked over to her, took up her hand, and kissed the back of it gently.  “As you wish, so it shall be.”

 “May I volunteer myself, milady?” said Sir Grant of Crider.

 Silvia nodded.  “You are the best candidate one could ask for.  Whom would you take with you?”

 “I wish to take Quentin—with your permission, of course—and Lord Cambry, as well as a small company of men.”

 She looked at Cambry with a little frown creasing her brow.  “Quentin may go as well.  But you don't think Lord Cambry is too...intimidating?”

 “Yes, which will let them know we mean business when we say we're going to Lordale to fight in their war.  At the same time, Cambry doesn't speak much, and won't be too daunting.”

 “All right,” she said, trying to ignore how close her husband was standing to her, and the look of tension on the face of the prince.  “The party will depart from the army about a day ahead of our arrival.”

 Hans and Maura approached with trays of food in their hands and a pitcher of water.  Everyone took a seat in the cool grass and began to eat their lunch.  Silvia bade her servants to eat with them, much to the surprise of Lord Cambry, if she was reading his expression correctly.  Obviously he came from a very different background than herself.  Dessica had raised her to always treat her servants with as much respect as they treated her, and she had eaten most of her meals with at least Hans, if not Maura, at the table or in the same room.  She was not about to change her ways just because she was royalty, nor because of the way a near-stranger looked at her.  The scars on the palms of their hands marked them as hers forever, and were their way of showing a devotion that would never be matched.  For this, she respected them and loved them as she would a member of her family.  Damn what others thought about it.

 Wishing to change the subject (and because it had incensed her curiosity) Silvia said, “My King, how is it you were able to follow after me with such critical injuries, only to arrive at my side in good health?”

 “By the grace of our new friend, Lord Cambry of Jevelas.  He came not long after you left the city and made me an offer I couldn't refuse.”

 Cambry's eyes lit up.  “I wanted to heal him in exchange for going to war and sharing in your glory.”

 “And that you shall do…if there is glory to be had,” Silvia said quietly.

  

  

  

 He awoke with a start, sweating profusely.  He'd only been asleep for a few minutes, yet the dreams had come.  He couldn't recall most of the details, only that Nillias would be talked into becoming allies and somehow they would be supplied with more animals—whether for food on the way or for riding or carrying equipment he could not say.  And there was another thing as well...He scratched his head, then began to slide on his boots carefully.  He was lacing them up when he remembered the smell.  They were going to cross a small valley and go into the hills beyond it.  In his dreams the terrain was dotted with many large, foul-smelling holes in the ground.  What lived in those holes he did not know, but he was sure they weren't going to like it.  He shivered, though the sun seemed to be melting his clothes to his skin.

 “You alright?” Gordy asked from above him.

Vyto nodded, but said nothing.

 “You're having them more often, aren't you?  The dreams?”

 “Yes, Gordy.  More frequently than I ever remember having them.  Firayis has both blessed me and cursed me.”

 “The God of the Dreamworld seems to hold you in high regards,” said Gordy.

 His friend smiled grimly.  “Yes, it would seem so.  I don't know whether to thank him or curse him for it.  I just hope all of it is for the greater good.”  He sighed and unrolled a small piece of parchment.  “Now, where did I put that ink bottle?”

  
  

  

  

 A short time later Gordy was threading his way through different sections of the army, trying to get to the front without drawing too much attention to himself.  Finally, he could see the wagon ahead, designed with its intricate patterns of silver and pulled by two stout horses.  Butterflies swarmed in his stomach and he had to force himself to stop shaking.  Would she turn him away?  Would she help at all?

 He approached the Guard following the wagon, whom he recognized as General George himself—Commander of the Royal Army of Lystia.  “General?” he called, walking fast to keep pace with the horse.

 The Commander looked down at him with a somber expression.  “What can I do for you, boy?”

 “I carry a message for Her Majesty,” he replied.

 “Is that so?” George said.  “From whom?”

 Gordy edged closer.  “It's from the Dreamer, sir.”

 The Guard looked at him skeptically.  “Stefan usually carries his messages.”

 “I know that sir, however Stefan's regiment is a lot further from ours today, so I told the Dreamer I would deliver it myself.”  His hands had started to shake from his nervousness.  Were they going to let him see her?

 General George extended his hand.  “Come on, son.”

 Gordy took the proffered appendage and (with a lot of help from the man atop of the horse) managed to swing himself up onto the back of the animal behind the saddle.  They sped off, passing the wagon as Gordy's heart dropped.  Where in the name of the Dark Moon was he taking him?  Was he being deprived of his chance to meet with the Queen, possibly being punished for not passing the message on through Stefan?  Worry made him bite his lip, which wasn't a great idea.  As they galloped along the horse landed particularly hard as he jumped over a rock, and Gordy split his lip.  He made a small sound and touched it, only to find his fingers covered in his own blood.

 The horse came to a halt at last nearly half a mile ahead of the bulk of the army.  Gordy saw at once that he had been mistaken, for the Queen sat in all her magnificent beauty atop her black war horse.  In her company were several other men, including her King.  Queen Silvia turned to look at them, and he was struck by how young she was.  Young, yes, but with confidence and enough hardness to make an excellent queen.

 “Milady,” the Commander said, “you have a message awaiting you.”

 She guided the stallion over, looking at Gordy curiously.  “Can it wait until we fix his lip?” she asked.

 “His lip?” George twisted about in the saddle and uttered a small curse that earned him a stern look from the Queen.  “What did you do boy—bite it?”

 Gordy nodded, his eyes wide as he looked back and forth between them.

 “Did you get any on my tunic?” George asked gruffly.  He nodded as Gordy shook his head no.  “Good.  You've got to watch yourself there, son, or you'll do more damage the next time you go riding.”

The Queen's lips began moving silently, drawing Gordy's gaze back to her.  He felt a cooling sensation on his lip as the pain faded away.  When he next touched it, he found his lip had healed.  “T-thank you, You Majesty.  You are too kind.”

 “You are most welcome.  Now tell me of this message that you carry.”

 He withdrew it slowly from his breast pocket, summoning up his courage.  “Your Highness, I bring you a message from the Dreamer, but I wish to ask a favor of you first.”

 Queen Silvia frowned.  “The Dreamer has yet to ask favors,” she said.  “How do I know this message is from him?”

 “I-I'm sure you'll find the handwriting is the same, milady,” he stammered.  “But the favor that I ask is not from the Dreamer.  It's from me.”  He tried to swallow the queasiness rising from his belly.  Silvia did not appear any happier, so he rushed on.  “The favor is mine, but it's for the Dreamer.  He needs help.”

 “You worry for him?” she questioned.  Her expression softened a bit.

 “Yes, ma'am, I sure do.  I wouldn't ask a favor of my Queen if I did not think that he needed help.”

 She smiled radiantly, and Gordy nearly forgot everything in his mind.  “Well now, it sounds like he's found a true friend in you.  I will help, if I can.”

 The weight of worry lifted from his shoulders.  “Thank you, milady.”  He gave her the rolled up parchment and waited patiently while she read it, feeling better by the moment.

 She nodded as she read, pursing her lips thoughtfully.  “I appreciate all the effort your friend puts into telling me of these dreams; however it would be nice sometimes to get a clearer picture of what he sees.  I wish he knew more of this strange terrain he speaks of.  Has he told you any extra details that he might have left out to me?”

 “No, Your Highness.  He only said that sometimes it's better not to know certain things, for they will give you nightmares of what is to come.”

 The Queen glanced sidelong at her husband.  “Yes, that is very true at times.  Tell me your favor before the rest of the army catches us up.”

 “It's his feet, milady,” Gordy said, no longer nervous now that he knew help would be coming to his friend.  “They're covered in blisters and sores, leaking all manner of nasty stuff constantly.  He has to change the bandages several times a day, but that's not enough.”

 “Did he not go into the Healing Spring of Aldoa?”

 “We went there, but while I was standing in line to get in the water, he went off to help bury someone.  After that, he said he was too tired to walk back to the Spring.  The next morning I urged him to go again but he said he was too busy helping to pack up the supplies.”

 “So he's too busy helping others and not looking after his own well-being,” said King Keelan as he rode up beside them.  “Sounds like he needs to be scolded and rewarded at the same time.”

 “It would seem so, my Lord, and I feel the same way as you.  However Vyto doesn't like attention drawn to himself.  I think he's afraid of what people will think of him, or just doesn't want to deal with the stress.”

 “Expect a visit from me tonight,” said the Queen.  “Sleep near a fire that's beside a wagon and drape a shirt over your wagon's wheel.  That is how I will find you.”

 “Thank you, Your Majesty.  It will be good to see him walk without pain.”

 General George turned his steed around and began to trot back to the army.

Silvia looked at the men around her.  “Did you hear?  He said the Dreamer's name: Vyto.  Find out everything you can about this man and what regiment he's in.  If he's working this hard, surely the person in charge of his group has taken notice.  Let me know what you find.”

 They bowed their heads to her, mumbling, “As you wish, my Queen.”

  

  

  

 Chapter Sixteen: Sparkling Dreams

  

 The day had dragged on and on, the heat seeping into every pore of his skin.  Every break or stopping point was a welcome reprieve, however at times he wished that they could just keep walking.  The sooner they got to Nillias, the better.  He felt a bit feverish, and wished to lie down on a big, soft bed for a day or two.  But he knew there were too many others who needed the same comfort more than he.  He wished for a large cup of ale, but knew there was a restriction on drinking too much, and he knew the headache which would hit him hard the morning after wouldn't be worth it anyway.  He wanted to purchase a horse that he and Gordy could share, but felt that would be unfair to the rest of their regiment, who were all on foot.  Most of all he wished to rest his aching feet and let them heal.  Unfortunately, there was just too much to do and he hadn't the time for such niceties.  So he passed the day away step by painful step, marching towards the Lordalen War, and a place to rest his head.  

 He also worried for his friend, who had returned from carrying his message to the Queen with blood all over his shirt and hands.  At first Vyto had been ready to hunt someone down, thinking that some idiot had had the nerve to rough him up.  However Gordy had brushed off the mention of the blood, casually saying he had bitten his lip.  Vyto saw no evidence of this and wondered if it hadn't just been a nose bleed from too much sun.

 He grunted as he shifted his heavy sack onto his sore back, thinking about how much he had disliked Gordy in the beginning.  He had thought Gordy was extremely annoying but had since changed his mind...a little.  Though he still found him a bit nerve-racking, he had grudgingly accepted Gordy's friendship and had come out of it feeling pretty damn good.  Here was a kid who was as light-hearted as Vyto was dark-mooded, and who wanted to help others even when he physically couldn't.  All in all, he liked the young man a lot better than before, and who would've thought it?  Although they were a fairly mismatched pair, they made a great team together.  They walked side-by-side the rest of the day, chatting amiably about their lives back in Lystia.

 The final halt of the day nearly made him sink to his knees with relief.  Tragically enough for him, he could not do that.  As soon as his sack hit the ground someone cried out where the nearest creek was.  Sighing heavily, he went to the nearest wagon, grabbed a yoke and two buckets, and started towards the water.  

 Feeling eyes on the back of his head, he turned around, eyes scanning the army.  Not far away sat a horse and rider, the latter with piercing blue eyes and long white hair.  They stared at each other for a moment, then the rider began to move off in another direction.  But as Vyto carried load after load of buckets of water he began to notice other men in the crowd watching him too.  One was a tall, well-tanned man with a top-knot who was also helping to carry water.  Another was a man in his late thirties, his brown hair speckled with gray and a mean looking sword at his side.  Oddly enough, even the wildlife seemed to be watching him: a large red fox kept darting around their campsite.  

The one man who really caught him the most off guard was the war-ripened man of the gray and gold hair, who stood in his long robes despite the heat.  He recognized the hard gray eyes as the same ones that had watched his queen from afar as she traveled up the mountain pass that was now far behind them.  This man gave him chills and brought to life a yearning to fight, though he knew not why.  Vyto started towards him once, intent on having words with at least one of his 'watchers'.  A fellow soldier cut in front of his path and when Vyto looked again the man had gone.

 “Bloody fast bastard, aren't you?” he muttered.

 Nighttime came quickly, and with it the long-awaited break that Vyto so desperately needed.  Gordy had insisted upon camping right beside one of the wagons instead of underneath a cove of trees as they usually tried to do.  

 “Gordy, would you be so kind as to get me something to eat?  I'm starving.”

 “Um, yeah.  Sure.”  He finished hanging a shirt over the wagon wheel (why was beyond Vyto's comprehension) and darted off, returning a few minutes later with warm meat and potatoes in two bowls.  “They slaughtered a handful of cattle to feed the army earlier,” he explained.  “We're running out of food.  Game here is sparse, though with an army this size it'll be a wonder if there's anything left at all behind us.”

 “That's not a good thing when we have so far to go.”

 “What do you mean?  Nillias is close.”

 Vyto swallowed the broth which had surrounded his meat.  “I mean to Lordale.  And if Nillias joins us, that's even more to feed.”

 Gordy shrugged.  “We will walk that bridge when we get there.  The only thing we can do after that is to go easy on the food supply, which most people are already doing.”

 “I'm sure they'll send the hunting parties farther out too.”

 They made short work of their meal in silence.  Gordy took off with the bowls to wash them.  When he returned Vyto was untying his boots.  Sweat was pouring off of him in waves.

 “Let me help you with that, buddy,” Gordy offered.  He sat down at Vyto's feet and untied and loosened the boot laces.  “You really aren't looking so good.  Do you feel okay?” Vyto's face had paled considerably.

 “Never better.  Thanks for helping me out.”

 “No problem.”  He began to take the boot off, but stopped when he heard a shrill bark.

 “I wouldn't do that if I were you,” said a voice.

 They looked up to find an old man with a red fox at his side.

 “Hey, I saw your pet earlier—he was following me,” Vyto said.  

 “He is no one's pet,” answered the old man.  “And he was not the only one following you.”

 A man with white hair kneeled on Vyto's other side.   “He is in a fever, Zander.”  Despite his white hair, this man looked young—perhaps in his mid to late twenties.

 “A blind man can see that,” said Zander, stooping down to look at Vyto's eyes.  “Poor fellow.  You should be glad your friend asked us for help.”

 Vyto whipped his head back to Gordy, who flinched.  Anger roiled up in him until he saw the tears of shame in the eyes of his friend.

 “I'm sorry.  I couldn't let this go on.  You're in too much discomfort.  Please, don't be angry.”

 He breathed in deeply as a wave of dizziness blurred his vision.  “I am not angry,” he said heavily.  “I just don't want to be pampered, is all.  There's other people who need more care than I do.”

Gordy shook his head.  “No, there isn't.  You took care of them all.  Now let us do the same for you.”

 “Your Majesty, I'll need some hot water and clean rags,” said Zander.

 Vyto looked around them, bewildered.  “I thought I was the one with the fever.”  There was no royalty around that he could see!

 But then the fox shivered, transforming instantly into a young man with eyes that matched those of the white haired guy.  The fox-man wore rumpled Royal Robes.

 “Your Highness!” he exclaimed, knowing now who it was that squatted before him.  “Forgive me; I did not know!”

 “I am sure he can forgive you, seeing as how you've done nothing wrong.”  The gentle voice belonged to a woman whose face was hidden by her robe...a robe which matched the King's.  She was flanked by Top Knot man and the other gentleman that had been watching him as well.

 “My Queen?” Vyto said, his heart pounding wildly in his chest.

 The woman peeled back the purple robe to reveal a face framed by beautiful red curls.  She smiled down at him.  “So, you are my Dreamer?”

 “Yes, my Queen, I am.”

 “And why have you hidden yourself from me?”

 Vyto closed his eyes, suddenly nauseated again.  “Because I do not like what I can do.”

 She knelt beside him, taking Keelan's place as he and the others went to fetch the water.  “Sometimes I feel the same way, my friend.  With my magic, I can do many great things.  Unfortunately people expect the best of me, even at the same times I do my worst.  Everyone that is born with a special talent must learn to master that talent before it masters them.”  She rubbed his brow.  “Do you feel ill?”  When he nodded, she whispered strange words into his ear.

 He opened his eyes.  “What did you do?”

 “I made some of the dizziness go away.  You need a clear head.”

 “Can you take away the pain in my feet?”

 “No, I'm afraid my magic needs more practice with curing pain.”

 Her King returned a few minutes later with several buckets of steaming water.  Zander instructed them to soak Vyto's feet in the water while he still wore his boots.  The boots, he said, would be thrown away anyway because of the risk of the infection returning.  Vyto was dismayed, saying that they were the only boots he had, and that he couldn't very well walk bare-foot to Lordale.  King Keelan offered one of his own pairs, sending the other man (Vyto thought he was called Sir Grant) off to get them.

 Vyto soaked his feet—boots, socks, and all—in the hot water, not bothering to protest when they slowly began to cut away the boots.  For the first time in his life he did not feel uncomfortable around a group of people who knew that he could Dream...and he had Gordy to thank for it.  He looked at his friend and smiled.  “I appreciate what you've tried to do for me.”

 Gordy blushed, then nodded.

 After a while the Queen removed his feet from the water and placed them on a clean towel.  She let Zander and Lord Cambry take over as she watched quietly.  Cambry placed some herbs under Zander's nose, telling him the purpose of the plant was to cure and prevent infections.  The old man had a different plant with the same use (both claimed to have used their plants to help heal the King).  They ended up crumpling both plants into one of the buckets of clean water as the white-haired brother of the King carefully cut away Vyto's socks.  The Queen took a clean cloth and went to wet it in the bucket.  She frowned at the water for a moment, then smiled and put the cloth in.  She wrung it out and pressed it to his forehead.              

“How long have you been Dreaming?” she asked him quietly.  She politely ignored all of the inquisitive stares of the surrounding soldiers, acting as if he were the only one in her attendance.

 “Ever since I can remember,” he said, his body feeling better by the minute.  “My parents had different ideas for my ‘talent’, and so I kept it to myself and told them I had stopped having the dreams.”

 “Well, I shall never use your talent for anything other than you wish, my friend.  And I must say that I am pleased you decided to share your dreams with us when you did…else a whole lot more of people would have been lost.  This is the least we can do to repay you.”  She dipped the cloth into the bucket again, this time applying the wet fabric to his blistered, bleeding feet.  She began to apply a little bit of pressure to his skin, trying to cleanse his feet as best as she could.  But when she looked at the skin she had just wiped over, shock rippled through her.  “It seems as though you’re better already,” she said.

 King Keelan, Gordy, Frero, Lord Cambry, and Quentin edged closer to see. 

  Vyto’s eyes widened, and then teared up.  “Thank you.  By the gods, it’s a miracle!  May Chin and all her kin place their blessings upon you!”

 She continued cleaning him, and as she wiped his sores, they disappeared into the cloth, leaving behind pink, baby smooth skin in its wake.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 Later on, as the Queen and her entourage were returning to their campsite, Frero pulled Silvia aside.

 “How did you do that spell?” he asked fervently.  “I wasn’t aware that you could cure people!”

 “I didn’t,” she admitted.  “I had help.”

 The old man was silent a few moments, thinking it out.  “From Aldoa, do you think?”

 Silvia smiled and nodded.  “I saw her image in one of the buckets of water right before I started working on his feet.  She’s the one who healed him, not me.  I’m glad she did it, too.  I don’t see how that poor man was even able to stand on those feet.”

 Frero nodded.  “I know.  I’ve never seen such wretched-looking appendages.  It’s too bad the Goddess herself can’t go with us to war.  Think of the lives she’d save.”

 She shook her head.  “Her home is on that mountain, with her Healing Spring.  She would never leave that place, and I cannot blame her.  It’s almost like a sanctuary.  She’s been there for who knows how long, and I don’t think that will ever change.”

 Frero frowned at this as they walked on, wishing her words were not true.

  

  

  

 In her dream she was in a thick forest filtered with strong moonlight.  She couldn’t have said where she was, though it reminded her of the eerie wood she had dreamt of—what?—one or two months ago?  In that dream she had been stalked by a beast out of her worst nightmares.  Keelan had come to her for the first time that night, entering her dream and slaying the beast just in the nick of time. But she wasn’t the same person anymore; she was stronger, and more confident.  She would not let this dream scare her.  She closed her eyes and felt the forest around her.  If there was anything hostile here, she couldn’t sense it.  But there was something there…

 Her eyes popped open and she scanned the trees around her.  Something very big moved on her left, and she caught a glimpse of a shining hazel eye watching her before it disappeared.  A noise to her right now warned her of another presence, though she didn’t see anything in the darkness.  Again, she felt no ominous vibes from either presence, and so accepted them almost as part of the forest.

She began to move, weaving her way around thick trunks and twisting branches.  She hadn’t a clue as to where she was going; she only wanted to explore this strange wood full of secrets.  As she ambled forward slowly she heard both creatures following her, matching her pace.  She didn’t feel at all threatened, and so she didn’t mind the hidden company (although the larger one sometimes snorted loudly or made sounds like trees breaking, making her jump).  At times she thought she heard a man humming.  His tune was smooth as a lullaby, soothing her nerves.  Several times she began to walk towards the voice, but it always stopped, only to start again somewhere else.

 Eventually she came to a decrepit looking bridge over a dry creek bed.  Sparkling spots in the dry soil captured her attention and she walked down to have a better look.  She slipped and stumbled to the creek bed, cutting the side of one bare foot as she went.  At the bottom she picked up one of the beautiful sparkles and peered at it closely.  It looked like a grain of sand, but shone like a diamond in the sun.

 Just then she heard the large creature crashing through the underbrush, hell-bent on the bridge.  From the other side of the bridge ran the dark figure of a tall man.  As she watched in shocked silence from below, a dragon the size of a large house burst forth from the trees, not hesitating when it saw the man running towards it.  The weight of the beast should have collapsed the structure instantly, but it held fast.  The man, so much smaller than the beast, still ran at full speed.  In the center of the bridge he issued a primal scream, the dragon roared thunderously, and they collided in a brilliant blast of light.

 Silvia shielded her eyes with her empty hand.  When the flash receded, she saw a man on his hands and knees atop the bridge, shaking.  He eased himself to his feet, a silhouette against a starry sky.  His eyes opened, shining a beautiful hazel gaze in her direction.  Her breath caught in her throat as he disappeared.

 She looked down at her other hand, disheartened to find that the sparkly grain of sand had lost all its brilliance.  “How bizarre,” she murmured.

 “How can something so beautiful and so wondrous be bizarre?” said a small voice.

 Silvia turned to find a small boy at her side.  “I don’t understand why it stopped shining,” she said.

 The boy shook his head and smiled sweetly.  Several sparkles shone in his blonde hair.  “It stopped shining because it came true.”

 “What came true?  Was it a wish?”

 “Not exactly.  It was a dream. His dream came true.”

 Silvia was perplexed.  “Whose dream?”

 The boy lifted his arm to point at the bridge.  “His.”

 “His dream was to play scaredy-cat with a dragon?” she asked.

 His childish laughter rang through the quiet night like tiny bells.  “No, silly.  He became one with the dragon.  He embraced it and took it into himself.  Now they are as one… just like you and your dragon.”

 She felt a stirring inside, and knew her dragon was listening in.  “How do you know of my dragon?”

 “I have seen it in your dreams before,” said the child.  More shining sparkles were in his hair now, a few of them falling gently onto his tiny shoulders.  “Very few embrace everything that is given to them.  The ones that do are more…’whole’ than everyone else.  You accepted your magic and have worked hard to master it, though you still have a way to go.  The man on the bridge has fully taken the dragon into himself and has therefore made his dream a reality.  He can never be separated from his dragon.”

 “What does the dragon represent?  Is it his fears?” she asked.

“It is a dragon, nothing more and nothing less.  He is like you.”

 Silvia’s eyes grew wide.  “There are others like me?”

 He shook his head, the glimmering specks of ‘dream sand’ falling all over his clothes.  Where they were coming from she did not know, but there appeared to be more and more of them.  “I can explain no more.”

 She leaned forward and touched one of the sparkles, and it seemed to stick to her finger.  She lifted it to her eyes.  A slight mist began to form around the shiny crystal, forming colors, then images, until she could clearly see a young woman rubbing her large tummy.  She had one arm hooked with a nice-looking man and they were taking a stroll in a meadow of golden flowers.  They were both smiling and laughing, no doubt commenting on their future parenthood.  The scene was so moving that tears stung her eyes.

 “Your magic is stronger than I thought,” said the boy in awe.  He stepped forward, closing the distance between them.  “Can you see me?”

 Her brows furrowed.  “What do you mean?  You’re right here; of course I can see you.”

 “No, I mean can you see me?”

 She stared, bewildered, at the boy and his shimmering hair…then at the air surrounding him.  The air flickered as she began to notice the faint outline of someone much taller.  In moments, the boy began to fade away and a man started to appear in his stead.  His flowing robes were of a glittering gray and green material.  Sandals ensconced his feet and his silver hair was threaded throughout with sparkling crystals of the dream sand.  He smiled warmly.

 “Congratulations, my dear.  You’re the first mortal to see my true face in over four hundred years.”

 She suddenly knew who stood before her.  “My Lord Firayis?” 

 He bowed deeply.  “At your service, Queen Silvia of Lystia.”

 She dropped into a deep curtsy, bowing her head in respect to the God of Dreams.  “And I am at yours.”

 “It would seem as though I am not the first god you have met recently.”

 “I have met the Goddess Aldoa, and have been blessed by her healing touch,” Silvia replied.

 “Ah, but she is not the only one you have encountered.”

 Silvia laughed.  “I believe I would have remembered if I had happened upon another god.”

 Firayis shook his head.  “Sometimes you mortals can be so blind.  Do you not recall the man who came to you in the early morning hours at the Healing Spring?”

 Her jaw dropped open.  “That was a god?”

 “None other than Lord Geldin himself.”

 “I did not know,” she said softly.  She was blushing in shame.  “I shall have to make a prayer of apology for my brazen attitude with him.”

 Firayis waved his hand, laughing.  “That will not be necessary, my dear.  I can guarantee you are not the first person he has angered, nor will you be the last.  He came to you to give you advice—advice that you must heed.  When a god or goddess feels the need to speak with you and bestow their intimate knowledge upon your ears, it is wise to open yourself and listen to their words.  We have lived long, and know so much more than mortals.  Geldin merely wished to help.  Remember his words, milady.”

 “I shall remember,” she said humbly.  “My Lord, have you been helping us through Vyto?”

 He nodded.  “Sometimes we cannot help directly, and must go through other channels.  Listen to his dreams, Silvia.  I am a very busy god, and do not always have time to pay such personal visits.  Through his dreams I can guide you.”  

She noticed he was beginning to fade away.  “Wait!  Do I have any dreams here, Lord Firayis?”

 “Many, my dear.  You have so many here.”

 “Will they come true?” she asked.

 His last words came as an echoing whisper as he completely vanished.  “Only if you make them…only if you make them.”

  

  

  

 Chapter Seventeen: Approaching Nillias
  

 She awoke with a start, and the first thing she noticed was that her dragon’s senses were on high alert.  Her sense of smell, to be exact…something was near that she could just barely scent.  The second thing she noticed was the uncanny feeling of being watched.  Seeing as how she had foregone putting up her tent (she had wished to fall asleep under the starts that night) it shouldn’t have been a big deal, right?  After all, anyone could be looking at her.  She sat up slowly, not wishing to disturb Maura, who had trained herself to be a light sleeper during the past nineteen years.  Maura and Hans slept on her left, both snoring softly in their sleep.  Her King, whose face was stern and concerned even while dreaming, was lying on her right side.  Quentin slept beside him, face turned towards his little sibling.  Behind her lay Frero and Zander, tucked into thick blankets despite the warm summer night.  At her feet sat Lord Cambry, watching her intently with his legs folded tailor-style in front of him.  Not taking his eyes off of her, he reached down, picked up a water sack, and handed it to her.  She wasn’t all that certain she cared to drink anything given to her by this strange man, but she took a big drink anyway.  She nearly choked as strong rum slid smoothly down her throat.

 “Easy there,” Cambry whispered.  He smiled as she handed the sack back to him.

 She pushed herself to her feet, straightening out her dress.  The feeling of being watched tickled her skin again, but she didn’t believe it was this man (nor was it the rum, for that matter).  Her dragon’s ears caught a twig breaking in the woods a hundred feet away and felt a sudden urge to go see who, exactly, had broken it.  She held up her palm and walked the first two fingers of her other hand across it.  Cambry nodded in understanding.  She knew he hadn’t heard the twig snapping at such a distance (how could he?), and therefore had no problem with her taking a midnight walk.

 She went away from the army and her camp, making towards the patch of woods which stretched alongside them.  She passed two sentries, who bowed to her in the Lystian manner before moving on.  Her dragon began stirring inside of her as she approached the tree line.  Here, the strange scent was stronger.  She almost recognized it, yet couldn’t quite seem to put her finger on it.  She pushed some branches aside and walked into the dream she had just left.

 The trees were a bit smaller (and a bit friendlier-looking, Dessica would have said), but the moonlight poured through the boughs just as it had in her dream.  She made her own path, skirting roots, bushes, and low-hanging branches.  The smell got stronger as she went.  After several long minutes she came to a stop.  Something large moved to her left.  She waited to hear sounds from her other side, but they didn’t come.  A musky scent filled her nostrils, and her dragon nearly roared.  What was out there?  Surely it couldn’t be as it was in her dream; dragons had not been seen in hundreds of years…

 Then she saw the eyes.

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

 He had been watching her while she slept, wondering what she was dreaming.  He had also been eyeing her husband, trying to control the jealousy raging within him.  As much as he hated to admit it, King Keelan had every right to her that he didn’t: he could stand at her side all hours of the day or night, kiss her as he pleased, claim her as his own, make love to her when he wished…

Dalton closed his eyes, forcing himself not to think of those things (or of her flesh).  At least he got to do some things.  After all, he was going to war to support her, he could fight to his death to save her, and he could watch her closely while being in her personal entourage.  It was a blessing as well as a curse, he supposed.  To watch her day and night, yet not be able to do the things to her that he so wished to do was terrible.

 He saw her sit up and look around.  He shuffled his weight about a little, breaking a small branch beneath his large feet.  When she stood up and began to walk towards the woods in which he was hidden, he began backing up, panicking a little.  Did she know he was there?  Could she smell him as he so easily smelled her?  His thoughts raced as he moved slowly through the forest.  He stopped to listen, knowing the exact moment she entered the wood.  His dragon senses were reeling from her scent and he found it hard to concentrate on anything else.  She came into view a few minutes later, her dark red hair streaming down her back in those beautiful, luscious curls.  He wanted to run from her, for he was afraid of the emotions rushing through him and didn’t know what he was capable of in this form.  Could he control himself?  Would he hurt her somehow?  Dalton closed his eyes briefly as he prayed to Chin that something like that would never come to pass.  When he next opened his eyes, Queen Silvia of Lystia was gazing directly at him.  

 He wanted to panic, but couldn’t.  He was captivated by the fiery green embers of her beautiful eyes.  Suddenly he felt very thirsty, and though his mind screamed at him that it was only a sad excuse to break contact with those entrancing eyes he turned around and began to walk off.  A small river wound its way through the countryside a little ways ahead and he made his way there.  He did not stop to look back: he knew she had followed.  He drank his fill until he saw her image in the water beside him.  Slowly, he straightened to his full height and looked down on her lithe frame.

 “I just finished dreaming of you,” she said.

 Dalton huffed a small cloud of smoke through his over-sized nostrils.

 “Yes, I dreamed that your dragon and your human became one.”

 He nearly stopped breathing.  How had she dreamed that?!  He nodded his great head to show that he understood her.

 “I want you to know that I have no problem with you traveling with us, as long as you’re on our side.  Can we trust that you are?”

 Another nod.

 She nodded as well.  “Okay then.  No need to hide your presence from me if you are going to be our ally.  Stay in your dragon form or your human form: I care not.  An extra soldier is an extra soldier, and we’re all fighting to defeat the great evil that lies before us.  I’m going to go back to the camp.  Stand guard if you’d like, or go rest yourself.  Our journey to the witches’ mountain continues early in the morning.  Good night to you, new friend.”

  

  

  

 Quentin in truth did not wish to leave the Queen.  But his brother was there to watch out for her and to protect her, if need be.  He sighed as he dug his heels into his horse’s flanks to catch up with Grant and Cambry.  

 “Is this really necessary?”

 “What?  Riding ahead?  Of course,” chided Sir Grant.

 “I meant leaving Their Royal Highnesses behind.”

 “Do you not think they have enough protection, boy?” questioned Cambry with an arched eyebrow.  “There is an entire army with them, after all.  Thousands of men and women to help them if they should need it.”

Quentin’s face reddened but he looked Cambry in the eye.  “They are my charges, sir.  I care more for their safety than I do for my own.”

 Grant stepped into the conversation, sensing the younger man’s edginess.  “Which is exactly why we are going ahead of them, Quentin.  We have to make sure the way is safe into the city and that the King and Queen won’t be ambushed upon arrival.”

 “They don’t even know we’re coming through here.  How can they possibly ambush us?”

 Cambry snorted.  “If Queen Silvia sent an eagle about joining a war then they’ll be on the lookout out for anything out of the ordinary.  A smart leader would have scouts out and about constantly to be on the alert.”

 Quentin nodded, knowing he was right.  But that didn’t make it any easier to leave Keelan and Silvia.  He thought of all the dangers they had faced so far and overcome.  The worst was still ahead, he knew.  Whatever awaited them on the witches’ mountain was going to be bad for everyone.  For all he knew, they might all be killed in the worst ways possible.  Who knew what in the world those crazy wenches would do?  

 His face grew stern as he looked ahead, staring much farther than he could see.

 Cambry looked over at him.  “Don’t look so worried.”

 “I always worry.”

 “It’s a bad habit.”

 “It’s a habit that has kept Silvia and my brother alive.”

 “That doesn’t mean you have to worry constantly,” said Grant.  “The King and Queen are fine.  It’s us that are in the danger zone.”

 They rode for a while in silence, the morning sun giving way to midday heat.  The small troupe of men behind them talked quietly amongst themselves, glad to be away from the clamor of the big army for a change.  There were only about twenty of them—Silvia didn’t want to big of a group to go, afraid the citizens would be frightened.  

 Sir Grant was in charge of the party, guiding them around fallen trees and over hills, steadily getting closer to Nillias.  They spurred the horses to an easy gallop to cover more distance, only slowing down when the beasts began to lather.  A stream was found to provide them water, and the company rested a short time before resuming their journey at a trot.  The day passed quickly under the hot sun and they made good time. 

 Quentin saw them first out of the corner of his eye a few hours later.  They were in a copse of trees, watching the horses pass.  He ignored them for a few minutes and then caught Sir Grant’s attention.

 “The city scouts have seen us.”

 “I know.  We will give them a little time to head around us and get to the city before we do.  They’ll inform the Duke and Duchess of our imminent arrival.”

 “I didn’t see a thing,” Lord Cambry said in a sour tone.  “I must be sleepy.”  His head faced forward but his eyes had begun searching the tree lines.

 “We must always be vigilant, no matter how tired we are,” said Grant.  “We’ll stop and take a rest shortly.”

 True to his word they stopped at the crest of the next hill, leading the horses into the shade.  A guard was set, and some of the men napped—Lord Cambry included.  When the sun had passed a little ways over the sky the company of men started off again, fresh with energy and on the alert.

 At dusk, they reached the outskirts of the city of Nillias, passing farms and milling sheep along the way.  A quarter mile from the gate of the city was a troop of soldiers atop their horses in the middle of the road.

 Sir Grant brought up his hand to halt the men and then went forward with Quentin and Cambry.

A short man on a dust-colored horse pulled ahead of the other soldiers.  His pale cloak fluttered behind him in the slight breeze.  “What business have you here, sirs?”

 “Our business is to speak with your Lord and Lady,” Sir Grant replied.

 The man looked at each one of them directly, his brown eyes narrowing.  “Concerning what?”

 “They should have received the eagle bearing our news by now.”

 “Ah, that.”  The man turned his horse and began walking it around them slowly.  “Don’t know if they’ll be much obliged to join in any wars.”

 Lord Cambry sneered.  “That’s why they’re the leaders and you’re not.  They make the decisions.”

 The man stopped his horse and glared at him.  “Watch your tongue, lest it be cut out.”

 “Enough foolishness,” Quentin said loudly.  Everyone turned to look at him.  “My brother is King Keelan of Lystia and he travels here with his wife, Queen Silvia, to speak with the Duke and Duchess.  The least you could do is hold your tongue and fetch your masters.  We’ve traveled long and far and will not tolerate much more nonsense from the likes of you.”

 The man rode up to Quentin and looked at him closely.  “How is your hair so white and your face so young?”

 “That’s from a spell put on me by the son of Rohedon, who is now dead by the hands of our Queen.”

 The man’s face paled.  “He’s truly dead, then?”

 “That he is.”

 The dust-colored horse danced in a small circle as the man thought about Quentin’s words.  “If he is dead, no one is there to control the witches of the mountain.  This bodes badly for all of us.  Come with me.  I’ll take you to meet the Duchess.”

 “With all due respect, I’d rather ride back out and tell my King and Queen that we are now expected,” said Quentin firmly.  Grant looked at him sharply for his break in political etiquette, but he ignored it.

 “All right then.  We’ll be waiting for your return, sir.  Tell the guards at the gate that Lenard said to let you in.”  The short man nodded to them and led his horse away.

 Sir Grant said to Quentin, “You’re quiet, but assertive.  He respected that…as do I.  Let’s head back, gentlemen.”

  

  

  

 Keelan watched her closely.  She seemed more relaxed, but not necessarily towards him.  She chatted Maura up constantly about the journey and how her people were fairing.  

 Such a kind and caring queen.  His queen.  He grunted in disgust with himself and looked away from her, his eyes stretching out over the thousands of men and women behind them.

 Never would he ever have imagined that he’d be by her side, leading an army of thousands and thousands of people to fight in a land far away.  A short time ago, he was a nobody, slinking around in Silvia’s dreams to keep his own brother from killing her.  How could so much change in such little time?

 “Thinking of what lies ahead, King Keelan?”

 Keelan turned to see the Prince of Wexford strolling up to him.  Jealousy pulled at him, but he gritted his teeth and pushed it back.  “Yes and no.  I think of many things.”

 “Such as?”

 “Must everything concern you?” Keelan growled.  

 “When it comes to this war—yes.  I’m helping in every way I can to ensure that we win this war.  I think I deserve to be in the middle of everything.”  His eyes flickered to a point not far away, where a flash of emerald green was walking through the army.

Keelan caught it.  “You cannot be in the middle of my wife and I.  That would not be a good place for you.”

 “Is that a warning?”

 “It’s a promise.” Keelan watched his wife as she glided among their people, stopping often to speak to them one on one.  Two Royal Guards flanked her protectively.  

 “I’m not here to take your wife, or make you think that I will step in between you,” said Dalton.  “She’s a beautiful woman, young and intelligent.  Everyone loves her.  And you need to be prepared.”

 Keelan glared at him.  “Prepared for what?”

 “For other men to constantly be falling in love with your wife.”

 The King stood taller and placed his hands on his hips, close to his sword.  “Are you in love with her, Dalton?”

 Dalton looked him in the eye.  “I love her, but I am not in love with her.  There’s a difference.  And I will not let it get in the way of what I came here to do.  Nor will I interfere with your marriage.”

 “You’d better not.  If I find out that you have been the least bit disrespectful towards me or my wife, I’ll have you for treason.” 

 The prince arched an eyebrow.  “You need not worry about me, Your Majesty.  Unlike some, I am able to hold myself back from that which tempts me.”  He turned and strode off, leaving the King of Lystia fuming in his wake.

  

  

  

 “There’s a face that’s becoming more and more familiar.”

 Vyto twisted around to see the Queen approaching him, a beautiful smile lighting up her face.  He smiled in turn.  “Good day, Your Highness.”

 “Good day to you as well, Vyto,” she said.  “I came by to check on your feet.”

 His smile broadened.  “They’re better than ever, milady.  All thanks to you.  I am indebted to your grace.”

 She shook her head.  “It is we who are indebted to you.  Without you, many more would have died when those foul creatures attacked.  And I have seen how you care for your fellow soldiers.  You are a good man, Vyto.”

 “I’ve been trying to tell him that for a while now,” said Gordy as he walked up.  He handed Vyto an apple as he munched on one himself.

 “And you are a good friend to him,” Silvia said.  “You looked out for him when he was too busy caring for others to look after himself.  He is lucky to have you.”

 Gordy took a big bite of his apple and looked away, his ears turning bright red.

 “Vyto, I have come to talk to you about something important.”

 “Yes, Your Majesty?”

 “I lost a commanding officer during the attack.  Now I have two hundred and fifty men and women without a leader.  I need someone to fill in that void—someone who can take over without their head swelling about it.  Are you up for the challenge?” 

 He stopped chewing on his apple.  “Excuse me?”

 “I want you to be a general in my army.  Will you do it?”

 “Well, I don’t know.  That’s an awful lot of responsibility,” he mumbled.

 “No greater a responsibility than what you take on now,” the queen said.

 “If Gordy goes with me, then yes.  I will not go without him.”

 “Done,” Silvia said.  “Gather your things and I will take you to your new troupe.” 

 Vyto took a large bite of the apple and put it in an oversized pocket on his vest.  He gathered his belongings, which consisted of a few bags and two water satchels.  Gordy gathered his bags and an extra pair of boots he had come across and followed them.  The company of soldiers Vyto was now to lead was located just behind and to the left of the Queen’s entourage.  He had seen many of them before.  Some were very skilled fighters.  Most, however, were not.  He made a mental note to change that before they reached their final destination.

Queen Silvia had General George get the troupe’s attention before she attempted to speak over the babble.  “I know you have heard that your general, Jascus, perished in the last battle.  We still mourn his loss, however we need someone to replace him. After careful consideration, I have decided to give such a burden to this gentleman, who has proven himself worthy to lead you.” She gestured at Vyto, who grunted at the company before him.  “General Vyto will further instruct you in everything you need to do.  That is all.” 

 She turned to Vyto as the men and few women started speaking in low murmurs.  “They’re all yours.  I know you’ll treat them well.”  She strode off with quiet assurance.

 Vyto gave Gordy a long side look before calling the attention of the troupe.  “I know you’re just as impatient to get this over with as I am, so let us go ahead with it. I am Vyto, and this is my comrade—Gordy.  As of now, I am your new General in Command, and when I’m not around you will answer to Gordy.”  He paused, gazing at the lot of tired faces, streaked with dirt and wear and tear from the long travel.  “Our journey is nowhere near over, and we are nowhere near ready for what lies ahead.  I am no swordsman, nor am I exceptionally skilled at any other trade of battle.  But I know a little about a lot, and I will teach it to you.  Get your rest while you can.  When we break for the evening we will split up from the rest of the camp to see where your skill level is.  I’m going to be walking amongst you in a few minutes to better acquaint myself with my troupe.  At ease.”

  

  

  

 Half an hour later, the army was on the move again.  The ones who had been on horses before now walked so others could ride.  Blisters atop blisters adorned the feet of everyone, regardless of how they traveled.  The mood was somber; all dragged their feet along, even knowing they would be arriving at a city before the end of the next night.

 Just before they halted for the evening, a scout sought out the queen.  “Your party is returning, milady.”

 Silvia frowned slightly.  “Something went wrong?”

 “I do not believe so, but they are weary from travel and moving slowly.  They should arrive within the hour.”

 “Thank you.”  She dismissed the soldier with a slight nod of her head and turned to Frero and Keelan.  “I wonder why they returned.”

 Keelan grasped his sapphire and spoke.  “Brother, are you alright?”

 It took a moment for Quentin to respond.  Yes.  The Duke and Duchess expect Your Highnesses tomorrow.  All is well.

 The Queen sighed in relief.  She had been worried that Sir Grant and the others would be turned away.  “Let’s stop just over that hill up ahead and rest for the night.  I need to collect my thoughts.”

 A small river wound its way on the other side of the hill, and those that were lucky caught fresh fish to cook over the small fires littering the encampment.  Quentin, Lord Cambry, and Sir Grant turned up a short time later, looking no worse for the wear.  They talked of meeting the city’s soldiers and of the reaction of thousands of men turning up on their doorstep the next day, expected or not.  Nighttime fell over them, giving a respite from the day’s heat.  Silvia and Quentin took a walk, as the queen was wont to do every evening.  She cared deeply for these people, who had left their homes and their lives behind to follow her to some unknown place and fight a battle they would never have dreamed of joining.  

 She was tired, and her body ached from the day’s journey.  But it was important that she be seen mingling with her people: it showed compassion and confidence.  She was a leader, and yet still a part of the community.  She was nothing without her people.

Vyto had taken his company a little ways apart from everyone else.  She watched from a distance for a few minutes as he gauged the swordsman skills of several men sparring.  He would do well as a leader, whether he liked it or not.  He almost reminded her of Sir Grant, only a bit younger.

 Her green eyes turned back to the bulk of her army, catching on a figure some dozen yards away.  A man in a cloak stared in her direction.

 No.  At her.  She could feel his eyes as though they penetrated her mind.  She involuntarily gasped, taking a small step back.

 “What is it? What’s wrong?” Quentin asked immediately.

 “That man…” she said, pointing.

 Her brother in law followed her line of vision, and did indeed see a strange fellow who seemed to be fixated upon Her Highness.  “Do you know him, my Queen?”

 “I can’t…I can’t see him well enough to say.  Something about him looks so familiar…”

 Quentin started towards the man but a small group of men cut in front of him, walking towards the river. When they had cleared, the man had disappeared.

 “Where the blazes did he go?” the Queen’s brother in law exclaimed.

 She fought off a chill.  “I do not know, but it doesn’t matter.  People will come and go as they please.  Perhaps he does not wish us to speak to him.”

  

  

  
 Night fell in ever-thickening shades.  The camp settled in for the evening, with campfires burning low, and voices lifting into the air in song.  Uneasiness prickled the skin on the back of Keelan’s neck.  He looked around, peering into the darkness.  No one watched him.  No one cared.  All were too tired from the day’s trek to worry about anything but kicking up their feet and resting.  Sentries walked the camp’s outskirts, keeping in contact frequently with the scouts.  Several groups were practicing sword fighting by the light of the fire; they knew the chances of having to fight in the dark were just as good as fighting in broad daylight and wanted to be prepared.

 So what was it?  A heaviness in the air whispered of tidings to come…direful tidings.  He shivered, dropping down on all fours and sniffing the air as he Changed.

 Nothing.  Yet his hackles still rose.

 “You seem vexed.” Silvia walked up to the fox and knelt beside him.

 He spoke to her through the sapphire necklace.  Do you feel it?

 She frowned.  “Feel what?”

 The fox shook his head and looked off towards the river.  We need to double the watch for tonight.  Something bad draws near.

 The Queen followed his gaze, and grabbed her sapphire.  “Quentin, send word immediately to Sir Grant and have him double the watch.”

 Keelan nodded his head in approval, then gazed at her intently.  I should stay near you tonight…to keep you safe.

 “If that is what you wish,” she said, though it was still slightly uncomfortable having him near.  “I don’t think anything will happen, though.”

 We can’t be too careful.  The witches are angry.

 Silvia clamped up at the thought of the women, jealousy stirring within.  “I care not if they are angry,” she stated.  “They are heartless creatures who wish nothing but pain and suffering for everyone who does not bow down before them.  I refuse to bow down, and I refuse the pain and suffering they want to cause me for not doing so.  I will show them that a thick hide can take one blow after the next without flinching.”

 Keelan remained silent, knowing this was the wisest thing to do.  He watched Quentin in the distance as he hurried away to find Grant, his robe flowing behind him.

 
  

 Chapter Eighteen: Deadly Waters

  
 Hours later, she watched them from afar, atop a hill thicketed with ugly trees.  This army had to be stopped.  Help could not reach Lordale.  The city was destined to be taken over, and the wives of the late Rohedon would expand their realm to include it.  They would be unstoppable, save for Eerich’s game of taking their magic away at his whim.  Saris frowned, her face still exquisitely beautiful despite her expression.  She looked to her sister-wife.  “Are you ready, Clea?  Most of them are taking their rest.”

 “Aye, but the guards are in greater number this night.”  Clea gestured to several places where sentries walked the gigantic encampment.

 The blonde woman shrugged.  “They do not matter to me.  What are they compared to our powers?  Let them do what they will.  By the time they realize what has happened, they’ll turn tail and run, if they are still alive.”

 Clea eyed the camp again, her eyes taking in all of the extra guards.  “All right.  Let’s get this done before we’re seen.”

 She raised her arms, and Saris raised hers in suite.  Their eyes became unfocused and the very air around them seemed to stand completely still.  Below them, the soldiers and their royalty slept soundly…more soundly than normal.  The sentries walking slowed to a halt, looking around in confusion.  Unsheathing their swords, they sat down upon the ground and soon fell onto their sides in a deep sleep.  The women let their arms fall to their sides.

 “Now for the fun part,” Saris said.  The mad twinkle in her eye sparked Clea’s own mischievous side into action.  They raced each other down the hill and through the sleeping soldiers, laughing merrily and only stopping when they came to the little river near the army.  “This river flows into the Thurne River, which pours into the Great Sea far to the east.  We can draw its waters through here.”

 She knelt on the riverbank, her knees carving soft grooves into the soil, and thrust her hands into the water.  Clea knelt beside her and did the same, chanting in a low voice and drawing up her deepest magic.  Saris’ voice joined in and the chant became stronger, pulling the magic within them and molding it to their liking.  The cool water swirled about their hands and began to rise.  Slowly, the liquid ascended the shallow riverbank.  When it came to the point of breaching the bank, instead of spilling over onto the grass the water kept rising into the air.  It was as though an invisible wall held the form of the water.

 The witches stood up and backed away from the river, which was pulling water from all of its streams and tributaries and steadily going further up into the air.  Soon, it was a partition of water higher than their heads, with more water being drawn in.

 Saris turned to look at the sleeping army.  She scanned it until her eyes fell upon a tent larger than the others.  Her eyes narrowed and her expression soured.  “You’ll get what you deserve, young queen.  Rohedon’s death will be avenged with your blood.”

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 She was outside her childhood home, walking towards the stables under a midnight sky.  She could feel that something was off, and heard the horses whinnying in their stalls as though agitated.  She cracked open the stable door and slipped into the gloom.  The horses immediately quieted, only stomping their feet in the darkness as she approached.  The air was thick with the smell of hay and manure. Something brushed against her leg as it ran by. Silvia jumped to the side, bumping into the stall door.  A horse snickered loudly near her head and she shrieked with fright.

“Don’t be afraid,” said Keelan’s voice in the dark.  She felt his hand touch hers and she grasped it quickly.

 “This dream feels wrong,” she said in a hushed whisper.

 “It is because I didn’t have time to design it,” came a voice from the doorway.  A figure swung the stable door open wide.  The moonlight seemed to illuminate him, but as he stepped into the darkness they saw that he gave off his own light—sparkling dust covered him nearly head to foot.

 “Firayis,” said Silvia, kneeling.  Keelan followed suite, glancing at her curiously.

 “Rise, mortal children.  There is no time for pleasantries.”

 The King and Queen of Lystia rose to their feet.  “What is happening, my Lord?” Silvia asked.

 “Trouble has found you yet again, child,” said the god.  “You’ve drawn great attention to yourself through heading this army to war.  There are those who would choose to interfere, as they are doing now.”

 “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” she said.

 “Nor do I,” said her husband.  “Tell of this so that I may remedy it for my Queen.”

 “In the waking world your army is in a heavy slumber.  Even your Guards have lain down to rest their eyes under this spell.”

 “If our sentries are down, then our army is unprotected and Silvia is in danger,” said Keelan.  “Who has done this?”

 “Two witches whose husband is now with Eerich in the Underworld.  They wish to stop you.  You must help to keep them from doing so.”

 “How? Tell us, please!”

 The God of Dreams held out his hands for the royal couple to take.  As soon as all three were connected, a great gust of air swirled about them.  The stable and the whinnying horses began to fade away and the trio found themselves far away, where the army was camped.  They were standing on the bank of the river, which was now bone dry.

 Firayis pushed Silvia towards the riverbed.  “Go.  Stand there in the middle.”

 “Where has all the water gone?” she asked, doing as she was told.  She gazed at the god from below.

 “You have to draw the river water to you.  It won’t want to come, so you’ll have to use your magic to coax it.  Demand its attention and pull it to you.” He looked off into the distance with a look of alarm, though the silence of the dream was deafening.  “Hurry, child!  There is not much time.”

 Silvia started mumbling words in Kieluna, searching for the right ones for drawing water.  A sense of impending doom crept through her.

 Firayis began to look nervous.  “Pull it, Silvia.  You shall all perish if you cannot!”

 Feelings of panic gnawed at her insides.  She knelt and thrust her hands into the rocks and sand of the riverbed, cutting the skin in a couple of places.  Her skin tingled where blood came to the surface.  She withdrew her hands and looked at them.

 “Child, your time runs short.  Summon the water quickly unless you wish a more unpleasant visit with Eerich.”

 Silvia glanced at him and then at the riverbed.  Amongst the smooth river stones she found one with jagged edges.  She brought it to her palm and slashed into it as hard as she could, crying out.  Blood poured from the jagged wound and wound its way down her arm.  With shaky hands she gripped the rock in her bad hand and cut her other palm just as badly.  The rock fell from her hands, clattering down to join the thousands of other rocks and staining them dark red.

 Keelan tried to run to her, but Firayis stayed him with a firm arm.  

Taking a shuddering breath, Silvia once again plunged her hands into the riverbed, and pushed them in deeply.  Tears of pain ran down her face as her hands pulsed and throbbed…and tingled with magic.  She immediately felt the water respond and start coming towards her, heeding her summons.  

 A grunt sounded behind her on the opposite bank.  She turned her head slowly, her eyes finding none other than the Hound of Death standing there in all its hideousness.  It stared at her with its many eyes, some of them looking up to Firayis and Keelan on the other bank, and its skin moved as though it were alive.  One clawed foot pawed the ground impatiently.  Drool spilled forth from its open mouth as it gazed at her hungrily.

 She concentrated on her spell, luring the water with more force.  She glanced at Keelan and the expression on her husband’s face told her that he saw the monster that was ready to drag her to the World of the Dead.

 “By the Dark Moon, call the waters!” he shouted.

 Silvia shut her eyes and pushed her hands yet further into the earth.  She screamed in pain and rage, and suddenly water exploded into the air all around her.  She gasped as the cold water slammed into her and she was knocked off balance.

 Strong arms grabbed her moments later and yanked her towards the shore.  Firayis helped her to her feet and the three of them looked back towards the opposite riverbank.

 The waiting Hound was still there, but wore a look of dismay.  It snorted loudly and faded away.

  

  

  

 She woke up and rolled over, crying.  Keelan came running into the tent; the sound of people running around and shouting followed him in.  He helped her to her feet and looked at her bleeding hands.  “You shouldn’t have hurt yourself, milady.” He quickly tore strips from the hem of his shirt and bound her hands.  “My blood would have been sufficient.  I do not want to see you hurt.”  He was frowning with worry, and it touched her.

 “I am fine, my King.  Have no worries for me.  My blood was what was needed to make the magic stronger.  I don’t think that your blood would have been as powerful.”

 “Well, we could have at least tried it.”

 “You heard Firayis.  There was no time.” She glanced at the flap of the tent.  “What does it look like out there?”

 “I’m not sure.  I could only think of getting to you.  I fell asleep at your side—I’m not sure how I managed to wake up outside the tent.”

 Hans and Grant burst through the flap of the tent, but were immediately pushed aside as Maura came barreling through to make sure her mistress was alright.  

 “By the gods!  What has happened to you, my Queen?” she cried out as she saw Silvia’s hands bleeding through the cloth.  

 “I’m fine, Maura.  Do not fret so,” Silvia assured her.  She glanced up as Grant motioned Keelan outside.

 “What the bloody moon happened just now?” Sir Grant asked Keelan as they walked a short distance from the tent.  By now the entire camp was full of movement; everyone had awoken.

 “Rohedon’s witches cast a spell upon our camp.”

 The older man shook his head and looked around at the encampment swirling with activity.  He turned a half circle and looked towards the riverbank.  “It was the damnedest thing I’ve ever seen.  Woke up and there was this wall of water in the river—like it had risen straight up out of the riverbed.  If you had been standing on my shoulders, it would’ve still been many, many feet above your head.  Then it all just...well, it seemed to just drop back down into the river.  Not a drop of water spilled over the banks.  I’ve never seen such a thing.”

“Dark magic does strange things.”

 “Indeed it does.”  He looked at Keelan hard.  “Why were milady’s hands bleeding like they were?”

 “We were asleep.  The God of Dreams came to us and said Silvia must save us.  She paid the price of her own blood to keep death away from us all.  The magic in her blood drew the water to her.” He looked down and away.  “She could have drowned…or worse.”

 Grant moved to stand in front of Keelan.  “What do you mean by that?”

 Keelan made himself looking into Grant’s face.  “There was something there in the dream…a horrid beast on the other side of the river.  It was watching Silvia, stalking back and forth as though waiting for an opportunity to strike.  I know not what that beast was, but it was evil.  And it wanted my wife.”

 Both men looked back at the tent they had just exited.  

 “Well then, it’ll have a time getting through us first.  We’ll make sure of that.”

  

  

  

 “Milady, you do too much for your people.  You need to look after yourself better.”

 The maidservant cleansed her hands with a clean, damp cloth.  Years of caring for others and tending to wounds had given her skills a certain quickness that Silvia appreciated.

 “My Queen, are you all right?” Quentin had stuck his head in the tent.

 “I will be just fine.” She glanced at Hans. “We leave at first light.  Quadruple the sentry for the remainder of the night.  Quentin, help secure the perimeter.  I don’t want to take a chance that they’re still out there.”

 “As you wish, milady,” Hans mumbled, and exited the tent with Quentin.

 Maura had ignored the men completely, and waited until they had gone before she spoke again. “Mistress Silvia, what happened?  How did you do this to your hands?  And why is everyone running about like madmen?” Fear shone in her eyes as she turned them upon her charge.

 The young woman briefly relayed the all-too vivid dream.  She almost left out the part about the Hound of Death, but ended up telling her of it anyway.  She did, however, leave out a full description of the creature.  The poor woman was worried and frightened enough.

 Indeed, Maura’s eyes grew wider. “The gods surely favor you if they come to you in your dreams.  They have saved us this night.  We owe them much honor for this.”

 “That beast, however, is another story.” Lord Cambry closed the flap of the tent behind him as he entered, stooping low so he wouldn’t hit his head on the ceiling of the tent. The man seemed like a giant in the enclosed space.

 “Must I cast a spell for eavesdropping about my tent?” Silvia scowled, but her anger ebbed quickly.

 He bowed his head low.  “My apologies, Your Highness.  I merely overheard as I was getting ready to ask permission to enter…which I have still not done.” He raised his face, which was colored at his lack of courtesy to royalty.

 “Be still and worry not about it at this time.  Other things are more pressing.”

 “Such as this creature you spoke of?” he inquired.

 “Milady, I need to attend a few things,” Maura said softly.  She eyed the tall, tanned man suspiciously.

 “That’s alright, Maura.  Do what you need to do.”

 The maidservant left quietly, with a last stern look at Cambry on her way out.

 “May I?” he asked, gesturing at the floor.

 “By all means.”

 He seated himself across from her and looked at her expectantly.

She arched an eyebrow.  “Is this how you start most conversations with queens?”

 He smiled.  “You could say I’m socially inept.”

 She tilted her head to the side.  “Is there something you wish to speak with me about, Lord Cambry?”

 “Indeed, milady.  I would hear of this beast in your dreams, if you will speak of it.”

 Silvia frowned.  “Why do you wish to know of it?  It is of no concern.”

 The man’s expression turned somber.  “Queen Silvia, a god appearing in your dream is no small matter.  You must be a very important young woman to be so fortunate.  And in such a dream where a god appears, one must take into consideration that every little thing in the dream is of some significance.  If there is a beast in your dream, perhaps it means that you are being hunted.”

 She found a rough edge on the blanket on which she sat and worked it between her fingers as she thought.  “I believe that I am being hunted,” she admitted quietly.  “I am not sure of it, but…I have this feeling something stalks me just outside of where I can see it or sense it.”

 “You’ve seen this creature before, haven’t you?”

 “No,” she answered truthfully.  “I have not. But I was told of it. Tis not a beast you would want following you about.”

 “My curiosity is at its breaking point.  What sort of creature is it which stalks you? Describe it to me.”

 Her green eyes flicked over to him.  “Must I really tell you what the Hound of the Underworld looks like?”

 He leaned back, his lower jaw going slack. “That is not possible…why would it be after you?”

 “If I knew the answer to that, I could perhaps find a way to be rid of him.”

 “No one knows how to kill the Hound, milady.  Everyone who has tried has perished.”

 “There must be a way.  I just need to think on it.”

 Cambry shook his head.  “May the gods help us all if that thing is really after you.  I will do all that I can to kill it, or at the least throw it off your trail.  It is said the Hound of Death always gets its prey, and that it has no weaknesses.”

 “That is not true.  It does have a weakness: its feet.”

 “You are pulling my leg, my Queen.  This is no laughing matter.”

 “I am not jesting, dear sir.  That is its weakness.”

 “And how did you come about this interesting and valuable information?”

 She shrugged.  “A man told me.”

 “Who was he?”

 “His name is Geldin, though I did not know who he was until after he had disappeared.”

 “By the Dark Moon, you had a conversation with the God of War, and you didn’t even realize it?” Cambry said incredulously.

 Silvia was taken aback. “He didn’t tell me his name at the time!  I did not know it was him, or I would have been more respectful.”

 The tall man laughed and ran his hand through the hair in his topknot.  “I almost cannot believe this.  You not only were saved by Goddess Aldoa from the brink of death, and had Firayis helping you in your dreams—you also took advice from Geldin himself!  What luck you carry with you, my Queen.  Not one, not two, but three gods helping you on your journey to defeat the Realm of Rohedon.  Never before has the world seen this, and it may very well never be seen again.  I will honor both you and the gods by tracking down and killing this beast.”

“Then it is you who will need the luck now,” she said softly.  “He will not be an easy kill.”

  

  

  

  

 Hans kept an eye on Prince Dalton.  He had not forgotten the night at the Healing Spring where he’d overheard the young man talking to someone in a secretive manner.  But the prince had not been acting suspicious whatsoever; Hans was beginning to think his old ears had played tricks on him.  He approached Dalton and cleared his throat for attention. 

 Dalton looked up.  “Yes, Hans? Is something the matter?”

 “No, my lord. Everything is fine.  I merely wanted to ask what you make of all this strangeness this night.”

 The prince snorted loudly, waving his hand through the air towards some far away mark.  “Blame those blasted witches.  There’s nothing else with magic so dark except the God of the Dead himself.”

 Hans nodded in agreement. Then he looked at the Prince and asked him candidly, “Have you any thoughts on how to beat those creatures?”

 Dalton thought of the dragon symbol now branded upon him and smiled grimly. “I’ll come up with some ideas.”

 “And will your ideas keep my dear Silvia alive through all of this?”

 Dalton’s smile vanished and his face darkened considerably. He took a step towards Hans, who took a step back. “She will stay alive by all means, no matter what anyone else says or does. I will make sure of it personally.”

 “You care for her.”

 The Prince looked off towards the Queen’s tent.  “You could say that I do.”

 This time it was Hans who took a step forward.  “If you care for her, then keep nothing from her. No secrets, no lies.  As the protector of her people she deserves nothing less than the truth.”

 Dalton stared at Hans as the older man turned and walked away with a purpose.

  

  

  
  
 Her hands shook badly, still throbbing with magic and blood loss.  She was frightened…more so than she wanted to admit.  No doubt this was the dark magic of the witches of Rohedon.   Angrily, she kicked a cooking pot across the floor of her tent.  

 Maura poked her head in the tent.  “Are you all right, my Queen?”

 Silvia threw her hands up in the air.  “I’m a world away from my home.  I’m leading an army that is unprepared to war.  We were attacked in the night by those damn witches.  I appear to be perfect, Maura.”

 The plump maidservant planted her hands firmly on her hips.  “Just because things aren’t going as expected for you does not give you cause to treat others unkindly.  Quit feeling sorry for yourself.  You’re a queen now, not a little girl running around on her mother’s estate.  Times have changed, milady.  We must come to expect the unexpected and keep going.  I’ll hear no more nonsense from you.  Be the queen that I know you are.”

 She left the tent as abruptly as she had entered, leaving Silvia with a dash of shame still reddening her lovely face.  She quickly busied herself packing her things tightly into rolls and placing them in her trunk.

 “Do not be angry with your servant woman,” said a soft voice.

 Silvia looked up in surprise, for she knew no one had entered her tent.  Aldoa stood next to a small folding table, hands folded in front of her.  The goddess looked at her patiently as she bowed.

 “I am not angry with her.  I am angry with myself.  She made her points and they were valid.”

Aldoa watched her moving about.  “Stand still child and speak with me.”

 The Queen stopped what she was doing, tossing a dividing riding skirt into the trunk beside her.  “What is it you wish to speak of, Goddess?” she said sullenly.

 “You fear the Hound of Death.  You need not fear him.  It will only push him harder to hunt you.”

 “That is not a comforting thought in the least, milady.”

 “It should be.  You are stronger than the Hound.  You are smarter than he is, and just as clever as his master, the God of the Dead.”

 “I have my doubts that what you say is true.  I cannot compete with the wiles of a god.”

 Aldoa frowned.  “Dare you question my words, child?  Who are you to doubt them?  Eerich is my brother, and I know him well enough.  You are a good match against him and I am certain he realizes this by now.  But he will keep trying to send his Hound for you.  You cannot continue to be scared—only prepared to kill it.”

 “How does one kill a monster?  A beast whose skin is made from the souls of those it’s taken to the Under Realm, and whose many eyes are always watchful?”  She gave an involuntary shudder.

 “Every creature—be it human, animal, or god—has weaknesses.  You have to search them out.  No one said it would be easy.  Yet you already have someone who has offered to kill the Hound.”

 “No one knows if he will succeed,” Silvia pointed out.

 “And no one knows that he will fail,” Aldoa stated blandly.  “You must keep faith, Silvia.  One who is destined for great things cannot be overcome by obstacles of any size.”

 Silvia nodded.  “Okay…so what do I need to do?”

 The goddess arched a silver eyebrow.  “Keep Lord Cambry alive at all costs.”

  

  

 Chapter Nineteen: The Gods Will Walk
  

 A chilly breeze had sprung up outside.  The Queen rubbed her forearms to rid herself of the goose bumps.  She started walking towards Rituel; he perked up and began stamping his hoof on the ground as she approached.  

 “Hey ol’ boy,” she said.  “We have a big day ahead of us.”  

 A man from her army quickly sidled over and began rubbing the horse down with a brush.  Silvia waited until he was finished, then grabbed the blanket to throw over Rituel’s back. She saddled him and rubbed his nose again.  Then she climbed atop of him and thanked the gentleman for brushing the horse down.  Pulling the reins to the left she guided Rituel through the camp.  

 Everyone was up and nearly packed, and it was very busy.  Fires were being doused in the pale dawn’s light and those with tents were dismantling them.   She guided Rituel through the throng of the army carefully.  Although camp was nearly packed up, there was a quietness about it that said the soldiers were wary and watchful.  Good.  They needed to be, and so would she.  

 “My Queen!” called a voice.  

 Vyto came jogging up to her horse, clad in brown leather breaches and throwing a stained white tunic on over his broad, bare chest.  Silvia had a passing thought of putting this general and his troop at the front of the army: a man of his size would look formidable to the enemy, and he was a very observant and careful man.  An asset to the army in all ways, it would seem.

 “Yes, Vyto?”

 “Did she speak to you?”

 “I’m afraid I don’t know what you are talking about,” she replied.  “Did someone need to see me?”

“Yes.  I saw her in my dream and she was trying to find your tent to have a word with you.  She was an older woman…she looked like the goddess that protected the Healing Spring.”

 Silvia nodded.  “She spoke with me, yes.”

 “Isn’t it wonderful?” he asked.  “She left her Healing Spring to come and help you…to help us all.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “She is traveling with our army to help fight Rohedon’s witches.  This is the first time she’s left her home in centuries, milady.  That’s kind of a big thing.”

 A chill fought its way up her spine.  She hadn’t even thought about the goddess’ appearance meaning that she had left her oasis on the mountain.  With a goddess on their side, surely their chances of defeating the evil would be greater.  “That is good news, Vyto.”

 He nodded his head excitedly.  “So, did she help with whatever happened in the night?  We woke up and the water was high over our heads, ready to crash down upon us.  If it had, this whole section of the army would have been wiped out…your Highness included.” He became serious.

 Silvia had not thought how the water would’ve drown a great portion of her army.  “Yes, I suppose it would have had a much more tragic outcome without the help of the gods.  We must all be thankful and send them praise.”

 “Indeed we shall,” Vyto said.  “I am thankful nothing bad happened to you, milady.  The men and women here…we need you.”

  Silvia smiled wanly.  “So have your dreams told you anything else?”

 His face changed ever so slightly.  He had seen many, many things but had not finished processing all of them.  Sometimes things never came to be and there was no use in worrying over such things.  The problem was…he couldn’t tell which of his visions were to come true and which could be prevented.  Should he worry the new queen and make himself look like an imbecile if the visions didn’t come to be?  The corner of his mouth lifted in a half-hearted attempt at a smile.  

 “Nothing of great importance, Queen Silvia.  But you shall be the first to know if there is something that could be of use inside this ol’ noggin of mine.”

 “Very well then.” She could tell he was not speaking the truth in its entirety, but she didn’t call him out on it.  Other things were on her mind.  “Have you seen Sir Grant of Crider about?  I must speak with him.”

 “Last I saw he was heading towards the south side of camp, milady.”

 She tapped her heels against Rituel’s sides and urged him forward.  It was still pretty dark, and so it took a little while to find the man she was seeking.  Grant was in deep conversation with General George when she approached.  He took the time to bow to her before continuing what he was saying.

 “We really need to have more men scouting, and there needs to be a constant rotation of this.  Lookouts at the back of the army are just as important as the ones at the front.  What if the enemy should try sneaking up on us whilst we are unawares?”

 George nodded.  “I understand what you mean, now that you’ve explained it.  I’ll call a meeting with my men and we’ll go over what all needs to be done.”  He bowed to Silvia, his head hung low in reverence.  “My Queen.” He walked away to attend to his duties.

 “Sir Grant, I must speak with you a moment,” Silvia said.  She dismounted and walked around Rituel to stand before the man.  His face had started a beard since they had left Lystia, and he almost looked like a different man.

 “Of course.  I am at your disposal.”

“How close are you to the man called Lord Cambry?”

 He shrugged.  “We are by no means ‘close’, but he is a man who would make an excellent ally when given the chance.  He will serve you well in this war, I believe.”

 She stepped closer, lowering her voice.  “I need him watched, Sir Grant.  Protected at all costs.  There is something which hunts me, and he is the key to its demise.”

 Grant nodded slowly.  “As you wish it, so it shall be done.  I will see to it.  He will have someone watching him at all times.”

 She smiled in satisfaction.  “I am glad to have someone so trustworthy in my company, Sir Grant.”

 “It is an honor just being in your presence, milady.  Is there anything else you wish to speak of before I talk to my men?”

 She shook her head and watched him walk off, adjusting a light cloak that rested upon his shoulders in the chill of the morning.  She started to turn away but something drew her attention back to Sir Grant.  Not far ahead of him, a man in a gray robe was staring at her.  His eyes moved to Sir Grant, who seemed not to see him, and then back again.  A slight inclination of his head was his only other movement before he vanished into the morning air.

  Silvia now recognize the man as the one who had spoken with her at the Healing Spring.

 Lord Geldin, God of War, was traveling amongst them as well.

  

  

  

 Saris was in a mood.  Just one look at her dark expression warned everyone not to speak to her.  She went through many corridors, her soft sandals not making a sound on the stone floors as she went to join the others.  She entered the room in a whirlwind, throwing the door open much harder than normal.  She glared at Emaree with enough venom to kill an army.

 “Do you think toying with our magic a game to be played, little witch?”

 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Emaree.  She glanced at the other wives warily.  They had arrived moments before the blonde-headed wife of Rohedon.  “I haven’t done anything.”

 “I’ll take a wager that the girl is lying through her teeth,” Clea growled.

 “Can you please tell me what it is you think I’ve done?  I can’t exactly do a lot being locked away all day.”  The youngest of the wives folded her arms across her chest.

 Natosha rolled her eyes as she walked over to the window and looked out.  “So you say, Emaree…so you say.”

 “But it’s true.”

 The brunette gazed out the window at the countryside below: it was mostly wooded, with clear patches here and there.  The trees had darker colors in this part of the forest, as though the dark magic within had contaminated it.  The black lake shone under the mid-morning sun, trying to belie the taint inside it.

 Saris looked at Emaree.  The girl was a picture of pity: her scraggly brown hair was all in tangles, her eyes sunken in and hollow from lack of sleep, and her skin bruised, cut, and filthy.  They rarely allowed her to bathe because it kept her spirits low, and her self-esteem dry as an empty river bed.  She was a mischievous one at times though.  Could she be telling the truth?  There was a way to find out.

 She walked over to the small fire which blazed in the hearth and picked up an iron bar.  As she put the tip of it into the fire to heat it, Emaree began to whimper.

 “Please don’t,” the young witch pleaded.  “I swear on my life and the lives of my lost family that I have done nothing!”

Saris smiled sweetly as she turned around.  The iron bar was one they had often used to brand the girl when she misbehaved.  At the end was the letter ‘R’, for Rohedon.  He had suggested this use of torture years ago when she denied him her bed over and over.  It was to remind her of who she belonged to.  Even though he was gone now, she still belonged to the other wives, and they would make sure that she remembered that. 

 “Clea, remove her tunic.”

 Emaree began to panic.  They hardly ever removed her tunic for punishments unless it was very, very bad.  “I don’t know what you think I’ve done!  I am innocent!”

 The blonde twin chuckled darkly.  “So you say, but we shall see how loose your tongue gets with a little heat.”

 Clea untied Emaree’s tunic, using magic to keep the girl from fighting back.  The tunic was ripped off, exposing her breasts and belly.

 “One last chance to come clean, little witch.”

 Emaree’s eyes shone wet with tears.  “I have done nothing, sister-wife!  I swear it!”

 Saris scowled.  “You leave me no choice.”

 She stuck the scalding end of the iron bar to the soft skin of Emaree’s right breast, leaving it for a few seconds so to increase the agony the girl felt. Emaree screamed, a blood-curdling sound that rendered the mountain silent in its wake.  Saris removed the bar and did the same on the left breast.  Again, Emaree’s scream tore through the morning air, sending chills along the spines of the servants roaming the cold stone halls of the mountain.

 Natosha turned from the window to look at the pitiful visage before her.  “You were always such a disappointment…always the weak one.  For that, you will always pay.”

 She left the room with a swish of her revealing skirt, followed by Clea. Saris put the iron back in its place and inspected her work on Emaree’s breasts.  

 “You will be our property until you die.  You might as well just prepare yourself for the long haul, my dear.  Quit trying to thwart our efforts in everything.”

 Emaree stared at her with glazed eyes.  “I keep telling you that I have done nothing, yet you still torture me.  Why keep me alive?  Why not just put me out of my misery?  Give me death, Saris.  I don’t care how.  But give me that much.”  Tears fell down her dirty cheeks as she closed her eyes.

 Saris looked her up and down and shook her head.  “Do not expect me to feel sorry for you, little witch.  As my sister implied: the weak get punished.  That is how it will always be.  And as long as we sister-wives are alive you will be our prisoner.” She leaned forward and lifted Emaree’s chin so that their eyes could meet.  “I will never let you leave here.”

  

  
  

  

 Emaree could barely move for the intense pain that had overtaken her frail body.  Tears fell like silent soldiers from her eyes, fading away as they dripped down and leaving a path in their wake.  She looked at the small fire, thinking of ending it all.  But even if she could make it flare up, it would be torturous for her to wait to be burned alive.  Her only other option lay straight ahead: the window.  The drop would be a fatal for sure.  But could she make it over there?

 She reached out to the stool that sat next to a table near the window and concentrated hard.  The stool wobbled, and slowly began to move along the floor to her.  It took several minutes before it got close enough to touch.  When it rested next to the bed she swung her scarred legs over the edge and scooted onto it carefully.  Using her magic to help her, she moved little by little towards the window.  Her brow was beaded in sweat from her efforts by the time she reached it.  She gripped the rock edge of the window and pulled herself up to a standing position.  A breeze hit her face and cooled her naked breasts where they throbbed from the brands.  Down below, the lake beckoned to her.  She wanted nothing more than to throw herself down the side of the mountain and land in the dark waters, letting them envelope her corpse forever.

At the edge of the forest, something glinted in the sun.  He stepped out: the great Black Stag, his giant golden antlers ablaze against the darker leaves of the forest.  His gaze was lifted to look up at her, his eyes penetrating her suicidal reverie.

 “He does not wish to see you do such a thing,” said a voice behind her.

 Emaree nearly jumped out of her skin as she turned to see an older woman come up to stand beside her at the window.  Her long silver hair was partially pinned atop her head, and yet still trailed down past her shoulders.  Her face showed a kindness that Emaree had forgotten existed in the world.  The ageless eyes, though…those held her captive.

 “Excuse me, milady?”

 The woman nodded down at the stag.  “The beast does not want to see you jump.  You understand, yes?”

 The girl was at a loss for words.  “Do we know one another?  I have not seen you before.”

 The old woman smiled.  “I know you, but you had yet to meet me before this day.”

 Emaree glanced at the door, which was still shut.  She had no doubt that it remained locked as well.  “You must work for Saris or Natosha.  How did you get into my room? Have you a key?”

 The woman chuckled, the sound pleasant to Emaree’s ears.  “I work for no one, child, and I need no keys to get where I want to go.”

 “Then how do you know me?  Or know of me?  I am kept locked away in this wretched room and am not allowed out whatsoever.  Surely you are mistaken in thinking you may know who I am.”

 The woman smiled down at her.  “I know everyone, my child. And I also know this: your salvation comes at long last.  Do not give your life and your body to the God of the Dead just yet.  We are coming for you.”

 Emaree awoke with a start, gasping.  She pulled herself up to a sitting position before noticing that her breasts no longer hurt.  Looking down, she saw with amazement that the newest brands that Saris had bestowed upon her were no longer.  As she looked up towards the window, she saw that the stool was next to it, and a long strand of silver hair dangled from a niche in the rocks.

 Emaree closed her eyes, and began to weep.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 Saris and Natosha sat naked on the floor of the latter’s bed chambers.  Before them was a pair of month-old kittens, mewing and pawing at one another playfully.  The sisters smiled, petting the sweet little creatures with one hand and withdrawing daggers from little boxes which sat next to them.  Saris began to speak low words, drawing darkness into the room.  A disturbingly arctic chill enveloped the air; they could see their breaths in front of them.  She swayed from side to side, her sister following suite.  Soon the air was thick with dark magic and it started getting stuffy, the chill leaving the air.  Saris looked at Natosha as they both raised their daggers and brought the blades down through the necks of the kittens.  A whirlwind of warmer air swirled about them, lifting their hair about wildly.  Natosha used her magic to light a lantern on the mantle of the fireplace.

 Something growled.

 Their breaths quickened as they looked at one another.  The growls became louder, and a foul smell tinged their nostrils; Saris made a disgusted face. 

 It appeared behind Natosha, hulking over her sitting form and watching her with its many eyes.

 Saris felt her breath catch.  “Be still, my sister.”

Natosha obeyed, giving the slightest of nods.  Her eyes flicked to a point behind Saris.  “You’d best do the same.”

 Saris felt the presence behind her right before she felt the warm breath on the side of her neck, just below her earlobe. 

 “Lovely as ever, dear Saris,” said a hauntingly familiar voice.

 “My Lord Eerich,” she whispered.

 He nuzzled her neck and goose bumps sprang up her arms as fought the urge to cringe.  “I am pleasantly surprised at being summoned to what must be one of your bedrooms.”

 Natosha could see her sister struggling not to appear uncomfortable and tried to avert his attentions.  “There is a reason for us to summon you, Eerich.”

 He glanced at her with sharp eyes.  “One thing which I am not is stupid, girl.  You would never call me here without being in need of something.  Do you think me a fool?”

 She shook her head fervently.  “That I do not for certain.  You are the wisest of the gods.”

 He smiled, showing crooked teeth.  “Your flattery will get you nowhere, but I still like to hear the words you speak.  It’s almost as if you’re groveling at my feet like a dog for a pat on the head.”

 Natosha’s face reddened at the idea of being compared to an animal.  “I am merely showing you respect.”

 Eerich bit Saris’ neck hard, making her cry out.  “Tell me why you brought me here, or I shall leave a very unhappy god.”

 “We called you here to ask you what happened with our magic in the wee hours of the morning,” Saris answered.

 Eerich smiled as he released her, walking around to face both of them.  “You have my interest peaked.  What happened this morning?”

 “We tried to drown that little girl and her so-called army,” Natosha said bitterly.  “It almost worked; then something went wrong.”

 Saris looked at the god of the dead pointedly.  “Did you do it?  Did you stop us?”

 He barked out a laugh.  “No, that I did not Saris.”

 Natosha said, “Then it must be Emaree.  Why did you make her powers so strong?  Ours have always been stronger!”

 Eerich rolled his eyes. “You are tiring, Natosha.”

 “But, you must’ve helped her.  We tried using magic against the young queen that killed our husband, but something happened,” Saris said.

 “What happened?” said Eerich with a hint of genuine curiosity.  “Do tell.”

 “The spell started to work, but was countered,” Natosha answered bitterly.  “What do you know of this?”

 Eerich chuckled.  “For once, I actually know nothing about it.  It is a very interesting happenstance.”

 “Then why do you seem so pleased?” Natosha asked.

 “I think it is amusing.”

 “Tell me, God of the Underworld…did Emaree do this? Did she sabotage our spell?”

 Eerich shook his head.  “She is powerful enough to.  You underestimate her greatly.”

 “Is that a ‘yes’?” Saris inquired.  “Are you telling us she did it?”

 He became serious.  “No, I am not.  Emaree did not do this.  And you would not be wise to punish her for things she hasn’t done.  You will reap the anger that you sow, child.”

 Natosha stood up and turned on the god.  “Then tell us who countered our magic.  I intend on killing them.  Speak their name.”

 “If they were human, I’d be able to tell you who they were.”

 The twins stared in shock; after a moment, Natosha spoke.  “What sort of creature was it?  It must be stopped.  I will not have my magic rivaled as though I am a mere commoner.”

Eerich looked at her strangely.  “You would challenge a god?”

 She thrust up her chin.  “I can slay a god if given the chance.”

 Eerich was in front of her in an instant, backing her up until she was against the cold stone of the wall.  “Mortals are not fit to kill gods.  You need to keep that in mind.”  

 He disappeared, leaving her breathless with fear.  Saris stood and ran over to her, hugging her tightly.

 “God or not, we shall take care of them,” her sister whispered.  “We’ll kill them all if we must.”

  

  

  

 A horn blared in the distance, and Queen Silvia gave Rituel a not-so-gentle nudge with her feet to spur him towards the front of the army.  Her king and his brother awaited her there, as well as Dalton, Grant, and Cambry.  They each gave a half-bow from atop of their horses and let her lead the way.  They were to reach the gates of Nillias before nightfall.

 On the hillside above them, two pairs of eyes viewed the impressive army.  Each wondered if the queen and her king could handle what the stars had written for them there.  The fates of so many, left with so few, and the hopes of gods left in the wake.  Holding hands, the pair watched until the army was nearly out of sight.  

 From one of their eyes, a single tear dropped.
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 Stay tuned for the next book in this series:

 “War of the Realm”
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