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 Prologue
  

 The high-pitched scream filled the surrounding rooms, echoing down the corridors to make the servants’ hairs stand up on end.  It was quiet for a few moments, and then a woman began to sob.  The mournful sound was almost unbearable to those in the bedroom with her.

 A tall, thin young servant cradled the baby, salty tears streaming down her face as she stared at the woman and her husband on the bed.

 The strapping man squeezed his wife’s hand as he cried with the others.  “We must go, my love.  If we do not get the child out of here in the next few moments, it will be heard.  You know we cannot have this!”  His voice broke and he put his hand to his mouth to stifle the sorrow yearning to come forth from his heart.

 “But I don’t want to let go!” she whispered, reaching for the child one last time.  The other woman obliged her, bending over with the baby so the mother could kiss it good bye.  “My sweet baby…may you return one day to me so that I may hold you in my arms!”

 “You will see your baby again,” her husband said, “if we are not dead before then.  I must go to see them out.  I will be back as quickly as I can.”

 The candles and lamps were snuffed out.  The servants left in a small huddle, the husband in the middle underneath a cloak and holding the child.  They tried not to rush through the halls, for that would be noticed.  In their small group they made their way to the servants’ quarters, in which there was a door to the outside opening up near the stables.  Everyone there had gone to his or her separate quarters for the night, but the silent troupe took no chances with taking a horse.  Quickly, they traveled to a hidden cart a mile or so away, which was guarded by a couple who lived just inside the city.

The husband kissed the baby tenderly on the forehead before placing it in a tiny cradle that was secured to the bottom of the cart.  As he turned around he pulled a long, slim dagger from his waistline.  The men and women gazed at him not with alarm, but with love and deep respect, awaiting his commands.  “It is time.  Give me your blood.”

  

  

  

  

 Chapter One: Midnight Rendezvous

  

 Dark shadows covered the garden like an evil blanket lying over a sleeping beauty.  The wind was for the most part silent, only blowing when it needed to breathe.  An owl sat alone in an evergreen, watching the night pass him by.  A twig snapped in the nearby brush along the pathway on the ground.  The owl turned his head sharply to await the cause of the sound.  Upon seeing it, he unfolded his golden wings and took off in haste.

 The figure below moved slowly, with a grace almost unheard of.  A long garment flowed in the air all around it, despite the constant coming and going of the wind, making it seem larger and more spread out than it really was.  The figure itself was rather tall and slim in shape.  It moved through the small shrubs and trees like a spirit, a ghost of someone long dead and restless.  The branches never touched its cloak, nor the dew which wet the grass and leaves.  All about it the forest stopped its night sounds and listened for the figure to go by, then starting up again in fear it would turn about and come back.  The ghastly being continued, oblivious to the night and its pets, floating on into the darkness.

  

  

  

 Silvia waited. Outside the floor-length window was a wide stair that no one but her ever used.  It went straight down to the soft earth of her flower garden, where beautiful vines climbed intricate wooden lattices.  He would be coming before long—she felt it.  She peered into the night, looking for a lamp and listening for footsteps in case he hadn’t been able to bring one.  It was time for him to arrive, but there was no sign of her visitor yet.  She turned away from the window and made for the nearest chair to pass the time.  

 She sat down lightly, not wanting to rumple her new nightgown she had just received as a gift from her mother.  The woman was always having the servants make her new clothes, for they were well skilled in stitching and embroidery.  Not long after sitting, Silvia’s head began to nod off to the side as she began to enter her dreams.

 Suddenly she woke up, her heart racing in her chest.  She had heard something outside.  Breathless, she strained her ears to hear it again.  But now all she heard were the crickets chirping their songs, and the old bullfrogs in the ponds pronouncing loudly their distaste of not being princes.   There it was again.  It sounded kind of like … like somebody breathing heavily through their mouth just outside her window as though they had just had a foot race.  Her delicate hands gripped the edge of the chair until the knuckles faded to white.  The crickets and bullfrogs had ceased their singing.  Were they, perhaps, listening too?  Slowly, Silvia stood up and pushed that disturbing thought away.  She crept over to the window, each step as shaky as the last.  She looked outside and grasped the side of the window as she saw—

 Nothing.  Absolutely nothing.  If there had been something, if anything, it would have been her imagination playing strange tricks on her.  Breathing a sigh of relief, Silvia started to let go, but let out a little yelp as something grabbed her hand.

 “My love, what ails you?  I appear at your window as thou hast requested and thou art frightened!  Tell me, my darling, is it me?  Did I frighten you?”

 Silvia slapped the man’s wrinkled brown vest playfully while rolling her eyes.  “No, Venicius, it wasn’t you.  It was the other idiot sneaking around outside my bedchambers in the middle of the night.”

The young man smiled.  “Has my brazenness alarmed you?  Is it my fierce masculinity or is it my never-ending list of compliments I hold for you, milady?  Please inform me as I will gladly change whatever it is that bothers you…”

 “You’re what bothers me,” she giggled.  “Now stop talking like a fool before I smack it out of you!  And keep your voice down.”

 Venicius shrugged playfully, grinned, and stepped inside.  Slipping his boots off, the fair-haired young man lay down on her silk-sheeted bed, propping himself up with an elbow.  “Well now, shall we get on with it?  I’m kind of anxious you know.”  His grin was mischievous, to say the least.  Then he made a frown as if contemplating a problem.  “It’s been almost a week now.”

 Again, Silvia let her eyes roll.  “Well at least let me shut the curtains so that no one will peek in on us.”  She let the purple silk curtains down over the open window and walked towards the bed.

 “I doubt anyone will be peeping in on us.  After all, we’re the only ones stupid enough to be up this late.  But if you prefer to keep your modesty, so be it.  And by the way, Silvia, I think your new gown is beautiful.  You look almost too pleasing in it.”

 Silvia looked down at herself, having forgotten what she was wearing.  “Thank you, but how did you know it was new, Venicius?”

 Touching her face, he said, “I have never before seen this gown.  And as you well know, I have seen your entire stock of night wear.  Now, my darling, kiss me and let me love you."

 Silvia blushed as their lips connected.  Soon, a slight breeze was drifting around the silk curtains, flowing over their sweating bodies as they expressed what they thought to be their interminable love for one another.

  

  

  

 The figure moved across the open meadows, ignoring the mooing cows as they expressed their annoyance at this late night visitor.  It glided past the stables; the horses could be heard kicking the wood and bucking at each other to get farther away from the walls, fearing the evil being that was that was out there.  The stables soon behind it, the figure moved toward the huge house that occupied a good portion of the land.  Something was different here than from other country estates.  Someone very special lived here, though he had not visited them in quite a while.  He nearly shivered with anticipation as he thought of new games to play.  The house held a prize, which was more valuable than could be guessed.  Shifting its presence, the form moved closer to the amazing power within … closer to its destiny.  Deep under the hood, he smiled wickedly.

  

  

  

 Silvia lay in her bed, stroking her lover’s hair and feeling his warm, sweet breath on her naked breasts.  His arms were wrapped around her lithe body in their usual embrace after lovemaking.  She nudged him gently on the shoulders with her hands.  “My love, awake now, for it will be dawn soon and time for you to depart.”

 Venicius lifted his head, his light brown hair tussled, and pushed himself upright into a sitting position.  “It appears that my little lovebird is right.  Night has failed me once again by leaving me behind as it crosses to my home.  I have to go, but when must I be expected back?  Or will you want me to visit again?”

 Silvia sighed.  “Of course I want you to come back, you crazy boy.  But you have to leave soon, as the night leaves you farther behind with each passing minute.  One night it will completely abandon you if you are not more careful.  Go, Venicius, darling. I await your love at the darkest hour of the night three days hence.”

 “My lady, do not mistake my presence for my love.  You will have no need to wait for my love for it’s always with you.”  He dressed in front of her; not being the least bit embarrassed.  As he slid his boots over his stockings and made way to the window, he looked at her and said, “As for my presence here, expect it three days from now.  Goodnight, my beautiful maiden of the gods, and may sweet dreams come to you in my absence.”

With those final words, he was gone, another shadow running to catch up with the night.

 Silvia washed up quickly in her small basin, felt for her nightgown nearby and slipped into it arms first.  A slight breeze invaded her room and gave her rude chills along her arms and legs.  Standing, she walked over to the window, gripped the latches, and started to swing the windows in to the closed position.  As they were nearly shut, she saw a movement, a glimpse of someone or something dressed in white close by in the garden outside her bedroom.  She stopped the heavy shutters and looked out, but whatever it was had already disappeared, if it had even been there in the first place.  She finished closing the windows and locked them, making sure the curtains were drawn well before returning to the bed to see if sleep could come at dawn.

  

  

  

 He stepped out from behind a thick oak tree on the outskirts of the flower garden and eyed the closing windows.  As they shut and the latch clicked in the soundless air, he breathed in a long deep drag from the passing wind and let it out slowly.  The girl …she was the one.  He remembered the hair that had over flowed around that long pretty face very well.  The nightmares he had always loved giving her and the terror he used to make her feel in her sleep were like liquid happiness running through his veins.  He’d been waiting to come back for her for so long, to finally finish what he was supposed to have done in the beginning.  It was time to kill her now, nice and slow so he could relish in her misery as she perished.  Unfortunately, there seemed to be a problem.  The man visitor: who was he?  Most likely a secret lover, since the servants didn’t enter through the window to assist her, especially at this hour. The man would be trouble until something happened to him, for he would most likely protect her at all costs.  Maybe he could be of some type of use before he died.  He might be willing to share some interesting information about the girl and the people who lived with her now, though most likely she had the same guardians.  

 The girl was a mystery and had secrets of her own, though she did not know them yet.  They wouldn’t be secrets much longer, however.  He was tired of keeping her hidden from his master, though playing with her for all these years had been very engaging.  The master would be very ill-tempered if he knew she still lived.

 The figure took a step backwards and turned to investigate the grounds as much as possible before the servants awoke.  There was still much to be done, plans to make.  He wanted to relish in her pain and fright.  He wanted her death to be perfect, with no interruptions. Time was too precious to waste, as he had learned so often before.

  

  

  

 Jonathan awoke to the sound of his father screaming from the other room:  “Get up, you lazy son of a whore!  Do you want to lose your job and be homeless and put your poor father to work?  Eh?  Of course you don’t!  Get off your backside, boy!”

 The object of the older man’s yelling shook his head and grunted as he got out of bed, which wasn’t really a bed; it was more like a worn down cot that animals slept on.  Jonathan threw his clothes on and went into the kitchen.  He sat down at the old pine table and started to eat the eggs his aunt had cooked, hearing his brother and sister stirring in the other room.  A piece of fire-warmed bread was set beside his plate, along with a small mug of rich milk straight from the cow.  Grabbing a comb, his aunt began to part and brush his unruly hair.

 “Stop babying that boy, Wanese!  He’s got enough problems of his own and he can brush his own bloody hair.  Leave him to eat his breakfast and start cleaning up the mess you’ve already made—and by the Dark Moon I hope you wash all those dishes right away so they won’t start to smell.”

Setting down his fork, Jonathan drank his milk and stood to go.  As he darted out the front door of the old servants’ quarters, he heard his father bellowing after him.  “Don’t dilly-dawdle on the way, boy, or you’ll pay when ya get back!”

 As usual, Jonathan ignored him and jogged on.  He had to get to the stables before Mr. Hans, the stable master, did, or else he’d be in some real trouble.  He had been late twice in the past week because he had slept in a little, and had been yelled at by his dad as well as by Mr. Hans.  From the way his father had been treating him lately, he had a feeling he might not ever hear  the end of it.  Why was his father so hard with him?  Jonathan often daydreamed of his father being made to work in a far off place so that he could live his measly life in peace.  When they had first been offered a position to work on the estate of a quiet rich woman a few years ago, his father had been in charge of the stables.  They had been closer to each other then, and Jonathan had often tagged along when his father, Gerald, went to work in the stables.  However he began to notice that his father made him do more and more of the work each time he went.  Eventually he stopped going.  But then a bad fall out of the hayloft rendered his father a bum leg and he was forced to take over the job permanently, lest they should be kicked out of their tiny cottage with no place to go.

 He arrived at the large stable, assuming he had made it on time, even if by a few minutes.  The stable doors were still shut and the horses seemed for the most part quiet.  He opened one of the big stable doors and swung it wide so he could walk inside with a pocket of fresh air to accompany him.

 He walked around to each stall and made sure all the horses were in their right ones and doing well.  It appeared as though they had been spooked or angered during the night, for there were hoof prints on the back walls of the stalls; splinters and chunks of wood littered the floors from their restlessness.  He went on another round to pour food in their troughs, which they ate greedily and quickly.  After most of them had finished their eating, he turned six of them out into the pen so that he could clean out the stalls.  As he was getting ready to turn the other eight horses out into a separate pen, the stable door opposite the one he had entered through flew open.

 A tall, lean man ambled in with a sense of importance, holding a riding cap in one hand.  He looked around the stable, an appraising expression trying to fight its way onto his face.  The stable master never seemed to like smiling, except at the mistresses of whom he was extremely protective.

 “Good day, Jonathan.  I see you made it to work at a proper hour this morning …Time is of the essence, you know.”

 “I know, sir.  I tried to arrive early today and I guess it worked.”  He had stopped what he was doing and faced the tall man so as not to disrespect him.

 Hans approached him, standing almost a foot taller than the stable boy.  “Guess?  You guess it worked?  Well, you’re here, aren’t you?  Don’t be foolish boy.  Get back to work.”  He paused and peered around again.  “It appears you have done more than I thought you would, but I’m not giving you any more credit other than to keep it up.  I am going to take Taman for a little run out and about.  She hasn’t had one in a while.”

 “Okay, Mr. Hans,” said Jonathan, and went back to work as the other man prepared the mare to ride.  You know, he thought to himself, he treats those horses with more respect than he does me.

 

  

  

 She opened her eyes and rolled over on the bed.

 “Mistress Silvia!  Mistress Silvia, wake up!  Your mother is angry with you for skipping breakfast!”  The servant’s tiny footsteps could be heard scuttering away from her door.  A few moments later, as Silvia was dressing herself, slow footfalls followed the servant’s belatedly.  They hesitated briefly outside Silvia’s door and then walked off.

 “Oh, no,” she groaned.  “I’ll take a bet that was Mother…Oh, I must be in for it.”  She finished getting dressed, took a few minutes to brush her long, unruly hair, and left her room asunder while she raced downstairs to breakfast.  Her mother was waiting for her as she entered the kitchen nearly out of breath.

 “Look who has decided to join us…at last.”  The lady before Silvia had just finished her breakfast and glared at her daughter with intensity.

 “I, um…I’m sorry Mother.  I must have slept in.”  Nice, Silvia thought.  Not even a decent excuse to your own mother.  She changed the subject, hoping that her mother would allow it.  “So, what is for breakfast?”

 “Again you have missed your breakfast.  This is the fourth time in two weeks Silvia.  And crepes, eggs, and biscuits were to eat, but you shall not have any.  You shall not eat until supper; maybe that will teach you to remember when to get up and when to be asleep.  The God of Dreams must have a liking for yours.”  The tone of her voice softened as she mentioned Firayis.  Her mother began to go out the door, and halted.  

 “Hans went to the stables already this morning to take Taman out for a run before you went out there.  I’m not sure if your other horse is ready yet or not.  Hans should be back there by now, or so I would imagine.  Now run along please.  And do remember your archery lessons are this afternoon and blade mastery before your dinner.  There is never a moment’s rest for a woman who wishes to acquire the skills a husband of good stature would like.”

 And with that, the tall woman sauntered off toward another room, walking with grace and an air of dignity that Silvia doubted she could ever achieve.  Her eyes watered and she blinked away the salty tears that had gathered behind them.  She would not give her mother the satisfaction of seeing her cry, nor hearing of it.  Her mother would only say she was being weak, and a strong woman dared not show her weaknesses to those around her.  Besides, why were her eyes watering anyway?  Nothing happened, after all.  Silvia wished sometimes that she would act more maturely.  Sticking her nose up in the air, she waltzed out of the room and headed for the stables.

 In the shadowy hall behind Silvia, Dessica stared after the young woman.  She hated the way her daughter did that—acting like nothing was wrong when everything was apparently quite the opposite.  Something was going on with Silvia; she could tell.  Of course, she was somewhat understanding; after all, she had been in Silvia’s shoes once.  Those were the good old days that she wished were still around, but had not existed since … well, since her miscarriage and Silvia’s birth.  She knew she would never have disobeyed her master’s orders, but if only she could turn back time; she would still have young men courting her in all her loveliness.

  

  

  

 Jonathan’s morning had been going decently, but when Mistress Silvia showed up for her routine riding period, his heart jumped for the sheer pleasure of just being able to look at her.  She came into the stables and was greeted immediately by Mr. Hans, who had just returned with Taman.  (He was kissed lightly on the cheek for his politeness.)  For a few minutes she did nothing but walk about, examining the horses that were her pride and joy.  She loved them dearly, each and every one, for they all had individual characteristics that seemed to suit them just right.  Each horse was as special as the next and she treated him or her as such.

However, there was one horse that she liked better than any other.  It was a beautiful Darkanian stallion that had been given to her on her birthday years ago.  The horse was deep black in color, darker than the sky under a new moon with no stars; he had no markings and his mane and tail were also black.  The horse itself appeared so majestic and powerful that she had claimed he had been created from magic and had named him Rituel.  It was to this horse that Silvia walked to saddle up for her ride.

 Jonathan automatically went to the saddle rack in the stable’s large storage room and retrieved the lady’s riding saddle: smooth brown leather with a gentle scoop and a curvilinear handle grip.  He carried it to Rituel and saddled the rather large stallion.

 “All ready milady.  Have a nice ride.”  He paused, glanced out at the sky and said, “If you’re planning to go along any streams today, I’d be a bit careful.  There’s a storm rising and I wouldn’t want you to get caught beside any water that could overflow.”

 Silvia turned to him and smiled, showing off her perfect set of white teeth.  “Yes, I saw the clouds when I came out to the stable.  Thank you for your concern.  But I have been riding since I was little, and I know to be careful of riding beside water on all occasions.  Keep watch over my mares and stallions during this storm you speak of.  You know how they can be.  Good day.”

 As the younger mistress of the house climbed upon her saddle, he saw a fierce look of radiance on her face, as if she were conquering the world instead of going out for a horse ride.  Digging her heels into Rituel’s flank ever so carefully, she got him to trot towards the far doors of the stable.  Upon getting to them, she stopped, leaned over, and chatted a moment with the stable master.  As Silvia rode off, at a gallop now, Hans came up to Jonathan, who had begun to shovel out the old hay in Rituel’s stall.  When he looked up his face was met with the palm of the stable master’s hand.

 “How dare you stare at Mistress Silvia in such a manner!  Do you know how rude that is?  I’ve warned you before that you should be paying attention to things other than her, such as the horses and your work.  And don’t think she has not noticed this, boy.  From now on you are not to stare or even look into the Mistress’s face, as pleasing as it may seem to you.  Is that clear?”  His temper did not ebb at the sight of the young man nearly cowering below him.

 “Yes sir, very clear, sir,” Jonathan nearly whimpered.

 “Good.  Now, finish cleaning up the stables and go eat your lunch.  Have these horses inside if it begins to rain, or I’ll have you whipped.  You hear me, Jonathan?”

 Jonathan nodded.  He understood and he heard, all right.  But as Hans left, the thing that really angered him was the fact that he forgotten to bring his lunch.

  

  

 Chapter Two: Phantoms
  

 The evil one held his breath and couldn’t believe it.  Her keepers let her go riding stallions along untrodden paths?  Several years ago this would never have happened.  It had been a necessary requirement for her to have escorts when she had gone riding on all of his previous visits, however it had been a couple of years since the last time he had come and she appeared to have grown up quite a bit—enough to have earned the trust of her guardians.  He wondered if she had any recollection of the horrible nightmares he used to place in the midst of her dreams, leaving her to wake screaming in the night.  Perhaps he might give her more, if time allowed.  This would most definitely prove to be interesting.

 She neared his heavily wooded hiding place atop the magnificent stallion, and the figure in the white cloak willed himself  invisible so that she would not recognize anyone else’s presence.

 

  

  

 Silvia had been riding for nearly two hours now.  She had sped off from the stables, circled the many, many acres of land around their property, and then had gone exploring.  All across the south side of the property she had gone, past the crypt for the dead who had passed away on her estate, and down into a small, but deep valley filled with rhododendrons and pines.  At the bottom she crossed a tiny bridge built over the stream and tugged at the wispy hair of weeping willows as she passed.  Over the next hill was a meadow of sweet grass, the blades tall and bending in the breeze.  The wind against her face made her feel free from all of her worries, and she found that now she only felt regret for not doing as she should have that morning.  She had known better than to go back to sleep, so her mother being angry was her own childish fault.  She made a decision to apologize to her mother upon returning to her home.  She guided Rituel through a small patch of woods and two more fields.  Wrapping around to the west, they skirted a pond and rode a bit more before coming to a huge stretch of forest that seemed to be as wide as it was long.  Silvia had seen this forest before, but had never attempted to explore it, for usually she had not the time.  The woods looked like they went toward the direction of her home, and since the way she had come was full of hills and streams she decided to enter.  She really needed to be heading back home, and quickly.  She hadn’t meant to be gone this long, and above her head the sky had darkened so much that it nearly looked like it was in the evening hours.  If she did not hurry she would be very late for practicing archery (which they sometimes did in the dining hall if it was raining).   She sighed and picked up the reins.

 High above, the ominous coal-gray clouds that were about to burst with rain looked down upon the beautiful redhead and her black horse as they trotted into the forest.

 Everything went okay for the first little bit, but then it started to sprinkle.  Silvia felt the oversized raindrops, and pressed onward.  Rituel had slowed down to a walk; the ride had exhausted him.

 All of a sudden she felt as though she were being watched.  It was a creepy feeling that kept running up and down her spine, giving her chills.  She glanced about nonchalantly, but saw no one in the thickening trees around her.  The idea of a band of thieves or roaming gypsies quickened her pulse.

 Then, Rituel began to act strange, veering to the right in quick, short steps as if he had been spooked.  He started whinnying and snorting, and he began picking his hooves higher and higher.

 “Easy boy!” she said sternly, but her heart was racing in a panic.  What was wrong with him?  There were no snakes on the path to strike at his legs, nor were there wild dogs to bite at them.  Did he sense a presence too?  She leaned forward and tried to pat his neck and speak into his ear, however the stallion was hearing none of it.

 The next thing Silvia knew, he reared up, violently twisting and bucking, and she fell.

  

  

  

 The young woman had been sitting straight up in the saddle when she and the horse had passed.  The animal had felt his presence and had started bucking and rearing, throwing her from the saddle as though she were a pile of rags.  The figure made himself visible, frightening the horse even more.  In Rituel’s eyes a white-robed figure had come out of nowhere and raced towards the girl.  She had landed at the stallion’s feet but the stallion wasn’t paying her any attention.  A crazed look had come over his face and he reared up in the air again, not taking heed to the cowering girl practically under his feet.  The large hooves struck at the air with power, the two hind legs coming dangerously close to stomping on Silvia.  The white-robed figure taunted the horse, feinting from side to side to scare him more and more so that he would run off.  But Rituel, though obviously frightened out of his wits, would not leave his mistress.  The figure used his depraved magic, changing his appearance.  The head was human, and yet was not human, for the eyes were too large and full of malice, the nose elongated, and the mouth a little too wide to be considered normal.  He kept changing faces with his magic, driving the stallion mad with fright, yet the horse kept dancing around the young woman, almost as if the beast knew what the figure wanted.  He tried to dart around the horse to get to the girl, who was screaming at the horse from the ground.  By the Dark Moon, why wouldn’t the blasted animal move away?

The figure was getting closer to her when he saw him.

 Silvia regained her footing at the same moment the evil one in the white robe howled with rage.  She whirled about in shock to look, but as she did the horse’s shoulder slammed into her, knocking her down.

 It took the man only a split-second to realize that he couldn’t get to the girl right now; he would have to wait to play his last little game with her.  Crying out in an inhuman voice and raising his hands and cloaked head, the figure seemed to flip backwards.  But before he could land, he had disappeared.

 The man who had appeared out of the thickness of the forest quickly grabbed the stallion’s reins and pivoted its body away from Silvia.  Keeping a hold of the reins, he managed to calm the horse.  He led it to a nearby tree and loosely tied the reins.  Turning around to look for the girl he saw that she had bumped her head on an old log when she fell.  He lifted her carefully, but easily, and placed her in a hunched over position in the saddle.  He draped each arm around the stallion’s neck and then took the reins, guiding the horse through the forest.

 Above, the clouds let loose and rain seemed to pour down in rivers, washing away all signs that there had been a dance of fate.

  

  

  

 Jonathan had been back from his break for three and a half hours or so when the rain hit.  Luckily for him, all of the horses had been brought in and were sheltered from the torrent of water outside.

 All except for one.

 For a while he had brushed down the horses and kept them calm, giving them a few extra oats from the sacks on the second level of the stables to settle them.  The storm had moved very slowly in the direction had Silvia ridden off to and left a steady drizzle in its wake.

 Two more hours had passed by seeing Jonathan doing nothing but taking it easy.  All his work was done; he was just waiting for Mistress Silvia to return.  She was out much, much later than usual, but she took a notion to do things her own way once in a while and he tried not to worry.  As soon as she returned he could brush her horse down, tidy up a bit more and go home.

 It got later and later.  Mr. Hans had come by several times to see if Silvia had made it back yet.  Supper was about to begin the last time he had come out of the house.  Worry was in his eyes, but he held it back from his voice.  Silvia had never stayed out riding this late; she was always in and washed up before suppertime, and rarely did she miss any of her lessons, no matter how she disliked archery.  The last time he had come to the stables, worry lines had etched themselves deep into his brow.

 “Have you brushed down all the horses?” Mr. Hans had asked.

 Jonathan told him he had.

 “Well, then give them a little food to keep their stomachs from waking me up in the middle of the night.”  Jonathan nodded, but knew the horses would need no more.  Hans’ worry showed through a brief smile.  “Tell me when the Mistress returns by ringing the bell on the pole outside.  I want to know as soon as she is here.  I would also like you to stay right here until she gets back—don’t leave these stables.  If she is not back within the hour, we will assemble a search party.”  Mr. Hans began to walk off, but Jonathan still heard him utter, “By the gods, I never should have let her go out before the storm.  Where was she?”

 Inside the sprawling estate, the head mistress had already gone into an anxiety fit and collapsed with concern and worry that her only duty to her dead master had run off, gotten hurt, or been kidnapped.  Hans had been up in the study trying to calm her down.  He tried to tell her not to be so upset and that he was sure Silvia was fine, though his own heart seemed to be pounding in his ears.  If something happened to Silvia, neither one of them would ever forgive themselves.

A searching party was dispersed shortly thereafter, but had returned quickly with no trace other than hardly legible hoof prints scattered about far and wide.  Because of the rain it was hard to see anything and there was no telling which direction she had went after the house was out of her sight.

 Jonathan opened one of the stable doors all the way and stood there looking at the stars coming out between the thinning rain clouds.  He shut his eyes and took in a deep breath.  Opening them and gazing out over the gently rolling hills before him, he thought he saw a glimpse of movement, something tall and white moving into the woods.  When he looked again, it had disappeared.  Jonathan’s eyes peered through the slacking rain over the landscape, then widened as they spotted something else.

 A horse had come into view, dark in color.  The rider was hunched over the mane, barely holding on to the horse, and long, curly, soaking wet hair trailed from their head.  Fortunately, the horse was going at a snail’s pace, since the girl looked unconscious.  Jonathan gaped only a moment longer, then ran to the pole, grabbed the rope, and rang the large bell on top.  “The mistress is back!  Come quick!  Come quick!” he yelled.  As his call sank through the walls of the house to the people within, Jonathan ran ahead.  He was nearly there when Hans and a few others came out the door at a dead run, probably moving faster than any of the horses in their haste.  No one noticed the tears of relief on the face of the stable master.

 Jonathan decreased his speed as he approached the horse, not wanting to upset it and make Silvia fall off.  He walked right up to Rituel and gently took the reins into his right hand; with his left, he checked to see if she was breathing.  She was soaked to the bone, but still alive.

 He let go of the reins and reached for her, hoping that Rituel wouldn’t move.  Wrapping one arm around her stomach, he slid her off, grateful that the stallion was such a well behaved beast.  She came off easily and he carried her light, feathery body a few feet from the horse and laid her upon the bed of wet grass and mud at his feet.  How he wished it were a soft bed, but he was afraid of moving her much without someone looking into her injuries first, if she had any.  The rain stopped as he looked her over, and a hazy mist began to creep in, its fingers reaching towards the large house as it moved closer.  It did look like Silvia was hurt, albeit not badly.  Her forehead had been hit against something—it was starting to bruise horribly and had a small gash in the center of the bruise, surrounded by little cuts and tiny scrapes.  She was dirty, as if she’d been rolling about in dirt or mud.  The rain had encouraged the elements to soak into her riding attire quite well and left large brown and orange splotches all over it.  Her hair was a matted mess of dark red tangles matted about her head.

 He leaned closer and said her name.  Her eyelids fluttered for a moment and then flickered open.

 “Stable boy?” she whispered softly, her eyes still trying to focus.  Her bottom lip was split and began to bleed a little as she tried to talk.  “Jonathan?”

 “Yes?  Yes, what is it?” he eagerly asked.  “I’m here, milady!”

 Then, “The figure…it was…” Her voice started trailing off.

 “What figure?  Who did this to you?  What did they look like?”

 Silvia moaned and coughed, and her body began to shake from the chill in the air. Jonathan took off his shirt and covered her, knowing it wouldn’t help her much.  “Figure…was white…so…s-strange…Rituel threw me, and…”

 “Okay, okay.  Shhh. Save your breath Mistress.  Your mother is coming for you and will be here in a moment.”

 Silvia answered with another moan and brought a hand to the lump on her head.  Her eyes were still unfocused, and her breathing was shallow.  All of a sudden, Jonathan was struck with a feeling of guilt.  Here was one of the most beautiful creatures in the world, lying right in front of him, hurting—and he couldn’t do a damn thing to help her in any way.

Footsteps behind him warned of Hans, several guards, and the head mistress approaching, so he stood and backed away, leaving Silvia to look like a sleeping goddess on a bad night.  He picked up Rituel’s reins once more and led him to the stable, where he did the rest of his chores and went home exhausted from his day and worried for the young woman now resting in the big house.

 But no matter how hard he tried, Jonathan couldn’t stay asleep that night.  Images of Miss Silvia floated through his mind, only allowing him little fits of sleep here and there.  Oddly, every time he chanced to wake up, he kept on getting glimpses of something he had seen in his dreams—a stranger in a long, flowing white cloak.  Closing his eyes, he attempted to shut out his delusional dreams to find more realistic ones, not realizing that the cloaked figure was a reality, and that it was standing right outside his window, watching every move he made and already plotting his next move.

  

  

  

 Shards of yesterday were all that were left of her ride on Rituel.  She remembered being thrown from him, but her mind was blank after that; all she could recall was a tall figure in a white cape or robe of sorts, and even that was a little fuzzy.  Most likely it had been an exaggerated figment of her imagination.  But for some reason, a sense of familiarity came with it, although she didn’t know why.  And how she had gotten back on her horse and traveled home was lost on her.  How could she have blacked out for so long?  Perhaps her memory would come back in a day or two, after the initial shock wore off.  The Parent Gods only knew how hard she had fallen and hit her head.

 Her mother had reacted expectantly, and once she was assured by Hans that Silvia was all right, she went about her way in a silent mood of thankfulness.  Strangely, she had yet to ask her daughter where she had fallen off or if anyone had helped her, and no one else had either.  She wouldn’t have been able to tell them anyway, other than that she had entered the thick wood at the northeast edge of their property.

 Silvia didn’t mind that she was being catered to more than usual.  Her mother even told her that she was exempt from all her lessons until further notice.  So, she went easy at everything and gave herself a break by being pampered incessantly.

 “What would you like for me to get you, madam?” Maura, her maidservant, would ask her quietly.

 “Actually, a book from the library would suit me fine.”

 “Is there anything I can do for you, Mistress Silvia?” Michelle, another servant, would say.      
              “Would you please spread some ointment on my forehead?  It’s rather bothering me.”

 “Anything else, my dear?” Hans said as he stroked her hair out of her face for the hundredth time.

 “Yes, some thick stew with a side broth and bread would be lovely.”

 It was almost like she had the whole world wrapped about her finger, encircling her all at once, and it was splendid in a way.  There was only one drawback: She wasn’t allowed to ride for a fortnight, just in case she had damaged something inside.  They wanted to give her fragile body enough time to heal.  But how could she stay off a horse’s back for so long?  She’d been riding since she was five or six nearly every day.  Now her mother was horrified by the very thought that it was possible for Silvia to fall off the horse again, no matter how many times Silvia tried to tell her that it could happen to anyone.  After all, she had had her fair share of spills throughout the years.  Then Dessica pointed out that those accidents had not resulted in any injuries other than a couple of scrapes and had happened close to the house while under supervision.  Silvia’s last ride had been the complete opposite and Dessica was adamant about her not riding for a while.  

This depressed the poor girl, as she was made to stay in her bedroom or walk about the garden outside her window.  She never did the latter by herself—a servant was always with her in case she happened to fall or get a dizzy spell, which happened four times the day after the accident.  A light rain came and went several times, leaving the ground moist and ill-suited for long walks outdoors.

 The night Venicius was to come and visit arrived sooner than expected.  Silvia tried her best to stay awake until he came, but her head hurt, and when she closed her eyes to ease the throbbing she fell asleep.

 He woke her a while later.  He had come in through the window and was stroking her face gently.  When the beautiful red-head opened her eyes, he whispered to her, “My love, what has happened?  Are you all right?”

 Silvia smiled wanly.  “I’m all right.  I just took a spill while riding Rituel is all.”

 “By the Dark Moon,” he whispered, barely keeping his voice low.  “How?  You are such an experienced rider!”

 She began her story, but stopped when she came to the part where Rituel threw her.  She had regained a small portion of memories and images, but they were fuzzy and quite strange.  How could she tell him about the white-robed figure without sounding insane?  Truth be known, something was vaguely familiar about that thing.  She had remembered waking up from horrible nightmares when she was younger; she couldn’t even remember what they were about, other than that she had been chased by something in every one.  But it seemed like she had seen that figure in those dreams somewhere.  But what would Venicius say if she told him something from her dreams had come to life?  He would surely think she had gone mad if she were to start raving about such things.  And he was the one who knew her best: what would any other person think?  Her mother would gasp and say, “Oh, Silvia, dear, you must have hit your pretty little head harder than we thought!”  Hans would look at her pitifully and shake his head.  The servants and guards would go around whispering about how Silvia was already walking in her father’s footsteps, wondering aloud if she would go crazy as he did.

 No.  She wouldn’t risk the humiliation that would come with that.  She wouldn’t let them treat her as they had treated her father.   Best to just lay the thoughts of that queer figure aside for the time being.  No one was following her.

 “Silvia?  Are you okay?”  Venicius was looking at her with worry.

 “Yes, yes.  Sorry, my mind sort of wandered off.”  She looked away quickly from those prying brown eyes and continued with her story.  “So anyway, Rituel started acting strange…”

 because he saw the figure

 “…I don’t know why.  Maybe he saw…“

 the white-robed figure in the woods

 “…something that scared him.  All I know is that he threw me off…“

 at the mercy of the figure

 “…I got up, and…“

 and the thing screamed

 “…and Rituel’s shoulder knocked me over.  That’s all I remember until I woke up in my bed the next afternoon.” She left out that the horse had never left her side, and though he had hurt her by knocking her down, he had probably been protecting her at the same time.

 Venicius hugged Silvia to him fiercely.  “I’m so thankful that you weren’t hurt worse.  I mean, that stallion could’ve trampled you!  It makes me afraid to let you go riding anywhere Silvia.”

 “You sound just like my mother,” said Silvia softly, with a touch of resentment at his statement.

 “I’m sorry, it’s just that I worry about you.”

 “You shouldn’t.  I’m fine.”  She paused, then said,” I’m not allowed to ride for a fortnight, and everywhere I go there’s somebody with me.  I’m sorry, but I really don’t feel that it is safe for you to be here right now.  They come to check on me pretty often during the night.”

“What?  But—“ Venicius began.

 “I’m sorry Venicius, I really am.  I’ll tell you what.  A week from tonight, meet me half a mile straight out from this window, in the woods.  By then, everyone will have slacked off on watching me all the time and my fortnight will almost be over.  I’ll tell you then when the safest time to return here is.  All right?”

 He sighed in resignation.  “Yes dear.  A week from tonight.  May I have a kiss?  I promise to be gentle.”

 Silvia smiled, and they kissed long and sweet.  Then he said, “I take it you wish me to go now, right?”

 “It would be safest if you did, my love.”

 She insisted upon getting up and walking with him to the window.  “A week,” she said.

 “A week,” Venicius agreed.  He kissed her hand and left.  Silvia was about to close the window when she heard footsteps on the stone hallway approaching her door.  She dove under the covers, pulled them up to her chest and rolled over so that she faced the window.  She closed her eyes, but they popped open as the footsteps stopped.  Silvia held her breath and looked out the window from where she lay.

 She nearly screamed.

 Outside, she could see someone breathing, someone just out of sight and yet right there.  Their breath came in frosty rolls towards the open window, even though the late spring night was very warm.

 She half prayed that whatever servant it was who stood beyond her closed door would come in, just so she wouldn’t be alone.  Because all of a sudden, she was scared.  Very scared.  The frosty breaths continued to dissipate into the night air from beside the steps outside her window.

 She wondered if it was Venicius, hiding until he was safe, but she knew better.  He always came and went low to the ground and getting behind all the shrubs and trees he could to keep from being seen, and it wouldn’t be cold enough for one’s breath to show outside for many more months.

 Silvia shut her eyes, and heard the servant, whoever it was, walk off.  When she reopened them, she saw no more icy breaths from anyone’s throat outside.  The night was utterly still, but for the thumping of her heart.  After gathering what little courage she possessed, she slid out of bed and ran to the window.  As fast and quietly as she could, she grabbed the latches and swung the huge windows until they closed and locked them.  She closed the floor length curtains and backed up slowly, half expecting to see the window start shaking from someone trying to get in.

 But they didn’t.

 It took a long time before Silvia was able to fall asleep.

  

  

  

 She had no idea how she was going to carry out her plans with Venicius.  It was easy for him to come and see her because she could stay put.  That’s the way they had always done their private meetings since they had started at the beginning of spring.  But this time she had foolishly told him that she’d meet him half way.  It was only fair (and safer of course) since Venicius was the one who always risked being caught; however, what if someone were to come in to her bedroom to check on her?  There was no lock or latch on her door to keep people out and none of the servants, nor Hans or her mother, was stupid enough to accept pillows stuffed under the blankets for Silvia.  Even if she were hiding under the covers, there’d be at least a little bit of her curly, dark red hair that had not been hid.  Unless she could find someone who adored her enough to sneak in here, get into her bed, pretending to be her, and would wear one of her old nightcaps that were way too hideous for her.  But who would do that for her?

A soft rapping at the door blew those thoughts away swiftly, like leaves in the wind.  It was her personal servant: the plump one whose name was Maura.  The woman looked her up and down and said, “Are you ready, milady?”

 Silvia blinked.  “Ready for what?”

 “Your mid-morning walk, madam.”

 “Oh, yes, of course.”

 Maura waited patiently as the young mistress changed her shoes.  When she had done so, they walked out of her cozy little room and down the hall, towards a side door that adjoined Silvia’s flower and vine garden.

 They walked around, chatting over the different kinds of flowers in Silvia’s garden.  All were in full bloom with the coming of summer.  Even the evening glories that were closed up for now were pretty.  As for the vines, they stretched out seemingly everywhere, their green fingers spread out in every direction.  Pieces of lattice had been strewn up decoratively in various places for them to climb on.

 Maura and Silvia neared Silvia’s bedroom windows and the short flight of wide steps descending from them.  Maura was talking about planting a new kind of flower in the garden for next year when Silvia chanced to look down and saw large, manly footprints right below the stairs beneath the window.

 Oh no, Venicius! she thought. What if the maid was to see them?  What would she think?  Oh, she would almost know for sure that someone, some man, has been coming to see her, or had been to see her at least once.  That was a risk she could not take!  Then it occurred to her that they might not be his at all…What if they belonged to whoever had been outside her room last night?  A brief image of a white cloak went through her mind, and goose bumps broke out all over her body in waves.  For a moment, her stomach churned and she thought she would be sick.

 “Milat cunom,” she mumbled, reciting words in Kieluna, a language her mother had taught her as a child, though it had been years since her mother had spoken it with her.  She had no idea where the language had originated from or if it was make-believe, but sometimes it made her feel better to speak it.  It took her back to the more tender moments of her childhood.  She closed her eyes, feeling momentarily dizzy.  When she opened them again, the footprints were gone and her servant was standing silently, waiting on her with a patient, albeit puzzled expression.  Cold fingers went up Silvia’s spine.  Surely she must be imagining things.  Perhaps the footprints had never been there in the first place…

 The fact that in that ‘made up’ language she had said ‘disappear completely’ did not mean a thing.  Maybe she had hit her head harder than she thought.

  

  

 Chapter Three: A Favor

  

 It was now three more days until she was supposed to meet with Venicius in the woods.  She had thought and thought about how she was going to escape to meet him, and she had finally gotten an idea that just may work.  And so this was the reason that she called for the young stable hand who had always gawked at her, and who happened to be the one who helped her out the night she was thrown from Rituel’s back.  Sure, Noruna the servant had looked at her strangely for requesting such company, and Silvia would almost definitely be hearing from her mother on the subject, but this boy would be her only chance to see her beloved.

  

  

  

 Jonathan was more than surprised to be summoned to the chamber of the one he thought to be the most precious gem in the entire world.  It had already been over a week since she had had the accident; he thought for sure that she had forgotten about him helping her by now, if she had even remembered in the first place.  His shirt had been returned to him at the stables by Hans after it had been washed, and he was told it had been appreciated.  But now to be brought into the house to see Silvia?  He very nearly grew wings and started flying from his excitement.

This was one of the few times Jonathan had ever been inside the grand house.  It was said to be filled with nearly forty rooms, each extravagant.  He found it totally fascinating, every aspect and detail in each section of all the rooms he had ever glimpsed or happened to walk through.  The curtains were long—heavy, no doubt, and covered the giant windows to a tee.  He could only imagine the hassle of taking them down to wash them.  The rooms were decorated different colors, and put an interesting touch to the whole work.  The structure of the house itself was unique and one of a kind, designed by the late Lord of the house.  Some of the rooms were made into shapes, and therefore made the hallways and staircases curved and zigzagged.  Although most of the house was made up of large stone blocks, woodwork showed up in some of the rooms on the second floor.

 Jonathan felt uncomfortable here…gangly in the rich house.  He supposed it was the fear that he was always apt to break something priceless or trip one of the family members on accident and get fired.  He wondered if the household servants felt the same. Perhaps it was something you got used to after a while.

 Hans was the one who led Jonathan to Silvia’s room.  Hence, due to his dislike for the lad, Jonathan was blindfolded when they reached the side of the house in which her bedroom was located, and then taken the rest of the way.  Jonathan wisely neglected to point out that any of the servants could easily tell him where her chambers were, if he but had the gall to ask.

 The stable master was silent nearly the whole time, although several servants who passed them along the way giggled or made comments.  Jonathan kind of appreciated that Hans kept his silence.  He didn’t like to hear the older man grumble and gripe and go on and on about manners and respect and all that other gibberish.  Those types of talks annoyed him, and he usually tended to tune one out when it started.  However his face still flushed with embarrassment.

 When he was entered unto her chamber, via an absurdly long walk from the front door, he could hear clothes rustling as Silvia sat up straight in her chair.

 “Hans!  Take that ridiculous blindfold off that poor boy’s head this very instant!  Have you no decency?”

 As Hans did as he was instructed, Jonathan couldn’t help but to smile to himself.

 “Wipe that smile off your greedy little face.  Show some respect towards the lady, why don’t you?”

 The smile vanished completely.  Jonathan took the seat he was motioned to—an old oak rocking chair that rested itself beside a stone fireplace; the cold ashes had been scooped out at the end of the last winter, the inside and the hearth scrubbed to shine.  He looked at the Mistress, but turned his head away and blushed profusely when she smiled at him.

 “Jonathan, everyone tells me you helped me from Rituel’s saddle while I was unconscious?”

 “Y-yes, ma’am, that was me,” he stuttered back bashfully.  He never felt this shy with her in the stable, though that was his comfort place and this was hers.

 “Speak up, I can hardly hear you,” Silvia said, aware that Hans was watching her curiously.

 “Miss, I don’t really think I was meant to be heard when I was hired on as a stable hand.  Begging your pardon.”

 “I understand what you mean, but right now you are free to speak. How many years old are you?” she said politely.  “I do not think you have ever told me.”

 “Well, Miss Silvia—“

 “Mistress Silvia, boy!” Hans said harshly.  He fought impatience at the young man’s sense of manners.

 Silvia looked at the old man with more calmness than she felt.  “It’s all right Hans.  Continue, please, Jonathan.”

 “Mistress Silvia, if my age is of any concern to you, then I’ll gladly tell you that I am just reaching the outskirts of my eighteenth year from birth.”

“Ah,” she said, “I myself have lived just past my nineteenth year.”

 “And if you don’t mind this humble servant saying so,” Jonathan ventured, “then I dearly hope that you live many more nineteen years to come.”

 Hans rolled his eyes dramatically.

 “Thank you.  That’s a gracious compliment from a stable boy.”  She smiled her approval, and he blushed again deeply.  From the corner of his eye he could see Hans now glaring at him.  Then came a very unexpected request.

 “Hans, my dear, please leave me and the servant boy in solitude for a few moments.”

 Hans was apparently as shocked as Jonathan by this statement (for it was not intended to be a question).  “Excuse me, Mistress Silvia, but it is unseemly for a young woman of your status to ask to be left alone with such a lower-class servant.”  He stood, firm and impossibly tall, waiting for her answer.

 “What other people should think is not of my concern,” came the response.

 “Your mother, Mistress Silvia, would not approve in the slightest.”

 Silvia’s eyes narrowed.  “I do believe I can handle my own mother.”  She regretted the words as soon as they were spoken, knowing Hans would most certainly tell her mother what she had said.

 Nodding solemnly, he turned and ambled out the door.

 “Hans, remember your manners and shut the door behind you if you will.”

 A surge of mocking laughter rose into Jonathan’s throat at Hans’ humiliation in front of a lesser servant, but he swallowed it back down.  As the door finished closing, she turned to him and said, “Being a mistress definitely has its assets, wouldn’t you agree?”

 “Pardon my bluntness, Mistress Silvia, but I wouldn’t know.”  He lowered his head in half shame, half embarrassment as her eyebrows furrowed in thought.

 She peered at him with her bright green eyes and then said, “Tell me, do you deem yourself trustworthy?”

 Without a moment’s thought, Jonathan answered, “I believe so.”

 “All right,” Silvia said.  “And if you don’t mind, you are allowed to call me by my name and not my title, since Hans has now left the room.”

 Jonathan’s heart was pounding hard in his chest.  He was actually sitting down and having a conversation with a titled Mistress, young, beautiful, and as ripe as a plump red apple. And now she was telling him, a mere stable boy, to call her by her name and her name only!  This could possibly be the biggest day of his life!

 Silvia then continued.  “If I told you a secret and asked of you a favor, how could I be guaranteed that the secret will be kept and that the favor is fulfilled?”

 Jonathan said, “Well, for every secret you tell, I shall tell one also.  And for everything that you ask of me, I will also ask for something also because it is only fair.”  Wow!  Jonathan thought to himself.  What secret could this beautiful young woman want to bestow upon him?  And what was her favor?

 “Well, I suppose that is a good enough trade, as long as your favors aren’t too gracious or hard to grant.”  Here she paused before going on, bracing herself to share a big part of her private life with someone she hardly knew.  “My secret is one that I and only one other own.  It is sacred to me and is more valuable than the treasures of a thousand temples combined.  My favor has dealings with my secret, so if anyone finds out about the favor, they will know about the secret immediately.  It is vitally important that no one else knows of this, not even your dearest friend.  Is this understood completely?”

 “I understand perfectly, Silvia.  No one will know about any of this.”

 Silvia hesitated, her heart pounding uncontrollably.  Would this servant, this stable boy, actually keep her secret?  How could she possibly know the answer to that question—she did not know him that well in the least!  But she couldn’t back out now—it’d look immature and silly, and she considered herself neither of the two.  Besides, what if he got angry with her for not telling him the secret and ‘just happened’ to mention that she had one to some of the other servants?  As soon as they minutely suspected that the head mistress’ daughter had something to hide they would follow her around, eavesdropping every time she stopped to talk.  They would eventually find her and Venicius out.  Then they’d be like vultures—attacking what precious reputation she had.  But how else would she be able to keep their plans?  She had to trust this servant boy.  So, she went on.

“I have been seeing a man in secret.  My mother does not know.  No one does.” Silvia took a deep breath.  

 Jonathan thought for a moment, bothered by her confession, but was nevertheless fascinated.  One didn’t hear somebody admit to these things every day, after all.  “Do you love him?  How long has this been going on?”  And what would her mother do if she found out?

 “I do think that I love him,” she responded.  “He is very special to me, which is why this secret is so important.  We met just before the beginning of spring at a small dinner party for Lord Frederick, and it is now nearing the beginning of summer.  He’s been visiting me at night for a while now.  His next visit is supposed to be in three days.”

 Jonathan was aggravated and excited at the same time.  Aggravated by the fact that she had evidently never taken his obvious admiration for her seriously, or else she would not have told him of this mystery man.  Then again, why would she look twice at him?  He was a runt of a boy—a full inch shorter than the young mistress before him, and he was covered with a thousand brown freckles that perfectly matched his hair.  Why not look twice?  Well, just one look is enough for most people, he supposed. And not to mention that he was her servant…

 But he was excited all the same because she had actually acknowledged his even being there.  She was talking to him, not at him.  It made him feel good that Silvia trusted him, not to mention that she was asking a favor of him.

 “So what does this have to do with me?”

 She looked at him warily.  “Tell me about yourself first so that I know you are serious about following through with all of this.”

 “Okay.”  He took a minute to decide what it was that he was going to tell her and then started to speak.  “I live with my father and his wife, and according to the hiring ledger my father signed, it’s just the three of us.  Well, there are more.”

 Silvia looked a little puzzled.  “All right…How many are there and why did he lie?”

 “Total, there are five. We had to keep two of them a secret because it would’ve cost us more bartering for all of us to live under that one small roof.  But that’s not my entire story.  Tell me the favor before I finish it.”

 “All right,” said Silvia, a little taken aback by the demand.  “I’d really like to see my lover in three days, but I need someone to remain here, in my place, while I am gone to see him, chance my mother or another servant should enter the room to check on me.  They have been doing that once a night since my fall.  All you have to do is take off your shoes and crawl under my covers whilst I slip away (hopefully unnoticed) to meet him.  What do you say to my favor?”

 Jonathan said, “It’s the craziest thing that anyone has ever asked me to do…I accept.  I never get to do anything exciting.” His heartbeat was racing—this would be interesting!

 Silvia let out her breath slowly.  He actually accepted it.  He was really going to help her!

 “Now, as for the rest of my secret,” he continued.  “The other two people in my family’s house are young children—twins as a matter of fact.  They are my aunt’s children, but of my father’s blood.”

 Silvia stared at him with an odd expression.  “Wait a moment, are you telling me that your father’s nephews are also his sons?  That’s horrible!”  She was truly bewildered.

 “One is a boy, one is a girl, and yes that’s what I mean.”  He had never told this story to anyone, not having any friends and not being close with any of the other servants.  It was nice to finally get it off his chest, as thinking about it the past few years had done nothing but place a burden of knowledge on his mind.  “While my mother was still alive the twins were conceived.  My mother was said to have died from a failed heart; like her, it just stopped going.  She had been sick with a bad fever for months.  When she died, my aunt was the next in her family to marry.  Since she was already carrying my father’s children she decided it was only right to marry him.  Besides, the rest of her family pretty much disowned her for having intimate relations out of wedlock.  They did not like that she wished to marry my father, but they ended up consenting to it so that she could take care of me.  I had no brothers or sisters to take care of me then—I was Mother’s only child.”

Silvia was astounded.  “By the gods, Jonathan.”  She stood and walked to the window, looking out.  “Did your mother ever find out about her sister’s babies being her husband’s?”  How horrible that must’ve been!  To have been betrayed by your husband and your sister…

 “No…fortunately she didn’t.  She thought that Aunt Wanese had fooled around with one of the neighbor’s lads.  I suppose it’s better in a way that she never found out because their betrayal would have hurt her too much.  All she found out before she died was there were probably going to be two babies instead of one.  That’s all she ever knew.  She was happy for her sister.  I found out after she died, from my aunt and my father fighting.  I am grateful she had no idea about the truth of it all…So, how about my favor?”

 Silvia turned about and sat back down, her back rigid from years of instruction on properness.  The story of marital incest had intrigued her.  “Yes, what is it?”

 “I’m simple, Miss Silvia.  All I want is…a little respect.  It’s all I ever wanted but could not ever have.  I may be poor, but living near such people as honorable as you has taught me some manners.  I am not rude or arrogant, nor ignorant, and yet—some treat me as though I am.”

 “People like Hans?” she guessed, raising an eyebrow.

 Jonathan nodded.  “He has no idea how it feels to be treated as though you’re dirt.  The horses I take care of are faring far better than I am.  They get more food and are warm in the wintertime; they get more positive attention, not to mention freedom.”

 “If you are asking me to turn you into a horse, I’m sorry but I cannot,” Silvia laughed.

 He smiled.  “I was actually wondering if you could have a talk with Hans.  He’s one of my main sources of low self-esteem.”

 “Who is your first?”
              “My dad.”

 “If I felt that it would help, I would talk to your father.  However, I have never met him and I doubt he would take kindly to a stranger instructing him in the way of manners.  I will speak with Hans, though, and straighten this matter out.  It is definitely something within my control.”

 “You will?”  Jonathan looked at her.  “You’re not pulling my leg?”

 This time Silvia smiled.  “No, I’m not.  Now since Hans was nice enough to blindfold you on your way to my room, go look outside my window.  There is a flower garden just outside, and I am sure you can find your way to it three nights from now, for you will have to come in through this window.”  She waited as he gazed outside at the surroundings, and when he nodded his head and began to walk back to his chair, she said, “You can go now.”  But as he started to scuffle towards the door, she stopped him.  “Jonathan?”

 He turned to her.  “Yes?”

 “Thank you…for the company as well as the favor.  Ask a servant to lead you out if you get lost.”

 “All right.  And thank you Miss Silvia.  Thank you.”   He left.

 Her mother arrived a short time later, clearly not in the best of temperaments.  She knocked curtly before storming into the room.  “I hear tale of a male servant being alone with you in your private chambers.  Is this true?” she asked, her cheeks flushed with anger.

 Silvia’s heart began to pound.  “Yes, Mother, it is true.”

 “You, of all people, have been brought up with all of the ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ of today’s society.  It is completely improper for you to be alone with a man without a chaperone, Silvia!  It jeopardizes your chances of marrying a man of high social standing.  What was the purpose of this visit?”

“To kindly thank him for helping me when Rituel threw me.  A mistress has no control over her household and its servants if she never shows respect and thankfulness.  You taught me that.”

 Dessica sighed and nodded.  “That I did.  However, you could have thanked him the next time you visited the horses.  Such a private meeting is not looked well upon.”

 “I realize that now, Mother.  It’s just that Hans blindfolded him and then stood there glaring at him and it was making the boy uncomfortable.”

 “So you then requested, or rather ordered Hans to leave you alone with this young man.”

 “Yes.” Silvia’s stomach twisted into a knot.

 “And you told Hans that you could handle your mother.”

 Silvia bowed her head to break away from the dangerous look in her mother’s eyes.  “I did, but I did not mean it in such a way as to disrespect you.”

 “You better not have.  Young ladies who have no respect for their parents end up in brothels and harems.” Dessica watched Silvia’s face turn bright pink.  “Remember that.”

  

  

  

 Several hours later, Silvia sent for Hans.

 “Yes, madam, what is it?”

 “Hans,” she said, “I would like to talk to you about that servant boy who was in here earlier.”

 Hans stiffened.  “I have nothing to say.”

 “Really?  Well, we are going to talk about him anyway.”  She was not used to being so forthright with the servants, so commanding.  Hans had been with her family ever since before she was born, and he had all the right in the world to scold her as the child that she used to be.  But she was grown up, or nearly so, and it was time that she take hold of the household as her mother did.  If she let the servants run over her much longer, no matter how politely they did it, she would never be able to run a household without a lead servant to guide her. She watched him closely as he swallowed hard, nodded curtly, and then she continued.  “I noticed that he was blindfolded as soon as I saw him.  I know you did that and you will now tell me why.  What is it that you don’t like about him Hans?”

 With no hesitation, he said, “He is an indigent, menial little rascal of a boy.”

 “At eighteen, he is no boy.  As for being menial and indigent, it is something he cannot help.  As I see it, at least he’s trying to work.  His father doesn’t do a thing, the lazy old fool.”  She stared at him hard and Hans briefly looked off.

 “Mistress Silvia, exactly what is it we are trying to accomplish here?”

 “I’m trying to accomplish a little bit of respect for a servant who works hard to please his masters.  Now, what are you trying to do by treating him like a rug you walk on?”

 “Respect for you, madam,” he answered with no hesitation.

 “Respect for me?  I really do not think you should worry about him disrespecting me because I will let him know if he does.  Do you think I am not capable of that?  No?  Good.  Then I want you to stop badgering him so much.”

 Hans bowed his head to her and turned to leave.

 “And don’t forget Hans—you are no better than he is.  After all, you’re a servant too.”

 He left without a word, anger clouding his vision as he walked off.

  

  

  

  

 Silvia passed the next couple of days with a touch of impatience.  She was now allowed to do her archery and sword lessons, though only for short periods of time.  She occupied her time with thoughts of what she and Venicius might do, until finally the night came.  Right about suppertime, Silvia started fidgeting, wondering if their plan would actually work.  Her mother stared at her coldly as she dropped her fork for the second time that meal.  She bent down, picked it up, wiped it off, and resumed eating as if nothing had happened.

“Silvia?  Is everything okay dear?” her mother asked.  Her voice was curt and her eyes had a suspicious glint.

 Silvia glanced up briefly before answering, “Yes, I am fine.  Why do you ask?”

 “Because unless something is going on that I don’t know of, I think that damned horse knocked you more senseless than we thought.  You keep dropping utensils and looking around as if the walls are moving and it enthralls you.” Her cheeks had red spots from the anger building.  Her mother had always had a short temper.

 “Mother, I have no idea what you are talking about.  Besides, it has been nearly two weeks since that happened!  Why would it be affecting me now?”  It was hard to appear calm and collected.

 “Don’t contradict me!  You’ve not acted like this since you were a child, but from the sight of you right now, you still are a child!”  With that, she slammed her napkin on the table and rose to leave.

 Silvia just chuckled under her breath.  Being one of the only servants allowed the honor of eating with the mistresses of the house, Hans groaned as he rolled his eyes, wiping his face with his hand.  They often had little spats that erupted at the dinner table, and he was usually right in the midst of it to quell the storm before it became a real monster.  It could only be a miracle of the gods that he was not pulled into this one.

 Silvia tried to hide her smile.

  

  

  

 A little while later Jonathan was pretending to feel very tired.  He faked a headache and muscle aches from working too hard at the stables, but his father had trouble believing him, possibly because he was a horrible liar.  At last he got his father to let him go to bed early without any disturbances.  And although he had said not to be bothered, his father had his aunt check up on Jonathan once.  When she saw he was in bed and trying to sleep, she let him be.  In her opinion bothering him would not help him to feel better, so she left him alone.  A little while later the twins claimed sleepiness and went to sleep on their cot in his father’s room.  His father and Wanese followed soon after.  Only when he heard the loud snoring of his father did he deem it the perfect time to sneak out.  Crawling out of bed and grabbing his shirt, he left soundlessly.

 On the way to the large open window with the sprawling flower garden awaiting him, he stopped at one of the wells littering the property to have a drink of water.  Sipping the cool liquid down his dry throat, he cast an eye on the surrounding area, looking for movement other than the little animals that came out at night.  Nothing in sight.  This would be easy.

  

  

  

 Through a grove of small apple trees on the south side of the property, a white cloak fluttered in the wind.  When the breeze had gone past, the cloak remained suspended behind a tall lanky figure.  After the wind started up again, the figure moved with it, carefully and quietly. He had long ago perfected the art of moving in complete silence. 

  He headed directly away from the steps of the window, calculating the rest of the half a mile to Silvia’s meeting place.  He had been haunting the girl’s dreams again, for the first time in a couple of years.  He had seen what she so desired with her lover.  Oh yes, Venicius had plans for tonight, but not with her.  But the figure in the robe hadn’t much time to get there, and had to move quickly.  Ah—there was that word again…time.  It was such a precious word, meaning so much and doing so little.  What else could ever be as invaluable as time?  He chuckled as a thought came to mind of what was to happen tonight.

 

  

 Chapter Four: Secrets of Change

  

 Silvia was waiting restlessly for Jonathan to enter the room.  “You know, Miss Silvia,” he whispered, “when you summoned me to your room the other day I had no idea that I would be entering your bed chambers in the middle of the night.”

 “Oh, cut the chatter and small talk and let’s get down to business,” she whispered back impatiently.  “I will be back in this very room in about three hours.”

 Jonathan said, “I should hope you came to this room.  It would not look too good otherwise.”

 “Don’t be smart!  After I get back you can be on your way home and we shall pretend this never happened.  Now, do put this nightcap on.  I snipped a couple of locks off my hair and pinned them to my nightcap.  Now when you are under the covers you will look like me.”  She smiled and beamed.  “Creative, aren’t I?”

 “A nightcap was not exactly in the deal, milady.”

 “Neither was your complaining, Jonathan.”

 “Well, you need to be on your way out.  The darkest part of the night has drawn up out there, and he is probably waiting on you already.”

 “Okay.  Remember to take off your shoes and slide them under the bed so that no one will see them.”  Silvia stepped out of the window and onto the small terrace leading to her flower garden and looked back.  “You are going to wear the nightcap…right?”  After a sigh, he nodded.  “Stay here and don’t leave Jonathan.”

 “Like I am going anywhere in a woman’s nightcap, Mistress.”

  

  

  

 Venicius had brought a blanket and a bag full of red rose pedals.  He spread the blanket on a soft part of ground near a fallen tree and scattered the pedals over it.  Now all he had to do was wait for Silvia.  He leaned his back against the trunk of a large apple tree that was blooming nicely and dimmed the lantern he had brought.  He pictured her in his mind’s eye: the curly, long, dark red hair that had a tendency to flow all over him during their lovemaking; the eyes that never seemed to miss anything; the beautiful, silky smooth hands that never failed to please…

 A twig snapped nearby and he turned, expecting to see Silvia coming towards him.  He did indeed see a woman’s figure walking his direction.  As she came closer he could make out long curly hair, a slender waist, wide hips, wearing nothing but a sheer green slip…

 “My love,” he said and stepped away from the tree with open arms.  “I’m so glad you—“

 His arms dropped to his sides slowly and his mouth fell open.

 The near naked woman before him looked very similar to Silvia…except black hair, not red, gray eyes, not green, and this woman’s lips pursed a little more.  They could have been easily related based on appearances.  She stopped several feet away.

 “Who are you?” he asked.

 She cocked her head to the side, gazing at him.  She took a few steps forward.  He could see right through the slip and had trouble averting his eyes back to her face.

 The woman did not speak.  Her eyes peered into his soul, and as he took another couple of steps, he noticed that they almost looked as if the gray color were really clouds—they seemed to be moving and got lighter and darker.

 She went around him slowly and walked to the blanket.  She stood there looking at it and then back at him.

 What is this for?

 The question just popped into his mind, and without thinking twice about it he felt compelled to answer.  “That is for my love.  She was to meet me here, but so far she is nearly a half hour late.”

The woman sat down on the blanket and placed her left, bare foot on her right thigh and her right foot on her left thigh.  The slip now barely covered her thighs and he could see right through to her womanhood beneath.

 Do you think she’s coming?

 “I, uh, I don’t know.  She might not have been able to sneak out.” Sweat began to form on his brow.

 The strange woman pursed her lips teasingly.  Is her mother strict?

 “Strict?  You had better believe it.  There is hardly a thing that she does without her mother knowing.  And if she found out about us…It wouldn’t be good at all.” Venicius shook his head.  “I apologize.  I need not be divulging her personal family matters to others.  I do not even know who you are,” he said pointedly.

 I am one you will never see again…and why should it matter who I am?  The woman brushed a strand of black hair from her face.  Does she serve you well?

 “What do you mean?” Venicius said, nervously.

 The beautiful lady uncrossed her legs and spread them out.  I mean…when you have her in bed.

 His eyes nearly came out of his head.  He wanted to tell the woman to cover herself—he had never seen a lady act so indecent!  But the words didn’t seem to want to come out and at the same time Venicius was getting hot under his shirt’s thin collar.  There was a slight bulge in his pants and his hands were sweating.  He unbuttoned his shirt and took it off, hardly aware of his actions.  “Um, I can’t really answer that.  I-It’s a little too personal.  Moreover, if she were to walk up on me having a conversation on our intimate doings with a strange woman neither of us has ever met before, she would go into a bloody rage.”  And he wouldn’t blame her one bit.

 Would she now? That soft voice in his mind murmured enticingly, making his skin tingle.  In that case, what do you know of the stable boy?

 Venicius’s eyebrows furrowed.  Evidently this woman knew who Silvia was and who worked for her.  “He saw her before anyone else did after she had an accident on her horse.  Why do you ask?  What does this have to do with anything?  Why are you here, anyway?”

 She likes him, you know.  Likes him a lot.

 He forgot the questions he had asked.  “Who?  The stable boy?” he asked a bit testily.  “Silvia has no taste for servants!” He chuckled at the thought.

 Oh, but you are very wrong.  He is in her bed as we speak.  I saw them myself.

 “What?”  Venicius said.  Disbelief lit up his face.  “That is impossible!  She would never do that to me!  She loves me!”  It never occurred to him to ask why or how this stranger had seen them together, merely taking her word without hesitation.  He also did not stop to think how every time he answered one of her questions, his mind got fuzzy.

 Then why is she so late, my dear?

 Venicius stood there brewing, unable to believe that his one and only true love could or would do such a thing.  The tiny bubble of anger in his stomach began to expand, threatening to burst and drench him with rage from within.  He had never thought of her as being unfaithful.  They had been together for a short while now, and this was the first sign that she might be cheating on him.

 No—no, it wasn’t either.  A week ago exactly she had been trying her damnedest to hurry him out of her window.  Had she really been doing that just so he wouldn’t see that filthy stable hand creeping over the threshold of her window like the snake he was?  Maybe that was it.  The more Venicius thought about it, the more likely and fitting it seemed and the angrier he became. It was hard to believe.  She had always been so sweet and good to him—why begin sleeping with the person who chanced to be there to help you off your horse after you had what you called only a minor accident?  His anger fueled into a roaring fire, his blood boiling at what she had been doing behind his back.  And to make it worse, the guy was—

A servant?  Disgusting isn’t it?

 He looked at the gray eyes peering up at him with intensity.  The woman was sitting upright now, her legs stretched out in front of her, but spread wide enough now that she was hiding nothing.  Funny how her lips never moved, but he could hear her voice clearly.

 “Yeah,” he muttered.  He was over the edge now, positive his Silvia had done him wrong.  He felt so betrayed.  He wished he could get back at her, but how?

  

  

  

  

 Silvia made her way through the half-mile carefully.  She cursed quietly as she went slowly; she didn’t want to mess up her gown and shoes.  She couldn’t go home with a dirty nightgown and muddy shoes, or her mother would find out what she had been doing; and then she might as well become a prisoner in her own home.

 She could not wait to see Venicius.  She had missed him so very much, and planned to show him so. He had stayed on her mind this past week more than ever before, even coming into her dreams to woo her with songs and majestic love-making.  She wondered if he was waiting for her already, arms wide open to receive the love she was so willing to give.  She sighed happily as she walked, wondering if there would ever be a day when they wouldn’t have to hide.  Her mother never let her go to fashionable social parties to meet people, so it seemed unlikely she would ever come across another man as amazing as her lover.  Who could show her such love, loyalty, understanding, and respect?

  

  

  

 Venicius stared hard at the near naked lady before him.  How could one give retribution to someone they loved to the ends of the earth?  Ten thousand ways of revenge and thoughts of regaining his secretly lost honor poured through him like a sieve, but one stuck out in particular.  One had, after all, to fight fire with fire.  “You,” he said.

  

  

  

 Silvia stopped dead in her tracks.  Someone, and it had sounded like Venicius, had said something nearby.  She edged forward, trying not to make noise.  He often talked to himself when he was alone, or so he had told her.  She wondered what he was saying, and decided he was probably complaining of her tardiness.  It was dark, but the half-moon shone through the branches.  She picked her way carefully until she saw another source of light.  Peeking around a tree, she spotted the pale luminescence of a lamp that had been turned down low.  She then spotted Venicius, his face barely lit up in the light, and was about to step out… when she saw the other woman sitting on a blanket that was completely covered up with roses.  All she was wearing was a nightgown you could see right through and she was sprawled out in a most unladylike manner.

 Her eyes teared up.  “What?” she whispered.  Why was he with another woman, and one who looked the part of a bad courtesan at that?

  

  

  

 What about me?  The voice was like liquid fire flowing through his body.  His skin seemed to tingle in anticipation.

 “You are how I am going to get her back,” he growled.  He sat on the fallen tree and unlaced his boots, kicking them off.  Then he undid his pants and slid them off as well.  Becomingly proportioned in every way, he stood and walked over to the blanket.

  

  

  

Silvia had tears pouring out of her eyes in small rivers.  He was completely undressed, and in front of a strange woman!  What in the name of all the gods was he doing?  Did he not love her anymore?  Had he wanted her to see his atrocious acts of carnal knowledge?  What a horrible thing to do…and yet she could not move her eyes from the scene before her.  Her mind was captivated by his betrayal.

  

  

  

 Venicius was now on top of the girl, moving vigorously.  The girl (funny—he never got her name) was moaning and clawing his chest with her long nails, drawing blood.  An image of Silvia popped into his mind, crying.  A flash of guilt hit his conscious with a sledgehammer, but was knocked away with pleasure by the thought of vengeance.

 Sobbing silently, Silvia turned and leaned against the tree, chest heaving with despair.  She had to leave; she could not bear it any longer.  She would soon be sick with her grief.  Peeking around the tree trunk one last time, her knees went weak and nearly collapsed beneath her.

 Venicius was not having sex with a beautiful young woman anymore.

 Holding a scream just inside her throat, back she ran as fast and quietly as she was able to, the writhing image of the white cloaked figure in her mind.

  

  

  

 Venicius finished, and rolled over onto his backside to catch his breath.  “Amazing,” he panted.  Then he chuckled.  “Well, I guess we got the little trollop back, didn’t we?”  Not hearing an answer, he turned to look at the girl.

 And blinked.  A figure taller than he lay next to him.  It was covered completely with a white, almost glowing robe, and a large hood provided a dark shadow where there was supposed to be a face.  Without any effort from its hands, the figure sat up and rotated its hooded head to face him.

 Venicius’ mouth dropped open in horror, his mind trying to piece together how this had happened.  Although a feeling of impending doom nearly smothered him, he peered into the hood trying to see inside. His gut told him he did not want to see whatever was in there.  He leaned forward a bit, curiosity and bravery overtaking commonsense as his hand reached out to peel back the hood.

 The beautiful woman was gone, and in her place was a terrible creature, a creature whose face kept changing.  Men, women, even animals were molded out of the strange mass of flesh before him, and nausea made his stomach pitch.  The creature fixated on a monstrous, unidentifiable animal head and lunged.

 Venicius screamed.

  

  

  

 Silvia stopped at the edge of the woods.  She thought she had heard Venicius scream somewhere behind.  No, she knew she had heard him scream.  Should she go back?

 “No damn way,” she thought, picturing again the white cloaked figure she had seen under Venicius.  Her arms immediately broke out in cold chills and she shivered in the warm night air.

 What if he was really hurt though?  She pondered on this a moment.  “If he was screaming from pain, then I pity him,” she told herself.  “But he deserves it.”  She angrily wiped the salty tears off her face and started brushing off her nightgown of the early summer leaves and thorns.  Composing herself, she half-marched, half-snuck back to her bedroom window.  She refused to let Jonathan see her like this, and she sure wouldn’t let him know what had really happened.

 Jonathan looked immensely relieved when she entered through the floor length window.  “You’re back a little bit early,” he whispered.

Silvia said quietly, “Yes, well, there wasn’t any reason for me to stay longer.  Help me remove any leaves or twigs from my clothes.  Get any off the floor that you should see as well.”

 Jonathan began to help her.  He even slipped off her shoes and wiped them off with the tail of his shirt.  He wondered why she was so drawn in—he sort of expected her to come bouncing in with smiles all over her pretty face.

 “Is everything all right, Silvia?” he ventured.

 She looked up at him with a forced smile.  “Of course.”  She sat down on the bed and asked nonchalantly, “Did anything happen while I was away?”

 “Well Mr. Hans came in here not too long ago, saying he heard noises.  He asked ‘Silvia’ if she was okay, and I answered, “Yes, just bad dreams.”  I’m not too sure what he thought because in case you haven’t noticed, my voice is not exactly very feminine.”

 Silvia let a smile flicker on her lips.  It disappeared when she noticed a faint light that had appeared under the doorway, getting brighter as the feet behind it neared.

 “You have to go—now!” she whispered harshly.  She didn’t need to say anymore, for Jonathan had grabbed his boots and was almost out the window already.  “Jonathan, wait!”

 “What?”

 “What was the noise Hans was complaining about?”

 “Oh, nothing, milady.  It was just me whining about you is all.”  He smiled and vanished.

 Silvia shook her head and quickly hid under the covers.

  

  

  

 Hans knocked softly on Silvia’s door, not wanting to wake her if she had already fallen back asleep.  But a tiny voice said, “Yes?”

 He entered.  “I see your voice is back to normal Silvia.  You sounded rather funny when I came in here last time, you know.”

 “Oh…that.  That was just my sleepy voice coming through from my nightmare.”

 Concern crept up into his voice. “Do you want to talk about it?”

 “Yes, actually I do.  It was about this horrid old man who kept on entering my chambers and disturbing my slumber when nothing is wrong.  Sound familiar Hans?”

 He smiled down at her face, nearly hidden by all the covers.  “Goodnight, Mistress Silvia.”

 “With all the times you’ve woken me up tonight, it should be morning.  Leave me to sleep, please.”

 He nodded and walked out of the room slowly, not wanting his candle to blow out and leave him in the never-ending darkness between this room and his own.  At least Silvia was okay; he worried about her more than he let on.  If anything happened to her, he would fail his promises as a loyal servant, and as a friend.

  

  

  

 Silvia watched her servant shut the door.  Her mind was going back to what happened in the woods that night.  Questions raced around her head like the Hare, while she, the Tortoise, sat helplessly with no answers.

 Who was the girl?  Was she the one who inhabited the secret of the white cloak?  Strange, but Silvia had a weird feeling that the white cloaked figure was a male, though no evidence pointed in that direction.  Did Venicius know about the figure in the white cloak?  Why and how could he do that to her?  Did he know she was watching?  Perhaps he and the figure had been planning the whole deal.

 Her eyes watered.  How could she ever get over this?  Would the heart-wrenching pain ever go away?

 “Well, I know one thing,” Silvia stated softly.  “I’ll never get over it if I keep thinking ‘why’ this and ‘why’ that.  I need to either think positively or not think of him and what happened at all.”  A few tears fell at the thought of forgetting all about Venicius.  They had not been together for an exceptionally long time or anything, but she had loved him, even if it was only the beginnings of love.  She had even lost her virginity to him.  He was supposed to feel the same way, or so she had thought.  But now, it was not so.  And he had made that quite apparent in the woods.  Angrily, she smeared away her tears.  “Oh well…I was sick and tired of all the sneaking around and hiding things.  It’s about time the immaturity stopped, at least on my part.”  She sighed and decided to try and get some sleep rather than dwell on things.  She reached for her nightcap to pull over her eyes, as she often did when she was agitated and tired.

It wasn’t there.

  

  

  

 Jonathan reached his house, safe from anyone seeing him.  He crawled through his window as he had earlier that evening.  He kicked his shoes off quietly and removed his sweaty button-up shirt, tossing it to the floor.  He hoped Wanese wouldn’t tell his father about the grass stains on it from wiping off Silvia’s shoes.  He laid down on his cot and put his hands behind his head to relax.  It was only then that he realized he had come all the way from Silvia’s bedroom, across the fields and to his house…wearing her nightcap.

  

  

  

 The next day was long and extremely boring.  She had gotten up an hour and a half late, much to her mother’s disapproval, but had claimed she wasn’t feeling quite herself this morning.  It was not a lie in the least; her stomach felt queasy enough to where she couldn’t eat and her nerves were nearly corroded from distress.  The figure and Venicius had slipped in and out of her dreams like serpents, rending the sleep she got worthless.  Her hands shook all day, and her eyes were red-rimmed from crying.  Dessica could tell that Silvia was telling the truth about feeling ill and sent for Hans, who suggested bed rest all day.

 And so her bedroom was where she passed the long hours trying to read books, for if her mind began to wander, it went to the wrong thoughts, and if she happened to close her eyes to try and nap, horrible visions popped into her head.  For a while she painted on one of her canvases, touching one up that was almost complete and adding onto another picture she had only recently started.  About an hour after noon, a soft rapping at her open window startled her, but she wasn’t all that surprised to see Jonathan peeking in sheepishly.

 “Hello Jonathan.  What brings you here?” she said.

 “Oh, I just thought I would drop by and see if you were feeling any better than last night; you seemed rather distraught.”  When Silvia looked at him with a strange look, he added quickly, “I heard from Hans this morning that you were not feeling well, so I guessed that it had to do with last night.”

 She nodded once.  “Yes, my stomach has been a trifle bit squeamish today.  Thank you for your concern.”  She turned back to her canvas, adding some flat brush strokes to a dark evergreen to make it appear fuller.

 Jonathan shifted uncomfortably.  “Well, I also thought that you might want this back.”  He held up Silvia’s nightcap, her hair pinned to it, and tossed it onto the bed with a sweep of his arm.  “I would keep it, milady, but it doesn’t match my eyes.”

 A wan smile formed on Silvia’s full lips.  “Thank you, Jonathan; I was wondering how to get it back.  It was very kind of you to bring it to me.”

 Silence spoke for a moment.  Then he said, “I suppose I’ll be off now, seeing as how I am on my lunch break.”

 “Good day, Jonathan.”

 “Good day, Mistress.”

  

  

  

 At dinnertime, Silvia was allowed to eat downstairs with her mother.

 “Silvia, dear, are you feeling any better?” Dessica asked.

 “Yes, a little bit.  Have you had a good day Mother?”

 Dessica sighed before replying.  Her worry over the beautiful redhead had taken up most of her thoughts, but she didn’t show it much.  “Overseeing work in the fields was rather tedious this afternoon.  Seems that some of the gentlemen have taken to working very, very slowly.  It has been a drawn out day.”

 “Pardon me.”

Her mother turned to look at Hans in the doorway of the dining room.  “Yes?”

 “Mistress Dessica, there is a gentleman to see you about the house.”

 Dessica stood up, muttering, “And the day gets longer still.”

 Silvia was puzzled.  “Mother, why is a man here to see you about our home?” she asked.

 “I haven’t paid the taxes on the property yet.”  She stood without looking at Silvia and left the room soundlessly.

  

  

  

 An hour later, as Silvia was walking from the library down to her room for some bedtime reading, she came across her mother.  Dessica tried to go around her, but Silvia stepped in her way.  Dessica looked strange: her hair was tussled and what little powder and lip balm she had been wearing was smeared on her face.  Her eyes were swollen from crying and she was walking slowly down the hall.

 “Mother!  Are you all right?  What happened?”

 Dessica turned her tired eyes directly into her daughter’s.  “Now you know how much I love you Silvia...Through all these years, I’ve kept my promise.”  Tears sprang to her brown eyes.

 “Mother, I don’t know-“ Silvia started.

 Dessica’s hand went up, motioning her to be silent.  “Understand this: I never, ever would have done this if your father was still alive, and I never would have done it if I thought that we weren’t going to lose the house because of the raise in taxes.”

 Silvia’s mouth dropped open, tears running down her soft cheeks as she realized what the woman was really saying.  Her mother had...had slept with that man, whoever he was, so they wouldn’t lose their home?  She had no idea that they had been about to lose it.  Suddenly full of extreme love for a woman who would do that to keep her only family under a roof, Silvia threw her arms out and attempted to hug her.

 But Dessica backed away, shaking her head.  “I’m sorry, dear, but I must cleanse myself in the washroom...thoroughly, before I can allow myself to be touched by an angel.”  She left walking down the corridor with her head down in disgust and shame.

 Silvia continued to her room in a daze; shock overwhelmed her.  She ached with pain for her mother.  If only she had known about their money problem she could have done something to help out!  Once in her chambers she shut the door quietly and sat beside the window with her oil lamp.  Thoughts swam through her mind for ages, it seemed, before she decided to banish them by shoving other information into her head.  Sighing, she began to read out of the book she had retrieved from one of the many shelves of their library.  It was called ‘Dark Creatures’.  After a little while of reading, she grew sleepy and changed into a nightgown.  She crawled into bed, shut her eyes, and was soon asleep.

  

  

  

 The trees swayed back and forth, obeying the strange creature’s magic.  They stirred up a good breeze and sent it through the open window.  Then, obeying the next order, the air moved underneath the flowing white cloak, lifting it up the stairs.  His feet hovered outside the window, where it parted the heavy purple curtains and stepped inside.

  

  

  

  

 Chapter Five: Dream a Little Dream

  

 Silvia was sleeping.  She knew it, but it didn’t seem like any of her normal dreams.  A forest surrounded her; its darkness enclosed her and scared her.  Turning around in a slow circle she tried to find some sort of pathway to get out of the dense woods.  The dark green boughs of the trees were almost surreal, their gray bark gnarled and twisted.  Though the trees grew close together, the undergrowth was amazingly thick.  The clearings were small and scattered, and it appeared she was in a rather large one.  No paths could be seen going in any direction.  The ground beneath her bare feet was cold and soft, covered with strange needles and cones that the trees had discarded.  A chill entered her, going to the bone.  The vividness of the scene scared her so that for several long moments she was unsure whether or not it was real.  Where was she?  Nothing looked even vaguely familiar, and she could not see anything beyond the trees: no mountaintops loomed in the background, and there were no dips, valleys, or small hills either.  The ground seemed to be perfectly flat.  Not even a trickle from a stream was heard, much less the hooting of an owl or the scattering of the tiny night creatures of her world that were so normal in the deadest of nights.  What she could see of the skies showed no stars or a moon, but a soft glow encompassed everything in an eerie light.

Sensing some presence other than her own, she whipped about and saw a beautiful fox standing near her. Its red coat stood out among the pale gray bark of the tree trunks and the looming black sky above.  Its eyes were a piercing blue, and Silvia wondered at them, for she had never heard of a fox with that hue of eyes.  It seemed to be watching her intensely, as if it were waiting for her to say something.  Suddenly, it barked softly, trotted off a little ways, and then rotated its head to look at her.  Those eyes...they stared into her soul, probing to see what it was that she sought in life and what life meant to her, cut her like the blade of a sword.  It barked again, expecting more of a reaction than a stare from her end.

 Follow me.

 Silvia jumped, blinked a couple of times, and looked around.  She had heard a masculine voice, but it seemed to have come from the fox’s direction.

 Follow me.

 Was she going mad, or was this animal somehow speaking to her through her mind?  She hadn’t seen its jaw move; then again who had ever heard of a fox speaking in the first place?  She shook her head, amazed at how queer her dream was, but shrugged in acquiescence.

 “Well, since this is only a dream, no one will ever know that I thought an animal was talking to me or that I talked back to it.”  Silvia glanced around once more, uneasy at the thought of remaining here any longer even if it was just a dream.  She reached back and untied a white ribbon from her hair and tied it to an overhanging branch so she could tell if they were walking in a circle.  She had no idea where the ribbon had come from because she didn’t own one like it in her waking life and never wore any sort of hair bow, tie, or ribbon when she slept.

 Enough foolishness...Let us get out of here quickly.

 “Why?  Where are we going?” As uncomfortable as her surroundings were, she didn’t wish to go careening into a different kind of danger.

 Right now you are in a frightening place and it was put into your dreams to disarm you and weaken your mind for other purposes.  Therefore, I have to get you out of these woods, and take you back to your bedroom where you will feel safe and secure, and I can’t do it by wishing for it.

 “This wood was placed in my dreams? I think I really must be going mad!”  She sighed.  “All right.  But if you think you are going to lead me farther into this dreadful forest, then you have another thing coming.  Even if this is a dream I am still a prominent woman and people will be looking for me ere the morning.”

 What I am protecting you from no one else can hide you from.  And this evil can easily prevent your loved ones and servants from ever finding you again, dream or not.  Please, you must follow me.  The evil cannot harm you as long as I am with you in your mind, or in your waking world.  Come...

 The fox turned and trotted on ahead at a good pace, fast enough to where she was nearly jogging to keep up with him.  The twigs, needles, and cones hurt her bare feet horribly, jabbing into the soles and stabbing her.  Bounding over fallen tree trunks and whipping around moving pools of sand that appeared out of nowhere, they moved on.  Every few minutes the creature would stop,

 sticking his nose in the wind and pricking his furry red ears up.  Several times he went completely rigid, which frightened Silvia.  What was this evil he had spoken of?  And did he sense something unseen in the forest air?  If this wood were placed in her dreams, what other scary, unimaginable things were placed in there with it?

The next time the fox halted to listen, she saw him freeze, the fur on his back bristling.  Silvia felt something nearby as well, watching them, and twisted around to face behind her, preparing for some demon to stop dead in its tracks right behind her.  She saw nothing, but the hair on the back of her neck bristled in warning.

 A twig snapped to her left, and her head whipped towards the sound to see two blood red eyes staring back at her.  Silvia was rooted to the spot, frozen in terror at what she saw in the large, ugly bracken.  As the shivering young maiden watched, the beast began to show itself.  The bush about it rustled, and the two red eyes moved forward.

 Suddenly, out popped an adorable puppy, and the red eyes didn’t look so bad with the rest of its body, which was white.  It hobbled a few steps and then started licking its paw.  She saw blood all over it, as well as some on its back.

 “Oh, you poor little thing, you! Did you get yourself into a scrabble with another cur?” she asked softly.  Inching nearer to it, she reached out to touch it, fearing lack of bravery more than the creature itself.

 Nooo...

 Silvia had no time to turn her head to see why her fox friend had yelled before the little puppy, so cute, innocent, and pitiful before, chuckled and began to grow.  She screamed and fell backwards, trying to crawl away from the horrible monster in front of her.  It rose up on its hind legs, its chest swelling along with its head and feet. It grew taller than an average sized man—the thing was nearly a giant!  Its muscles enlarged and rippled to the point of almost breaking the skin, and its claws were dangerously long and too sharp for comfort.

 Snarling at her, it crouched, ready to pounce—

 And then was struck dead in the heart by a whizzing arrow.  An ugly scowl came over its face as it looked down at its chest, where only the back end of the arrow protruded gruesomely, the feathers still straight and crisp.  The beast fell forward and Silvia could see the front end of the arrow sticking out its back, dripping blood and skewed flesh onto its fur.

 Getting to her feet shakily, she spun about.  Her stomach was heaving wildly, and she nearly vomited where she stood.

 Still holding the bow that had sprung the life-saving arrow was a beautiful man.  He was gazing at the dead mass of flesh lying on the ground that was already attracting large, wicked looking flies.

 “If the he can place things of all sorts in your dreams, why can’t I?  It was a helpful bow,” he said.  “Come.  We must leave again and continue on our way.  I would hate to see the creatures that prey on the carcass of one of them.”  He pointed at the grotesque monster.

 Silvia peered at the man, recognizing his voice.  “Were you...Are you the red fox?” she asked.

 “Yes,” he replied.  “Now, please hurry and follow me.”

 He took her hand, and they ran.

  

  

  

 The figure was inside of the room.  It was very dark, and although his cloak was bright white, it made no difference in the lighting of the room, which stayed just as dark as it was before.  It was now time to take her precious memory.  This was always the first to go; it was crueler that way, and he enjoyed seeing into other people’s lives so easily.  But this girl was a child of fate, and possessed powers she did not know of yet—he could feel them.  Breaking her mind would be more difficult than it had expected.  Caution would be needed here.  Gliding across the floor, he came to the bed.  The shape under the covers didn’t stir—the perfect time for the task to be performed.  Raising his deathly white robed arms above the lovely redhead, he began his silent chants.

 

  

  

 “Oh, no.”

 “What?  What’s wrong?  Are we going the wrong way?”  Silvia asked, her muscles tensing in alarm.  That strange prickling at the back of her neck was back with a vengeance.

 The man looked at her with worry and concern.  “We must hurry and get to your room in this dream.  He is in your room right now, as we speak, hovering over you with evil intent.”

 “What?” Silvia was bewildered.  “Who is in my room?  Who is in my room?  How do you know this?”

 The piercing blue eyes stared at her hard; they now seemed to be the only source of light in the dark realm of her dream.  Everything else faded out around them.  “I believe you already know,” he said.  “The figure in white.”

 Her jaw dropped as the memories flooded back into her mind.  Rituel throwing her...the figure screaming...glimpses of something in her garden...someone breathing outside her window...Venicius’ betrayal...all the dreams throughout her life…So it hadn’t been her imagination playing tricks on her eyes?  That terrible thing was real?  Her stomach did another turn.

 “That’s right, my lady,” the young man said, reading her expression.  “Now, don’t ask any more questions when I say this, but hold onto me tightly and whatever you do or see, no matter what happens, don’t let go.”

 Oh, she must be going out of her mind to even consider doing such a thing!  The man was gorgeous, but she wasn’t the type to go rubbing up on a stranger as Venicius had done.  That brought to mind the white robed figure, and goose bumps broke out all over her body.  Doing as she was told, she wrapped her arms around his waist, feeling the taut muscles beneath his shirt.  A powerful wind enveloped them, nearly knocking them over, and she closed her green eyes against it.  What in the name of all the gods was she doing grappling with a unfamiliar man in such an intimate way?  Even in her dreams it was too inappropriate!  And all of this happening in the wake of the worst night of her life…

 Suddenly, she felt a unique sensation, and opened her eyes.  They were getting smaller!  Yes, the ground was rising to meet them as they shrank lower and lower.  Fear entered her, and she looked into the man’s eyes.  The beautiful crystals of blue lingered on hers long enough for them to say ‘Don’t be afraid’.  This comforted her and she held on tight and breathed in the man’s musky smell.  It was then that she realized she was holding on to fur.  Red fur.  The man had changed back into the fox swiftly.  Silvia was now clinging to the underside of his belly, holding on for all that she was worth as he began to run.

  

  

  

 The white-clad one knew something was wrong when he didn’t hear the incantations reverberating against the walls to grow stronger; they just hung in the air around his head, which endangered him to pressure and suffocation.  If she hadn’t been unique he would have taken her memories the good old fashioned way—just sucking them right out of her mind by touching her.  But he’d wanted this occasion to satisfy his darker side, and now the silent chants weren’t going right at all.  He needed to get out of there as quickly as possible.  Someone, most likely the man who had rescued her from him when she had fallen from the horse, was protecting the girl.  Damn him—he could enter the dream world!  He was not prepared to deal with such things.  Why was he protecting her?  Did he know who she was?

 She could now awaken at any moment and see the glowing white robes of the being above her with his arms raised.  This was almost as dangerous as the loitering words, which were hanging everywhere.  He had to leave.  Life was imperative when doing these things; he couldn’t let the overbearing words kill him before his entertainment with her was sated.

Slipping out the window soundlessly and jumping to the ground instead of letting the breeze carry him, the cloaked man moved fast and furiously to the nearest place to hide.  Time would give him another chance to finish.  It always did.

  

  

  

 They presently entered a clearing, the fox panting hard and heavy.  There was another grove of trees ahead, but through those trees the fields of her property could easily be seen.  The fox only halted for a moment before glancing back and racing on.  A feeling within Silvia made her believe that the quicker they got to her bedroom, the quicker they would get out of danger.  He ran at full speed, flying across the fields like they were only footsteps to him.  Soon, they reached the pleasant flower garden outside her window and he made a giant leap.  He landed deftly on the stone floor, his tiny claws not even clicking.  Then he jumped onto the bed.

 Silvia felt the strange sensation again, and realized that she was getting bigger.  When she returned to her normal size, she caught herself clinging by her arms and her legs to the underside of the young man, who was on all fours and sweating profusely above her.  Blushing hotly she let herself fall onto the silk, pillow-soft bed.  The moonlight was shining in through the still open window and for the first time Silvia got an excellent look at his face besides his eyes; he was abnormally handsome.  He had a complexion that was a deep, golden color and straight, reddish-brown hair spilled over his broad shoulders.  He was tall, but not lean; he seemed very muscular underneath his clothes.  A couple of day’s growth showed on his face.

 He stared down at her.  After a moment he shook his head and rose to stand up.  Towering over her small body, he hopped off the bed and landed without a sound on the floor.

 “Who are you?” she whispered.  She felt so drawn to this man and the mystery of where he had come from.  The shame of clutching such a man to her was quickly fading.

 “My name,” said the man, “is Keelan.” He had a deep voice that had a slight accent.  “And you...you are the famous ‘dead’ infant-child, although no one but a chosen few knows who you really are.  Not even you.”

 More than a little confused, Silvia sat up.  “What do you mean by ‘famous and dead’?  I’m alive aren’t I?  Or have I perished in this dream?”  Her heart began to race in panic.

 “No, you have not perished, milady.  But you are not supposed to exist to most people—your father made sure of that.”

 “You knew my father?”  Silvia breathed.  So many questions ran through her mind and teased her for his answers.  But she restrained them.

 There was a short pause.  “Yes,” he said finally, looking out of the window.  “I suppose you could say that I knew him.”

 Her questions began spilling out.  “How?  What did you know of him?  Where did you meet him?  Did you know of my mother and me?”  When he turned his saddened gaze upon her, she felt ashamed of herself.  “I am sorry,” she said.  “I just did not know him very well.  Mother tells me he was sent to a special home and only got to return once in a great while.  She wouldn’t let me go and visit with him because she said that it was a most depressing place and that some of the people there were very dangerous.”

 Keelan shook his head in agitation.  “Please, I can’t tell you much at the present point in time.  It would be very hard on you. But I will tell you what it is safe for you to know.”

 Silvia peered at him closely as she sat up.  “If you are going to tell me something that has to do with my personal life, much less my deceased father, then don’t you think you should tell me everything?  The whole truth?” A spark of anger ignited in her voice.

He sighed.  “I suppose you are right...ok then.  Well, your father built this house specifically for hiding over twenty years ago.  What was undisclosed to you is that you were not born here as you thought.”

 Tears sprung to her eyes, threatening to drench her pale cheeks.   “Where...where was I born then?”

 “You were born in Darkania.  It is maybe six days of riding to get there from here.  It is a very large city with tens of thousands of people.  Surely you have heard tell of your servants venturing there from time to time to go to the market.”

 “If I was born there, then how come I have lived here all my life?”  She thought about all the trips her servants had made to the ‘big city’ and wondered why she had never been allowed to go.  “How come I was never told any of this and how do I know that you speak the truth to me?”

 Keelan took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Mistress, what I have to say is very difficult and most likely hard for you to believe.  I should not even be the one telling you this, but I will take it upon myself to do so, and from the beginning.” He paused, then continued.  “Your grandfather was King Tyron of Darkania.”  He held up a hand when her eyebrows shot up in disbelief and her mouth opened to speak.  “Please, let me finish.  When he died at a rather young age your father, his only son, took up the duties of the Royal Crown.  He was twenty-six at the time.”

 “You’re trying to tell me that I come from a royal family?” Silvia said.  “I believe I would have known by now if that were true.  It’s preposterous.”

 “No, it isn’t, milady.  Hear me out,” Keelan said.  “After several years of ruling the difficult country alone, he decided to marry.  He courted many extravagantly beautiful women until he found the right one.  She was a lady of high standing, fair and just, and very kind to all.  She was so becoming that most men became smitten with her after just one meeting.  It was said that she had more admirers than all the other women in Darkania combined.  ”

 “My mother,” stated Silvia proudly, “although she isn’t the most beautiful woman in the world, I regret to say.”  No, she most certainly couldn’t see anyone falling over their feet after gazing upon her mother.

 “No and yes,” Keelan said softly.  “The woman was your mother but not the one whom you call your mother.  Your true mother was named Madeline, and she was widely famous for her beauty—her long red curls and her pretty green eyes.  She looked exactly like you do, milady, if you wish to know.  She was strong and smart and made an excellent queen.  She got pregnant almost right away and had a strapping boy.”

 She had always wondered where her hair and eye colors had come from, for her father had had black hair and Dessica’s hair was brown.  She was in complete shock.  Tears ran down her face relentlessly, but her heart seemed to have stopped at his last sentence.  “I have a brother?” she whispered.

 “Yes.  He was five years your senior.”

 Silvia cried, “Was?  What do you mean was?  What happened?”

 “He...he was murdered,” came the response.  He turned his head away, already shouldering the weight of the sorrow that was to come.

 “What?  How?” This had to be a dream within a dream!

 Keelan walked over to her vanity and took the chair that was sitting there.  He went to the side of the bed and set it down, lowering himself into it.  Then he looked Silvia squarely in the eye.  “First I want you to understand that I never dreamed I would be the one telling you this, milady.  Please understand that I am not doing this to hurt you in any way; I just want you to know who you really are and who is trying to kill you while you sleep.  And you need to know that part of the story first, as you are still in danger.”  He paused again and stared out at the moonlight for several moments.  “It started before you were conceived, Mistress.  There was an uprising in the city.  A man named Gregorich Hapshamin came to the city and wormed his way into the people’s good favor by telling them how much better he could make Darkania, and all the things he could change.  He also spread horrible rumors about your parents, King Zacharias and Queen Madeline, and about your brother.  This man was the one who caused the downfall of the Royal Family.  On him all blame must be placed.”  Keelan stopped, swallowing hard.  Should he tell her all of it?  Part of him said yes because she was right—she did deserve the whole truth.  At the same time, however, this part was his story, his burden, and it was difficult to disclose something that was so personal, so painful.  He made his decision quickly.  “Before I tell you the rest, there is something that you need to know.  Gregorich was the one who created the white-robed figure—the one which hunts your dreams.  He needed someone to do his dirty work so that his hands would not be stained and he could ascend the throne of Darkania without a hitch.”

She stared at him in silence, her jaw slack.  He continued before she could speak.

 “One day my brother, Quentin, and I were walking home from the market.  I was young, about five or six I think.  Hapshamin followed us; we saw him, but thought he was just some vagrant and we ignored his calls.  Late that night he came through our bedroom window, quiet as a snake, but with venom more potent than any other I know.  He started whispering these really strange words, and we knew then that he was into some form of bad magic.  My brother tried to protect me; he held me closer than anyone ever had before.  He told me to cover my ears...not to listen...But since Quentin was holding on to me, he couldn’t plug up his own ears, and the spell got to him because of that…because of me.  A minute later his arms dropped and he rose off the bed, like someone who is in a dream.  I fell over on the bed, my hands still over my ears, too scared to do anything but cry.  Gregorich ordered Quentin to stand in front of him, where he said some more magic words.  Then my brother turned and looked at me with blank, staring eyes.  I could tell he had already changed: His eyes were black, his whole body too relaxed, and evil vibes emanated from him.  I wanted to scream, but I kept my mouth shut and my ears plugged.  I was bawling like a baby, shivering uncontrollably, and I was very scared.  Then they exited from the window and I dared to crawl to it to look out after them.

 “They had stopped several yards from the window, facing each other again.  Gregorich was mouthing words, and produced a huge white cloak from thin air.  He walked around Quentin and stood directly behind him.  He raised the cloak and slipped it over Quentin’s head and arms.  The cloak should have been about two feet taller than my brother, for he was only nine, but when he disappeared under it, somehow the robe seemed to fit perfectly, as if he had been fully-grown.  Gregorich began to speak aloud now.  I couldn’t hear too well what he was saying but I caught snips about needing people out of the way to get powerful...Then they left, walking away into the night.  That was the last time I saw him as he used to be and that was long ago.”

 Silvia was now sitting up; her eyes wide open in shock.  She was speechless, and more than a little scared.  Keelan’s eyes were watery but he blinked back the tears, gazing at the cold stone floor.  It had been a very long time since he had told this story to another.

 “It is your brother?” said Silvia, and immediately regretted it as he looked at her with unconcealed hurt in his crystal blue eyes.  The pain he felt was as tangible as a knife wound in the softness of her belly.

 “That was seventeen years ago,” he said sullenly.  “Since then I have found out little more about what my brother became.  He seems to have totally forgotten about me and our parents (who thought he had run off).  I have been tracking him off and on.  He kills people at random, it seems.  I saved one woman from him, and she claimed she could feel her memory slipping away under his spells.  I think he takes people’s memories because he can’t remember who he is or because he needs their memories—I’m not sure which.  Perhaps he does it as a wicked hobby.  But I have also learned a disconcerting fact: When he takes someone’s memories as well as their life, he is somehow able to change into them.  I don’t know how it works, but it seems simple for him.  And if he doesn’t kill them afterward, they are like an empty shell, waiting to be filled.  Some eventually can regain something of their life, but most are without hope.  And those are the ones that survive an encounter with him.”

She thought of Venicius with the woman who had changed into the white-robed figure.  She started to feel sorry for him, thinking of the trickery of the magical cloak.  However, her bitterness returned as she thought of how he probably would have betrayed her anyway.  “Why don’t you try to stop him, Keelan?” asked Silvia.  “Isn’t there a way?”

 He stared at her glumly, as one who was already defeated.  “I am not sure.  I think I have some sort of power over him because I’m a part of his past.  But every time I come across him he runs, and so I don’t know if I can defeat the power of the magic robe.”

 Silvia sat quietly, deep in thought for a while.  Finally she said, “If he runs, he does it because he fears you deep down.  Perhaps there is a way…but now we have learned about your brother, and so tell me of mine.  Did Quentin have anything to do with his death?”

 “I don’t believe so.  When the uprising occurred half the city turned against King Zacharias.  The hate even infiltrated the confines of the palace.  A guard was standing outside your brother’s washroom as his nanny bathed him.  But she pushed your brother’s head under the water and drowned him.  The guard discovered this and she was hanged the next morning.  Your mother then found that she was pregnant with you.  By the end of her term, the city was too unsafe even for them.  This house had been finished

 because the King had an enormous amount of workers building it (though they were under the impression it was for someone other than the Royal Family).  You were brought here as soon as you were born.   Your parents stayed back in Darkania, trusting you to the care of Dessica, who had just lost her baby and still had mother’s milk.  Every once in a great while they came to visit you, and it tore them up badly.  No one knew you were alive because the King and Queen told the city you were stillborn.  They couldn’t have born the thought of anyone finding you and hurting you.  They loved you dearly, you know.”

 Silvia’s lips trembled as she tried to control her tears, and her head ached.  How could this be true?  What had happened to her mother and father?  Did Quentin kill them?  She made herself calm down a little and looked into Keelan’s face.  His expression was unreadable.  Softly, she said, “Tell me the rest please; I need to know.”

 “When you were just barely walking,” he began again, “your parents made a very difficult decision: It was imperative that they not come to see you again for a good while.  It was too dangerous.  All three of you would have been murdered for sure if you were found together.  Plans were made to kill your parents.  Gregorich had taken over the kingdom, proclaiming them dead when they went into hiding.  Everyone believed him.  Your mother died of pneumonia a couple of years later.  Your father said her dying wish was that you were to be protected at all costs and for you to get the Royal Crown back.”

 “How do you know all of this?” Silvia cried.

 “Because, Mistress,” he said sadly, “they stayed in an underground room in my bedroom.”  He gave this a minute to sink in.  “Your father wanted to tell you when she died, but couldn’t make the journey at the time.  Besides, you had already started to call Dessica ‘mother’, and he didn’t’ want you to become confused.”

 “Why did she—I mean, Dessica—tell me that he was in a home for people who had special needs...Why did she lie?”

 Keelan removed himself from the chair and began pacing the room.  “Mistress, it would have been far too perilous for you two to be together often.  Apart, the chances for one of you to eventually regain the kingdom were a lot better.  I don’t know why she told you that he was in a ‘home’.”

“You promise that you speak the truth?  This is not some strange runoff of an already horrible dream?”

 “I wish it were, and that you could live the rest of your life safe and in peace, Mistress.  Unfortunately, danger has found you.”

 “He came back, you know,” Silvia interrupted suddenly.  She was tearing up again.  “He had a long beard; I guess he grew it during the nine year span that I didn’t see him.  I was eleven or twelve, and my birthday had just passed.  He came to see me for my birthday.”

 “We picked out your present milady,” said Keelan.  “It was a black Darkanian stallion.”

 A shadow passed over her face as sad the sad memories surfaced.  “Rituel,” she murmured.  “I remember he was just a tiny foal then.”  She paused, remembering.  “Father seemed so happy when he saw me.  He wouldn’t stop hugging me and kissing my cheeks.  His eyes were so alive, but aged beyond his years.  His skin was very pale, and he was rather thin.  And he was so paranoid!  Every noise he heard he started making his way to a window to peek out or a chair to hide behind.  Dessica’s words seemed to fit his behavior when he returned that last time.  He had never been like that before, or if he had then I had not noticed it.  Maybe he was afraid someone had followed him to try and hurt him.”

 “Actually…someone did,” Keelan said softly.

  

  

 Chapter Six: Family Ties

  

 Dessica heard a knock on her door, and was informed that Silvia was crying loudly in her room.  Startled, she said she would be right there.  Daylight had begun to creep into her room, illuminating the man snoring loudly next to her.  A disgusted look overtook her face as she hurriedly rolled out of bed and dressed.  When Zacharias was still alive, he paid all the property taxes for the land, sending her the money through the people he was hiding with.  Now that he was gone, well...It had been easy at first, for he had left them money.  But three years ago, the money set back had finally run out.  Ever since, the man next to her had come to visit.

 He was very rich, and lived several, several miles away.  He had a wife and three children at home, for whom she felt sorry.  Dessica had first went to him for a loan, saying she would give him the money back in payments, although she had told him she couldn’t afford any kind of interest.  So the man, Frederick, agreed...but on different terms: Dessica would pay three-quarters of the property tax back to him in four monthly payments; but the last quarter, as well as the interest, would be paid in her bed once a year when he came to collect the payments.  Dessica had been horrified and insulted by the crude offer, but he was the only one who would, or could, help her.  If she didn’t have the money for the tax collectors, the King would have his tax people come out to take over her home, driving them all away or forcing her to sell their belongings to get by.  With Silvia there, she could not have risked such a thing.  So, she had no choice but to accept the offer Frederick gave her, and so far he had been good on his word.  He usually came and left when Silvia was out riding, so that the young woman wouldn’t see him, but last night he had come very late, and now Silvia knew.

 This shamed and devastated Dessica, for she didn’t know whether or not the girl understood the reasons for her actions.  They still had the house, after all, didn’t they?  And Silvia was safe, was she not?

 Dessica grabbed up her brush and started running it through all the tangles and knots in her hair.  She thought of Zacharias again, and of the oath that she had sworn to him long ago, when Silvia was just a babe.  She looked at her hands and sighed heavily.

“Take great care of my little angel, Dessica,” he had said.  “She is now my only child and the true crown bearer to the throne of Darkania.  When she comes of age you will have to let her know her origins and the decisions that had to be made long ago.  Always protect her and tell her that we loved her very much...too much for her to die.”

 Then she had sworn a blood oath, cutting the palms of her hands deeply, saying that each and every time she used her hands, she would remember her duties.

 And she had, to the best of her abilities.

 Slipping on some wooden sandals, she roughly nudged the overweight, balding man wrapped up in the blankets of her bed.  “It is time for you to go,” she said unkindly.

 Frederick grunted and sat up.  “I don’t usually leave at this time,” he replied sharply.  “Aren’t you afraid your daughter will see me?”

 Dessica glared at him through half-closed eyelids.  “Because you came so late yesterday, she has now found out about you.  You might as well go ahead and leave; our business here is done.”  She walked out of the room and down the steps, going along another corridor to Silvia’s room.  She opened the door without knocking and saw Silvia sitting on her bed, sobbing away.

 “Are you okay?” she said worriedly.  She went over and scooped up the young woman into her arms—an unusual show of affection for her.  “Tell me what it is.”  Dessica wasn’t used to physical comfort, but she tried to be soothing.  Despite the lack of blood ties, she still felt very close to this girl and loved her fiercely.  She figured Silvia had finally understood the true meaning of paying the taxes on the house, and Dessica was prepared to tell her all about the money problems.  But she was not prepared for Silvia’s next words.

 Silvia pushed herself away from Dessica guiltily and forced those green eyes to look into Dessica’s brown ones.  “I know,” she whispered.  “I know you’re not my mother.”

 Dessica gaped at her.  For several long moments she was flabbergasted and couldn’t speak; she almost couldn’t breathe.  Finally facing the young lady with the red-rimmed eyes with what she hoped was a strong, even voice, she said, “My, oh, my, Silvia...Those are pretty heavy words.”  Her hands began trembling slightly, and she fidgeted, wondering what to say.  She had not

 been prepared for this!  “Why would you think I am not your mother?”  Some idiotic part of her was trying to say that it was all a joke of poor taste, that Silvia would start cackling madly anytime now, or that this was all a dream.  But she knew it was not so.

 Silvia started speaking, breaking apart Dessica’s wild chain of thought.

 “Why did you tell me that my father was put in a special home for all those years?  Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?  It would not have hurt me so if you had just told the truth!”  The words were almost, but not quite, harsh and filled to overflowing with pain.

 Dessica opened her mouth to speak, but was too shocked; only silence came out.  Did Silvia really know what she was talking about?  Did she know the horror of her real parents’ past?  Surely not...”I was speaking metaphorically, dear.  In the position he was in, it was nearly the same as being in one.”

 “No!  That is not true and you know it!” Silvia cried, jumping up off the bed and turning to face her.  “He was a king, hiding from his own country under the floor of one of the few loyal families there was left.  He lived there for over the rest of his miserable life, making everyone believe he was dead!  He lived in a dirt room and probably never saw daylight just so he could live to see me again!  He made his last pilgrimage to me for my birthday only to be murdered!”

Dessica could not believe what she was hearing.  How in the name of the Dark Moon could she know so much?  And who bloody told her?  The only people in the house that knew who she really was were Hans, Maura, and herself.  Who else knew now?  Had one of them let slip the true story?  “Silvia, you need to calm down and tell me who told you all of this.”

 Silvia made a visible effort to calm herself.  But she ignored Dessica’s desire to know the informer and asked a question of her own instead.  “What do you know of his death?”  She stood up and walked over to the windows, looking into the distance where she knew Darkania lie. “All my life you have told me half-truths.  Do not even think of lying to me now!  I want the whole truth about how my father was killed!”

 Seeing as how Silvia seemed to know much already, Dessica decided to answer honestly.  After all, why not?  “Truth be known, Silvia, we do not know exactly how he died.  There were no marks of any kind on him, and there was a guard who insisted upon standing watch outside his door all night to keep him safe.  We found him late in the night when Hans heard a loud thump on the wooden floor of your father’s room.  Everyone was roused and when we entered his chambers he was deceased; the guard had disappeared.  But one of the servants happened to be looking out the window and saw a flash of white cloth—someone running towards the woods.  Of course, all the men followed outside for a pursuit.  However, the only thing they found was the guard’s dead body, lying on the ground a hundred yards away from the southeast border of the property.  No trace of the person in white was ever found and no one has seen whoever it was since then.  But I would bet all that I have that whoever that was killed your father somehow.”

 Silvia nodded her head, as if agreeing.  She said, “May I please be alone for a little while?  I need to think.”

 Dessica was more perplexed than ever, but rose and left without saying a word.  She would approach Silvia later on the subject of how her information was obtained, but not now, for she also needed to think.

  

  

  

 She donned a black dress and light beige riding skirts.  In a strange way she could not explain, she felt that the black symbolized her remorse for her unknown mother and father and all the pain they had gone through.  Her boots were a simple black pair that laced up to her shins, wrapped tightly with leather support.

 She skipped breakfast and made her way to the stables.  Upon arriving, she found Jonathan cleaning out the stalls already.  Hans was nowhere in sight, no doubt being held up by Dessica.

 “Good day, Mistress!” exclaimed Jonathan merrily.  “And how are you today?  Fine, I am  hoping.  I am doing wonderful!  Hans has been treating me better than he ever has before.  You should see how he acts towards me now...” He then looked at Silvia questioningly.  “Might I ask what the matter is?”

 She was just standing there, her arms limp by her slender sides and her dark, curly red hair was in a single plait down her lower back, making her solemn face stand out more.  Her eyes were red and swollen.

 “Get Rituel ready please,” was all that she said.

 Taken aback by her tombstone solemnity, Jonathan just stood there and stared.

 “Never mind, I’ll get him.”  She began to walk towards the tack room, but Jonathan snapped back to attending to her and ran ahead.  Silvia changed directions in a daze of sorts and went to the beautiful, sleek black stallion.  Rituel lowered his head and nuzzled her shoulder gently.

As he was attaching the saddle to the horse, Jonathan said, “So you never did tell me what happened the other night when I covered for you.”

 A dark look escaped her eyes.

 “Well?”

 “Well, what?” she said, raising her voice a little and focusing her eyes on him, making him squirm.  “By the time I got there he was already pleasing himself!”  She grabbed the horse’s bridle off a hook nearby.

 “Oh, I see,” Jonathan laughed, mistaking her anger for a mocking tone.  “So he started on himself, without you, and you got mad, huh?”

 Silvia turned her flashing eyes upon him, and he stepped back from the emotions that poured from them.  “I wouldn’t have minded if he had started without me, as long as he was by himself.  Unfortunately, he started with another woman!”

 He wasn’t sure if it was a trick of the light or his imagination, but she almost appeared to have a glow about her, as if her black dress was trying to give off a soft light.  Jonathan didn’t know what to say, and right away he felt horrible for pressing her for her story.

 “I really do not wish to speak of this any longer.  I am going for a ride.  A short one.”

 All he could manage to do was nod as Silvia mounted Rituel and rode off.  The poor girl.  He wished there were something he could do.  She didn’t deserve to be treated like that.

 “Bloody bastard of a wench.”  It was rare that he cursed that way, but he was furious.  If Silvia had loved Jonathan as much as she had loved Venicius, she would never hurt again.

  

  

  

 About an hour later Silvia returned.  She handed Rituel over to Jonathan with a grim face and left without speaking.  Then she went to the library on the second floor of the large house.  She searched a few minutes and then found what she was looking for.

 It was a rather small book about Darkania and the surrounding areas.  It did not reveal much of anything that she didn’t already know, besides the lay of the land.  Replacing the book, she looked for another on the city or anything about it, but she found nothing.  Sighing, she left the library’s store of books and went to find the woman who, until last night, she had thought was her mother.  She was also the one who would have more information.

 Dessica was sitting in a chair under a gigantic weeping willow outside the rear entrance to the kitchen, taking a break from a long walk she had just taken.

 Silvia ambled up to her with a determined face, although she was a bit nervous.  “Dessica, may I talk to you please?”

 The older woman looked up at her with a tired, drawn expression; that haggard, forlorn gaze made Silvia feel guilty for what she was about to ask.

 “Yes, what is it dear?” she asked.  She tried to smile, but only succeeded in making herself look older.  It hurt her deeply that Silvia had called her by her name.  It was something that had never happened before.

 Drawing a deep breath, Silvia said, “I would like to take a trip.”

 Dessica seemed surprised and amused, but underneath was a thick layer of suspicion.  “A trip?  Where is it that you wish to go?”

 Briefly looking down and away, Silvia replied, “Darkania.”

 “Excuse me?  I don’t believe I heard you correctly.”

 An iron will formed in the young girl’s stomach.  She refused to back down this time for any reason.  “Yes, you did, and you know it.  I have to, you understand.  I need to see what’s there and where I was born.  I want an idea of how the great city is run and what it is like.  I want to see where my parents lived...And I want to see Gregorich Hapshamin.”

A smile almost formed on her mouth at Silvia’s words, but quickly went away when she saw that her adopted daughter was being serious.  “No!  It’s impossible!  He cannot see you!  You don’t need to go there—and it’s too dangerous.”  Dessica was furious with the girl for even suggesting such a thing.  Her hands gripped the arms of the chair until the knuckles turned white.  “If you are going just to see that barbaric creature, then I cannot allow you to leave this property, and by the Dark Moon, I shall chain you to the bed if I have to.”

 Silvia was angered by the adamant refusal.  “Why do you not want me to see him at all?  And don’t I have a right to see this beautiful land beyond the confines of this property?  I have never traveled anywhere and I feel as if I have been imprisoned!  I despise it and I demand to be allowed to go!  I demand to see all that I have lost!”

 “Your parents were lucky to stay alive in that wretched place for as long as they did,” Dessica said testily.  “I won’t have you recognized and killed, Silvia; it’s just too much for my aging mind, and I made a blood oath to your father.  This subject is closed.”  She turned away from Silvia, tears shining in her dark eyes.  How had everything come crashing down like this?  She was supposed to be the one who told Silvia her story, by the gods!  Talking with Hans and Maura hadn’t helped; neither one of them had ever spoken a word to Silvia about her parents, much less the throne.

 Silvia stood there for several minutes, not knowing a thing to say.  She watched as Dessica bowed her head, and decided to do a softer approach.  Putting a hand on the woman’s shoulder, she said, “May I please go?  I give you my word that I will not go near Gregorich Hapshamin willingly.  It would be very important to me.  I am of age to speak my mind now, and being an adult I can go without your consent, should I wish.  But it is important to me that you give me permission.”

 Dessica raised her head slowly and stared at the young girl hard.  Finally she spoke in quiet, carefully chosen words.  “You and your mother look as alike as twins, Silvia.  Would you wear a face and hair cover so that you will not be recognized?”

 Silvia nodded.  She would do anything to convince Dessica to let her go.

 “Also, you must take Hans and Maura with you.  I have to stay here to run the house or you won’t have one to come home to.”

 “Okay.”

 Dessica sighed.  “And you might need some extra money while you are there, so I’ll send along a cart of food to sell.”

 Silvia clapped her hands happily.  “So I may go?”

 “Under certain conditions, yes.  Don’t tell anyone who you are or where you’re from.  If someone should suspect who you really are...Gregorich will have you killed in the blink of an eye.  Be careful.  Your life, as well as others is at stake here.  If you fall, so do we.”

 Silvia nodded.  “Thank you so much.  I’ll never forget this.”

 “Nor will I,” Dessica admitted.  “You can leave tomorrow at the least.  It will be a short trip.  Go and pack your things, you little imp.”

 Silvia smiled broadly and hurried off.  She couldn’t believe Dessica was letting her go under the circumstances.  As she passed by the kitchens, she grabbed a small block of cheese and gobbled it down to wet a sudden appetite that had sprung up.  Then she started through the house, making her way to her bedroom.  But as she neared the area around the front doors, she heard a soft rapping.  A little annoyed at the timing, Silvia went to the large oak doors.  She opened the one on the right, saying, “We are rather busy, so if you’ll just come back—“

She stopped and so did her heart beat.  Standing in the doorway was none other than Venicius, with a tattered red rose in his hand.

 “My love!  Why didn’t you come to our moonlight meeting as planned? I was waiting for you.”

 Shock overtook her.  How in the name of the gods could he show up here in plain view of everyone?  Did he want to humiliate her more?  And it was very odd that he mentioned anything of their secret life that they shared—had shared—but he did so freely and without worry of being overheard from the sound of his boisterous voice.  Silvia was glad that Dessica was still outside and hoped fervently that no servants would pass by while he was still here. She threw a worried glance over her shoulder to make sure no one was about.

 Finally finding her voice, she barked out, “What are you doing here?”

 Maintaining an innocent tone, he said, “Why, Silvia, dear…are you angry with me?”  His lower lip pouted out.

 Silvia clenched and unclenched her fists.  “Angry, say you?  I am furious, not angry.  How dare you show your face after what you did?  You are a sick, twisted man!”

 A sly gaze came over his face.  “Oh...you must mean that girl that was with me.  Well, she was just...biding my time until you came along.  Here, I brought this for you.”

 He handed her the rose, and the first thing she noticed was that it was decaying.  The second thing was the white ribbon tied halfway down the stem...It was the same ribbon she had found in her hair in her dream the night before; she had tied it to some branch or other in the forest hadn’t she?  Or had it just been her imagination?  Could the ribbon have somehow been taken from the dream, or had it been planted there, the idea coming from something in the waking world?  But the ribbon brought something else from the dream into her thoughts.

 She dropped the rose and kicked it out the door at Venicius, pictures of the white-robed figure running through her mind in circles.  That also brought images of Keelan into her mind, and hadn’t he been the only one to see that ribbon?  He had watched her tie it to the branch; could this be his idea of a sick joke?  And what about that horrible scream she had heard from Venicius two nights ago?

 Taking a chance on her confused thoughts, she whispered, “Keelan?”

 Venicius’ eyes widened and he stepped back as if he had been struck.  A diminutive cry escaped from his parched lips and it was one that Silvia recognized, though in lower volume, from the day that Rituel had thrown her: Quentin.  This was not Venicius!  It was Keelan’s brother!

 This time it was she who stepped back and she slammed the door as fast as she could.  Her back pressed against it; she tried to catch the breath that had suddenly seemed to come up short in her lungs.  Squaring herself, she turned around and grabbed the small knob of the tiny window that served as a peephole in the door.  Her hand slid it open slowly and she peered out with frightened eyes, expecting Venicius to be standing there, ready to jab out those fiery green embers...or the white figure of horror, raising his hands and screaming at her.

 But no one was there.

 Silvia threw the door open to make sure; not a soul was in sight.  The rose, too, had disappeared.  Had she imagined all of it?  Was she losing her mind as she had always thought her father had?

 She felt helpless as she closed the door, trying to hold back the sobs in her throat.

  

  

  

 When she had her sword practice that evening, Hans worked her harder than he had ever before.  He even wrapped cloths around her head to let her see how hard it was to fight with a facial obstruction.  Of course, he told her, if they were to get caught in the city, she was not to fight at all, but flee or surrender.  As for himself and the others, they would die fighting to protect her.  He didn’t see why she argued that she should fight alongside them, saying that would be ludicrous and that the Royal Family needed to stay out of physical confrontations as much as possible.

“Then why are you teaching me to fight with a pair of silk trousers around my head?” Silvia said, exasperated.

 “Just in case,” he replied nonchalantly.

  

  

 That evening, Silvia folded and packed all the things she had decided to sell for extra money.  Now that she knew of Dessica’s money problems, she decided she would help as much as possible.  She didn’t need three closets of dresses and close to a three dozen pairs of shoes!  She could live more simply if it helped at all.  No need for extravagant things anymore, as long as she had the basics and her horse.  She also packed a large trunk and two small trunks of clothes to wear.  She couldn’t very well go naked, could she?  Maura had gathered veils and hair coverings to sew together and was working away on them several rooms down from her own.  Dessica had insisted that she make several, and that Silvia not be seen whatsoever without one on.

 That evening Hans and Dessica sat at the dinner table, each with a roasted hen on their plates.  They were discussing the trip that would start in the morning.

 “I’m serious Hans.  If anyone who remembers what Madeline looked like sees Silvia’s face, she will be dead before she can turn her head to run.  Keep her away from Gregorich Hapshamin; he will recognize her right away.  Make sure her hair and face are covered at all times.  Please, protect my baby.  I know she’s not really my daughter, but I feel like she is.  Don’t let anything happen to her.  Remember our oaths.”

 “Do not worry your mind; she is in my hands, Mistress,” Hans replied.  He placed a hand on Dessica’s and squeezed.   “Silvia’s person will obtain my sole attention at all times.”

 Dessica closed her eyes and sighed heavily.  “Thank you.  I am worried that the conflict in Lordale has spread.  I cannot imagine that it would reach here, but one can never be too sure.  No news has been heard in several weeks.  I will be sending a guard for Silvia’s protection, but he can’t be seen wearing the tunics they have here.  If someone should see a guard of sorts in livery they may try to steal her money or cause mischief—you know how thieves can be.”  Silvia walked in then and sat down beside Dessica, who turned and looked at her expectantly.  “Silvia, dear, you never told me how you acquired the knowledge of your true parents, and I would very much like to know.”  She said it quietly, wondering if the girl would tell her or not.

 Silvia blushed, thinking of Keelan’s handsome face.  “I...I learned from this dream that I had last night, although I know that sounds preposterous.  Everything was revealed to me in a most strange way, which I wish not to discuss.  Please don’t think I am mad.”

 The older woman was more than surprised, but tried not to show it.  “If that’s what you say.  I believe your mother used to have dreams of the same nature too...Listen, about the trip.  Going there will require six days of moderate riding, which you may or may not find unbearable.  Once you are there on the morning of the sixth day you will be doing whatever you like in the city, as long as you are careful.  It’s a beautiful city—you should travel about it, and learn what you can of it.  The next day I want you to set up in the market and sell as much as you are able to: I’ll be sending a double wagon laden with loaves of bread, apples, wheat, corn, and wool to sell.  The last day, if you still have items unsold, try and sell them and start heading back here towards midday.  We will pretend this is nothing more than a trip to the market.  All right?”

 Silvia was pleased at the thought of selling things in the market, especially since she had never been to one before.  She almost couldn’t believe that she was going at all.  “That is fine, Dessica...What will you do while we are away, though?  Surely you will be bored to stone if you do not travel with us?”

“Someone has to stay here and take care of the property and the rest of the servants.  I do not wish to go, and I will do the same thing I always do when I am restless: Try to actually enjoy getting older.  It is a hard hobby to get used to, so wait awhile before you start it.”

  

  

  

 In the privacy of her bedroom Silvia undressed.  She powdered her body and rubbed it in after her bath was over with.  Slipping into a silk nightgown, she began thinking about the trip.  Despite what Dessica had ordered, she wanted to see Gregorich Hapshamin for herself, even if from far away.  She envisioned different ways she could slip away unnoticed if they went near the palace, but all of those ideas had large holes in which she could fall through.  She wanted to see the bastard that made Quentin the monster he now was…the same one who had run her parents off the throne of Darkania.  Perhaps, once they were in the city, she could scheme up a better plan to see him.

 She sat down in front of the large oval mirror of her vanity and began brushing her hair.  She wished that she knew where Keelan was; she wouldn’t mind speaking to him.  But he was probably in his home—wherever that was—asleep.

 “But I wish you were here,” she muttered.  I need to talk to you.”  She felt odd about him, so comfortable with the stranger.  “I…need you.”  She passed her hands over her tired eyes, rubbing them gently.  It was then that she noticed a dark figure in the mirror’s reflection, sitting on the chair beside her windows.  She spun around, her hair flying over her shoulders.

 “Keelan?”

 “Yes, milady?”  He was twirling a white lily in his fingers.

 A little confused, Silvia said, “Am I asleep this time too?”

 Keelan nodded.  By the gods, he was very handsome.  “I know of your plans to leave for Darkania in the morning, and I felt your need was great for some somber counsel.”

 “What need is there for counsel?  I have already been given instructions and rules,” Silvia objected.

 “There is need for counsel because I believe I know the real reason you are going,” Keelan said.

 “And that is?”

 “You will seek out Gregorich Hapshamin and determine if you can usurp him; then you will try to do it, whether or not you are ready.”

 Silvia was disappointed that she had been found out and pouted to show it.  “Can I be blamed?” she said in a pleading voice.  “The man ran my family off and kept my true identity a secret from myself because of it!  Not to mention he ruined your family too.  Is it so wrong to hope and to try to get my throne back if…if I am the true queen?”

 He thought for a moment and then said, “No, it is not wrong to feel the way you do.  But you are not ready to deal with him yet.  By the Dark Moon, Silvia, look at the great blow you have just recently been dealt to your precious heart!  I have looked into your dreams and have seen the events of the other night with your lover, and you only learned last night who you really are.  To beat Gregorich, you must have a strong, steady heart; no weaknesses can be allowed or he will see them.”

 “You give better reasons not to go than my own mother.  I mean Dessica,” Silvia said softly.  “She is letting me go, though some conditions have been given.”  She told Keelan of her talks with Dessica during the day, and he listened with patient ears.

 When she was done, he said, “Dessica is right—you look too much like your mother to go about with your head bare.”

“Maura, my maidservant, is sewing me some special cloths for that at this moment, or at least she was earlier this evening.”  She picked up her brush and began brushing her hair again out of habit.  “I have to admit that I am a little frightened about the trip.  I suppose I am afraid something bad may happen.  And…well, I’ve never been to the city.  I’ve never been to any city.”

 Keelan slid off the chair and walked over to her, his eyes holding hers in the oval mirror.  He took the brush from her hand and brushed her hair gently for several moments.  Then he put the brush down and placed the stem of the lily deep inside her luscious red curls.  The white petals stuck out above her left eye, accenting her face.

 “You are going to be a beautiful queen.”

 Silvia looked up hopefully.  “Do you really think I will be able to sit on the throne one day?”  She had not dared to think about what it would be like.  She was young and bull-headed; how could she expect to rule a city?

 He smiled, and she noticed how white and straight his teeth were.  “I know you will...but to me you already are a queen.”

 His accent was like a lullaby; it must be easy for women to lose track of what he says, she thought.  Silvia wondered at his remark, for his eyes were boring into hers.  Butterflies swirled in her stomach.  He proffered his hand, and when she took it he guided her out of her chair and over to the tall windows.  He opened one of the doors and they stepped out onto the small terrace.  He pointed out to the tree-lined horizon, where hundreds of twinkling stars hovered peacefully.

 “Out there is your destiny, whether it be near at hand or far down the road; it is where you are fated to go and it is beyond anyone’s decision, even your own, to be hindered.”

 Silvia stared into the distance.  “What’s it like, Keelan?  Do you live there…when you are not in my dreams?”

 “My mother and father live there, and when I am not travelling on my brother’s gruesome trail I do as well.  The city is gigantic—one of the largest that you will find anywhere this side of the Great Sea.  Tier upon tier of stonework make up many levels of the city as it rises all the way to the palace.  It is very beautiful, but you will get lost there if you do not know your way about.  There is a large bazaar just inside the South Gate, on this side of Darkania, and it is renowned for its diversity and entertainment.  Thousands of people go there every day—you can find almost anything in that place.  

 “You’ll find that Darkania is lovely.  Field upon field surround the city, and all sorts of goods are farmed: wheat, sugar cane, corn, potatoes, rye, cotton, and many other things.  The vegetation is wonderful; elegant trees are scattered all about the city, especially in the richer homes where they have gardens of trees.  The main streets are of cobblestone and the storefronts are right on the edge of them.  There are hundreds of stores of all kinds, all offering different things to different people.  It is a simple place, seemingly, but for what goes on in the King’s mind.  You should have no trouble about your identity as long as you are nice to those who talk to you and you lie low.  For the Parent Gods’ sakes, please don’t go gallivanting about, proclaiming who you are.”

 “And what of Gregorich?  Is he a tyrant or is he a good King?  And don’t beat about the bush.  Tell me how he really is, Keelan.”

 A sigh escaped his lips.  “Is it possible to be both?  To many he is a good king, but to many others he is a tyrant.  He is just in his courts for the most part, but his mind is ever black to me.  He does strange things in my eyes, even if no one else questions him of it.”

“What kinds of things?” Silvia asked, intrigued.

 “Well, for one thing, he ordered all the blacksmiths to make a sword for every grown man and woman who live in a home, be it however poor.”

 “I bet that angered the ‘smithies,” Silvia said.  “Did he compensate them for that?”

 “No, he didn’t and you are quite right,” agreed Keelan.  “They were very angry, because they lost a lot of money over it; many of them went broke doing as he said, but no one wanted to defy him.  Anyone who had the money just learned another trade and stopped doing metal work.  Gregorich never explained why he ordered this to be done; he just made a comment here and there about a family being able to protect itself in times, if needed.”

 Silvia became a little confused and suspicion reared up inside her.  “But I thought that it was supposed to be a peaceful city.  Why would he want everyone with a weapon unless he knew something which no one else didn’t?”

 “Exactly.  It is almost as if he were expecting a war, isn’t it?  But that isn’t all.  In the past two years, the haven for the homeless has been burned down three times—once just a few months ago.  Someone is doing it deliberately, and I am not sure why, but I have a feeling Gregorich has something to do with it.  Is he paying someone to do it, I wonder?  And why?  I almost think that he is trying to run them out of the city in fear.  Perhaps he thinks he is cleansing the streets.”

 “That’s terrible.  I don’t’ see how someone could do that to other people.  How awful.  Has anyone been killed in the fires?” Silvia asked.
              Keelan’s face turned sad.  “Many,” he told her.  “Someone thinks that ridding the city of so-called homeless ‘vermin’ will make the city look more grand.”  He shook his head.  “It burns my heart, milady.  Not everyone can help whether or not they are rich or poor...There have been several children killed in those fires, and they are born into poverty.  Can they help it? No, they cannot.”  He grew silent.

 “Has not anyone besides yourself suspected him?  And if so, then why hasn’t Gregorich been stopped?” Silvia asked in a demanding tone.

 “It is hard for most to suspect him of having anything to do with the poor being killed.  But there have been about a dozen or so people who have said bad words against him.  Nothing was said to his face, however.”

 “And no one believed them?” she exclaimed unbelievingly.  “A dozen people, and no one gave any thought to their words or joined on their side?”

 “No one had a chance to,” he stated.  “They were all killed, one way or another; most of them looked like accidents.”

 “Is that why you haven’t tried?” she said quietly.

 Keelan was taken off his guard.  “I cannot,” he answered.  “I cannot be the one.  I, well, I am afraid he might recognize me from the night he took my brother, for he has seen me and known who I was several times since out and about, and knows what I look like.  He also remembers where I live and I am sure if I went up against him he would kill me and my parents.  Call me selfish if you must, but that is a risk I am not willing to take.”

 Silvia thought about this for a while, whilst Keelan stood, unmoving.  She understood what he meant.  She wouldn’t want her family to be in any sort of danger either.  Finally, she decided to ask a question that was very important to her.  “Keelan?” she whispered.  “I don’t know how to fight someone who knows dark magic.  Am I the only one who can destroy what he is?  Is there no one else?”

He lowered his head, as if in guilt or shame.  “I believe that your fate may lie with his, yes...My dear woman, you have more reason to try than anyone, and I know that one day you will be strong enough to do it...just not right now.”

 Softly, barely audible, he heard her say, “Will I die too?”

 Keelan closed his eyes and whispered, “I hope not.”

  

  

 Chapter Seven: Journeys of Truth

  

 When Silvia awoke the next morning she found that she had somehow gotten to her bed and was grateful that she did not have a sore back and neck.  The thought of Keelan entered her mind unbidden, and she found that a fire of some sort had been kindled in her aching heart.  She scolded herself for she hardly knew him, and for feeling something so soon after what she had gone through with Venicius.  But he made her feel so at ease and he was turning out to be a friend that gave good advice and kind words.  How far could she trust him, though?  Could she ever trust anyone as she had Venicius?

 A while later, as everything was being loaded into one large cart and one double cart, her mind went to him once more.  She realized that she hadn’t even told him of the incident at the front door the day before, although she certainly had meant to.  How dim-minded she was!  Why, that had been one of the reasons she had wanted to see him again.

 Soon it came time to tell the woman who had been her mother figure all of her life good-bye.  Dessica cried as she covered Silvia’s hair and face with the combination cloth-and-veil.  She had nicknamed it a ‘nuuisaket’, which meant ‘nuisance’ in Kieluna.  It had been a long time since they had said any words to each other in Kieluna, and Silvia thought it was a charming way of trying to ease the pain of their very first separation.  The nuuisaket covered every inch of her hair and had an extra four inches at the bottom.  The veil part of it hid her face behind a pleasant, pastel shade of green, through which she could see easily.  A dozen more of these cloths were stored in one of her trunks in the large cart.

 Dessica couldn’t help but to stare into Silvia’s bright, excited eyes from time to time while the carts were being filled.  She had helped Silvia grow up and ever since she was a babe Silvia had seen her as her mother.  Oh, how she wished the girl hadn’t found out the truth.  Well, at least not so soon, although Dessica had dreaded the day the story would have to be told.  How in the world could she have dreamt what she had?  It seemed impossible to have such calculating visions unless Firayis, the God of Dreams, was directly involved.  In a big way, Dessica was crestfallen that Silvia knew all that had happened in the past because it meant that Silvia would never look at her in the same light again.  Was she the reason Silvia wanted to go away?  That had haunted her dreams the night before, and she could not help but to wonder.  Was the young woman mad at her adoptive mother?  Could she be around Dessica without being reminded of the pain from years of lies?

 Dessica looked at the scars on the palms of her own hands, thinking of the second half of the oath that she had made to Silvia’s father.  She supposed it wasn’t her fault at all that she wasn’t the one to tell Silvia the truth, but she felt guilty all the same.  After all, it was her responsibility to tell the tale as she had sworn to do.  She sighed, tracing the smooth white scars and had a sudden vision of her own: Blood trickling down her arms as she held them up to Zacharias in honor of him, running in tiny rivulets and splattering onto the ground.  The King’s face was grave as he looked down on her, tall and menacing, yet kind and endearing.  Madeline had stayed behind at the palace, tired out from her labor and pretending that her maids were getting the body of her stillborn baby ready for burial. Though Silvia was alive and well, there was grief evident in the King’s gray eyes.

She shook her head in sorrow of the memory and made a silent vow that when she thought Silvia was ready to retake the throne, she would help in any way she could.  But she hoped that if another Gregorich Hapshamin came along, Silvia would leave the throne willingly and in peace so she wouldn’t have to go through what her mother and father had to go through: terror, fear for their lives and children’s, and death.

 “Silvia, it is time for you to go now,” she said through tears and mixed emotions.  She had a bad feeling about this trip.  “Be careful and come home safe.  Please…just come home to me.”

 Silvia hugged Dessica warmly, the tears in her eyes hidden somewhat by the nuuisaket.  They exchanged kisses, and she said, “I will miss you terribly...goodbye.”  She turned and climbed into the cart, joining Maura, who was talking to Hans quietly.  Cushions had been provided to sit upon, whether it was lying down on the floor of the cart to sleep or sitting in the only chair they were able to squeeze into the cart along with all of the luggage that couldn’t be fitted onto its roof.

 “Silvia?”

 She looked at Dessica.  “Yes?”

 “Remember that I’ll always love you, no matter who I am to you.”

 Silvia smiled.  “I will always remember who you have been to me, and it doesn’t matter who you are now.  I will always love you too.”

 Hans snapped the reins from the driver’s seat and the harnesses jingled as the horses began their slow trot, lugging all the weight behind them with skill.

 Silvia stared back at Dessica with tears running down her face.  An ominous feeling came over her that something bad would occur while she was away.  She tried to fight it off by thinking that Dessica would be able to handle whatever it would be.  She didn’t want to think about turning back now because she felt that she needed to go to Darkania.  She had to see what the city was like, and how it was run so that she could start to prepare for usurping Gregorich when she got back.

 But the dreadful feeling just wouldn’t go away.

  

  

  

 A pair of gray eyes watched the company depart from a ways off.  The man’s eyes followed the cart which contained the queen until she was out of sight.  If he had been reading the stars correctly, her time was near.  He would have to make his presence known before too much longer, though it was not quite time yet.  He would continue to monitor her path as she went towards her destiny.  Silently, he said a prayer to the Parent Gods to keep her safe until it was time for him to intervene.  

  

  

  

 A couple of miles and an hour later, a sudden sound was heard rendering the air…the sound of screaming.

 Hans pulled the reins to a stop, and the cart behind them rode up alongside to a halt in the dirt road.  The drivers of the other cart, Romone (who was a skilled guard sent by her mother) and Dilliby, hopped off their cart to confer with Hans.  After a few minutes, they all returned to their places and the carts were soon turning onto a battered, rutty dirt path off of the main road.

 The screaming got louder, and Silvia saw that they were taking a detour to see if they could help.  She wondered briefly what could make someone sound so mournful.

 When the carts stopped again, everyone got out in front of a large, very old wooden house.  Maura and Silvia stood together beside Romone, Hans, and Dilliby beside the carts, at a loss as to whether or not they should approach.

Two older women, one young girl, two young men and one older gentleman were crying around a shape that lay shrouded on the ground in front of the house.  Seeing the party coming in from the main road, they all had risen and the older man, along with one of the women, came forth to see what their business was.

 “We were travelling north and heard the screams of your companions.  We do not mean to intrude upon a private moment; we only wanted to see if we could help,” Hans explained when all were face to face.

 “Someone killed my grandson.  We are filled with a grief…too deep to contain,” said the man.  Tears streamed down his face unhindered, but he looked not ashamed of them.  He was holding the arm of the woman next to him, who had a crazed look of despair upon her face.

 “I cannot believe this has happened!” said the woman.  “I’ll kill whoever did it, I swear!”  Her lips trembled in desperation for someone to believe her as she raged within; one of her hands was drawn up to her face and Silvia could see that the nails were bitten to the bloody quick.  She shivered, imagining the how bad the pain must be for one to bite their nails so short.  The poor woman must have been very close to the boy.

 The man turned to her and said gently, but firmly, “Raena, go and comfort your other grandchildren.  They need you now.”  He patted her arm gently, a look of tenderness in his eyes.  Slowly, the woman turned and walked away, but not before staring hard at each visitor’s face before going.  “I am not sorry for my words; our grandson was found murdered a short bit ago.”

 Hans’ face was already grim.  “I am sorry.  I’m sure it was a terrible loss.  Is there anything we can do to help?”

 The man shook his head sadly while the woman sidled away.  “I am afraid there is nothing anyone can do but heal...Tracey, our youngest grandchild, saw him leave three nights ago in the middle of the night and go into the woods.  She came and woke my wife and I with concern, but when we went outside, no trace of him was found.  We hoped he would just return after a while—everyone knows how a young lad can be.”  He chuckled, his eyes distant.  “Think they need their freedom, they do, or they want to go on their own little adventures.  But later that night we heard a scream.  It sounded just like him, and we were worried.  I didn’t search for him the next day, because I tried to believe I didn’t hear the scream that tore my heart out.  Yesterday, I couldn’t stay at home and pretend to wish for the best anymore, so I started searching.  Today, the family dog got off of his chain and ran off.  He found us in the woods and led us to the body.”  He became silent, staring towards the figure that was wrapped in sheets on the ground not far off.

 A feeling of dread hit Silvia like a strong gust of wind.  Three nights ago the young man had disappeared?  That was the same night she had went to meet Venicius…

 Hans put his arm around the man’s shoulders.  “What is your name?”

 “Geremy.”

 “Geremy, I am called Hans, and although I did not know your grandson I would like to pay my respects to him with your permission.”  

 “Thank you,” Geremy whispered through a choked voice.

 And so, to Silvia’s horror, the whole party walked over to the covered body to pay their respects.  She felt sick to her stomach.  So Quentin really must have killed him that night! Chills went up her spine at the thought, and guilt began to creep into her heart.  What if she had gone back?  Could she have saved him somehow?  She had heard the same scream his grandfather had heard, had known his whereabouts, and still had not gone back to help.  Now, perhaps thanks to her, their family member, the young man she had lost her heart to, was dead.

When all were standing around the body, Silvia was overcome with the uneasy idea that somehow Quentin was under the sheet, not Venicius.  It was a ludicrous thought, she knew, but it laid a foundation of fear inside her.  She found herself stooping down and throwing back the sheet.  Glares focused on her and someone gasped, but she ignored them.

 She cried out at the sight of the body.  It was Venicius, all right, or what used to be Venicius.  His face was slashed with deep gashes that very nearly sent him from recognition; the skin hung in leathery flaps.  His eyes were wide open and his mouth was poised in an everlasting scream above a slit throat.  She pulled the sheet back further and almost screamed again.  A withered rose was clutched in one hand, its petals curled at the edges.  A white ribbon was tied around the same wrist.

 It was the same one from her dream and the same one that Quentin had had yesterday when he showed up at her door in the guise of Venicius.  Her stomach rolled, but still she looked on.

 His shirt was not on him, and neither were his pants; he was naked to the world in his death.  On his chest were large smears of blood amidst the gashes.  Upon looking closer, Silvia saw that several streaks appeared to spell something: her name.  Her mouth dropped open and immediately she wondered whether or not the others had seen it too.  They would blame her for his death!

 Suddenly Venicius’ body sat up and in a flash he wrapped his arms around her so tight that she could barely breathe.  But she could smell the stench of his already rotting body, the stench of decay, and gagged.  He spoke in a dark, raspy tone.

 “Do you want your body to match mine, my love?  Do you?  Ooh, I can make it happen easily.  Such plans I have for you!  Now, give me a kiss my sweet!”  He placed his sliced lips against her cheek, the dried up skin scraping her own.

 Angry and overcome with disgust Silvia screamed, “Stop it Quentin!”

 He drew back as one who has been stung by a snake’s tooth.  “Why do you call me by this name?” he hissed in a different voice.

 Silvia did not know why she did it; it had felt right, somehow.  “Because I am one of the few who know your true name, and I will use it if I must.  Now leave me, lest I call upon your brother!”

 What she had said affected him in a powerful way, for his skin started to melt right off his bones.  He screamed and the sound of it pierced her ears, making them ring.  His melting flesh dripped onto hers, and hers in turn began to burn.  This time, she screamed loudly.

  

  

  

 “Silvia!  Silvia, wake up!” came a voice, coming nearer and nearer.

 She opened her unfocused eyes to see a crowd of people standing over her.  For a moment she was confused and wondered where she was.  But then her eyes turned and trailed over her ex-lover’s body, which had been recovered with the sheet, and remembered.  She breathed a sigh of relief when she realized she had most likely been asleep and dreaming it all.

 “Silvia?  Are you all right?  Don’t go out on us again,” Maura pleaded beside her, squeezing her hand.

 “What happened?” Silvia asked.

 Hans answered her.  “You knelt and lifted the sheet, then fainted.”

 “I think I want to go now,” said Silvia in a sickly voice.  Hans helped her to her feet and began to walk her back to the carts.  Halfway there, she turned to look back one more time, perhaps to make sure the body had not stood up to follow her.

The carts were moving minutes later, heading back to the road north to Darkania.  Maura suggested that the mistress lie down and rest her mind, but Silvia rejected this, stating that nightmares would surely follow such a horrid experience.  Maura nodded her understanding and began to crochet a blanket she had been working on.  She suggested Silvia do the same to distract herself, but the young lady insisted that she only wanted to think for a while.

 Not far behind the second cart, trotting along in the roadside bushes, out of sight, was a red blur with a fluffy tail, trying to keep up.

  

  

  

 He ran into the woods, and went to the spot where he had killed Venicius.  He was invisible for the present point in time for he was scared.  Badly scared.

 He had been watching when Silvia knelt beside the body, and as soon as she had fainted, he had entered her dreams to frighten her.  Shaking her bones with fear, he could feel her mind starting to rend apart with pressure.  But then she had screamed back at him.  That alone had thrown him off guard, but even more disturbing was what she had yelled.  She had given him a name, and one that was, if only vaguely, familiar.  And what did she mean by saying ‘lest I call on your brother’?  Did he have a brother?  Surely not...or could he?  This had shocked him worse than anything else, and he’d felt severely weakened by her words.  Why? Why would mere words spoken by a young woman he was hunting affect him in such a manner?  There was only one person who made him feel weak—the strange fox-man that had been in her dreams.  He, however, held no power compared to what the white-robed figure had felt from the girl.  She had powers others only dreamed of hidden away somewhere inside her.  If she were to actually tap into that storage of power…perhaps she didn’t need the fox-man, the one who had been chasing himself for so long, after all.  Did he know about her unfound strengths?

 A feeling of strangeness moved within his stomach, something he had felt in the very beginning, when he’d been created.  He had never figured out what, exactly, the feeling had been and now it was back.  What was wrong?  He felt so weak...so weak...

  

  

  

 That night, Silvia slept fitfully.  She kept tossing and turning, going back to the scene she had witnessed and dreamt of earlier.  As she slept, the carts pulled off the road a little ways into the woods and stopped for the night.  The horses were untethered from the carts and loosely tied to tree trunks twenty feet away, where they could graze or refresh themselves in the little stream that ran alongside the road.  Dinner was cooked on a small fire, and Silvia woke long enough to eat a small portion.  As soon as she was done, she fell back into dark dreams, her nerves shaken to the core of her being.

 When everyone was asleep, the red blur that had trailed them all day hopped into her covered cart and into her lap as she lay on blankets on the floor.  The fox breathed in her scent, closed his eyes...and entered the realm of her dreams.

  

  

  

 She was about to pull back the white sheet for the hundredth time when she heard a distinct bark from behind her.  Whirling about, she saw the bright red fox staring at her from in front of the woods.  His eyes cut straight to her soul—small, luminescent globes in the night.  He barked again, spun around, and began running off.

 “Wait!” Silvia cried, hurrying after him.  She ran and ran until a stitch formed in her side, but she couldn’t catch him up.  They were headed the opposite direction from the shredded body, and almost a mile away, she stopped, her breath coming hard.  Where had he run off to and why so far away from the body?  Keelan was not to be seen in any form anywhere in the dense woods.  She became a little spooked, wondering if Quentin had pretended to be Keelan to lure her in false hopes, for now it appeared as though she had been by herself the whole time she had been running.  The woods were very dark; pieces of silver moonlight shone through spaced out gaps in the tree boughs, illuminating very little.

“Keelan?” she whispered to the dark.

 A big hand settled on her shoulder and she jumped.  Turning around, she saw him right behind her, so close his chest nearly touched her own.  It was amazing, she thought, how handsome he stayed.

 A sigh of relief left her lips, coming out in a sob.  “I was afraid that you were Quentin, playing another cruel joke on me.  It’s been such a horrible day!”  The tears finally came oozing out of her emerald eyes, sparkling in a shaft of moonlight.

 “I would never play a cruel joke on you, milady,” he said, touching her arm gently.  “What did Quentin do to you?”

 She rolled her eyes to the sky of boughs.  “He came to my front door as my ex-lover Venicius, yesterday, and then today he bound my mind with terror as well.”  Quickly, she told him all that had happened.

 “You were right to think it was Quentin yesterday; as I said, I would never play such a joke on you...You say you had a sort of power over him?” He began to pace, his thoughts racing.

 “Yes, I think.  He recoiled away from me like I had hurt him somehow.  Then I said his true name, and it seemed to affect him greatly.”

 “He was afraid, or rather—the cloak empowered spell was.  Somehow I feel that the cloak and the old Quentin are still two separate beings, though I don’t know why.  But you labeled him, and that was frightening to him.  He is not used to labels or people that talk back when he is scaring them.  Maybe the old Quentin recognized the name...He doesn’t remember anything since Gregorich first cast the spell, but I suppose in a way it is still familiar to him.  I have to wonder, though, how angry and vengeful he will be with you for reminding him?”  He briefly thought of her adopted mother and all of her servants at her home, but decided against mentioning it.  No good would come from worrying about her home when she had to be so careful about what was ahead.

 Silvia shuddered and said nothing for several moments.  Then she said, “If I hurt him, even if in words, then maybe there is hope.”

 Keelan looked at her questioningly.  “Hope for what?”

 “Hope for the resurrection of the boy that was your brother,” Silvia said softly, gazing in the direction from which they had come.

 “I doubt it,” Keelan said sarcastically.  “The only things Gregorich gave him to keep were feelings of hate, deceit, betrayal, ruthlessness, cruelty…should I go on?  He used to be such a handsome lad, and so compassionate.  He always tried to help our mother and pappy with everything he could.  Now...now he’s a cold-blooded killer.  It is the most terrible change I have ever seen in a person.  Why did Gregorich have to pick my brother?  Where did he get his bad magic?  How did Gregorich become so evil?  It had to start somewhere.  And why does he insist upon spreading it?”  He stopped babbling.

 Silvia was at a loss for words.  She sat down on the grass with her legs tucked beneath her bottom and her nightgown splayed about her.  “Has anyone ever affected him in such a way?”

 Keelan’s eyebrows furrowed in thought.  Moments passed by and she was beginning to think he wouldn’t answer, when he did.

 “Not after Gregorich Hapshamin changed him, no.”

 “Well, if I can hurt him that simply, then surely he is not immortal or permanently fixed in his current form.  He can die too, I imagine...Which means he is not without hope, Keelan.”

 “Maybe,” came a choked response.

 She felt guilty now; she had not realized how this conversation would impact him.  Cautiously choosing her words, Silvia said, “Why haven’t you stopped him?  What is the real reason, Keelan?”

“He is my brother, my Queen, and that is the main reason.  To stop him is to kill him, most likely, and to kill him is to kill a part of me.  The same blood runs through our veins!  It would be impossible to do it.  Would you have me to kill myself as well?”

 “Keelan, according to you he has killed dozens and dozens of innocent people, possibly including my father!”

 “Your father?” said Keelan.  “My parents told me he died but never said how.”

 “Dessica told me the truth yesterday morning.  They found him dead, as well as the guard that was watching his room.  Someone also saw a figure in white running towards the woods.  You cannot honestly think that is a coincidence!  And if you let him continue on as he is, he could kill hundreds more!  How could you let him do that?  Are you so inhuman?”

 Angry, he turned on her and shouted, “I said I knew little about how your father died.  And as for the rest, my true brother would never do such a thing.  This isn’t his fault!  He is no murderer!”

 “I know it’s not his fault, but nevertheless he is doing it!” Silvia snapped.  Why couldn’t Keelan see reason?  “Gregorich Hapshamin is the one at fault, but you don’t see anyone trying to stop either one of them!”

 “That is the only way?  You think my brother deserves to die?” he growled menacingly.

 “No, he doesn’t.  He didn’t deserve any of what happened to him, and neither did you.”  This seemed to calm him somewhat, so she went on.  “Do you honestly think Quentin would have wanted it this way?  Killing people and taking precious memories from them?  What good is your life if you have no memories, Keelan?  Do you think he would want you to protect him from death when he is hurting other people?”

 “No.”  This was said with much conviction.

 Silvia jumped on the moment.  “Then deep down you know there is a part of him that hates what he is now!  Every time he kills, he goes through the bowels of all the hells himself.  The pain he causes is nothing compared to what he feels.  If that person deep inside the white robe is still the same protective, loving, sweet, caring boy that you once knew, then you know he is constantly scared and maybe still doesn’t know what’s going on outside the cloak.  He misses his family and you most of all.  Every lonely day in his life only makes him more and more miserable.  How long will you wait to free that scared little boy?  His love for you is stronger than you think, and he has been waiting on your help for a long, long time.  If you free him he may die, yes, but in peace at last—an act of mercy on your part.  Or he may live.  If he lives, he may not go home with you and be with his family, but he will be better off.  He’d watch over you and protect you once again.  He would be free to live, Keelan.  Wouldn’t all of that make it worth the while to try and save him?”  She had no idea where this philosophy had come from, but she believed in it wholeheartedly.  Quentin’s death would be a price worth paying to keep him from killing again…or helping Gregorich in any way.

 After several long minutes, Keelan said, “I need some time to think, milady.”

 She nodded and let him be.

  

  

  

  

 Chapter Eight: Twisted Revenge

  

 He had had enough.  The girl had hurt him twice now, weakening him beyond belief.  To recover his strength and think he returned to the place where Venicius had been slain, where he absorbed all of the energy and pain that still hung thick in the air.

She had hurt him when he had visited her as Venicius, and again when she had fainted next to her dead lover’s body.  He refused for her to do that one more time.  The evil in him would show her she needed to be afraid...Oh, yes, he would show her.

 He stayed in the same spot, plotting, for several days.  On the third day, he began to move towards her homestead, eager to begin the havoc that was planned.  He moved ever so slowly, never getting too excited.  When he arrived at the edge of the property he stayed just within the tree line.  He watched all day and well into the evening, deciding where to strike first.  To the left he went, still going along the property line, moving towards a small hut not far from the stables.  He had seen something enticing.

 Two children had exited from the hut, ducking and looking about as if they were trying to keep out of sight of the big house.  They were young: seven or eight years old, at most.  One was a girl and one a boy, but otherwise they looked exactly alike.

 Identical twins, he thought, and a wicked smile curled his thin lips as he moved towards them.

  

  

  

 Bonnie and Jason’s time to play had arrived.  They skipped and giggled out of doors while being watchful, crouching down at every noise.  The emerald green grass was soft and welcome under their bare feet.

 They were allowed to romp around sometimes at night, after everyone in the big house had gone inside for the evening.  They hated being contained all day inside their itty-bitty home but no one in the mansion knew they existed.  Sometimes they would sneak over to the other side of the great house and steal a little bit of food from the gardens, for they were rationed at home and went about hungry some of the time.  Less often they snuck into the kitchen itself, always together, to steal leftovers; all this was kept to themselves, however, for their father would beat them senseless if he ever found out.

 Tonight, they did not feel like stealing; both just wanted to exercise their legs and play.

 “Do you wanna play hide and find?” Jason asked coyly.

 “I don’t know—it’s scary in the dark,” Bonnie replied.

 “You’re always afraid of everything.  There’s nothing out there we haven’t seen before.”

 Hating that her twin was right, Bonnie said, “Well come on then, and let’s play.  You’re it!  Count to ten!”

 As her brother folded his arms against the wall of the old hut that served as their home and closed his eyes, Bonnie giggled and ran to the edge of the woods.  She glanced back at her brother and stifled another giggle.  Then she slipped into the darkness of the trees.

 She hid behind a large, wide oak and waited; she could just barely see the roof of the hut.  A second later she saw Jason stop counting and run off to look for her.  She pressed her legs together tightly—she needed to pee.  Why did she always have to go when they started to play a game?

 She turned around and was going to squat down to do her business, and let out a high little shriek.  She heard her brother calling out her name in a worried voice and wanted to answer him.  But she couldn’t, because at the moment all of her memories of him were fading away, as well as her fear.  Urine trickled down her thin legs and tears came forth from her eyes, though she did not summon them.  She couldn’t move or think...she did not know how.

 Bonnie just stared as the white figure in front of her drew a hand out of its glowing sleeve.  Long white fingernails reached out and went towards her throat.  She felt no pain; she did not remember what it was or what it felt like.  Her throat gaped open in a hideous parody of a smile as her life blood left her body and she collapsed.

 

  

  

 “Bonnie?  Bonnie!” Jason yelled, then flinched as his father stormed outside.

 “What in the devil are you yelling about, boy?  You know you’re supposed to be quiet!”

 Jason turned to him and said, “It’s Bonnie, Daddy!  She went to hide while I counted and as soon as I started to look for her I heard her scream!”

 An unusual look of concern overcame his father’s face when he saw how serious Jason was.  “Hold right there a minute, son.”  His dad hurried into the hut and came out moments later with Jonathan.

 Jason led them in the direction of the area Bonnie’s scream had come from.  He could not explain the awful feeling in his gut, a strange feeling of pain and despair that had started right after he heard his sister cry out.  A few minutes later, Jason stopped dead in his tracks, and stood staring at the ground in absolute horror.  His father and older brother soon joined him when seeing his still form standing silently.

 Bonnie’s trim little body lay slumped against a tree.  Blood covered everything except her face, which wore a look of solemn innocence.

 “May the gods strike dead the one who would did this,” their dad whispered.  He bent over and closed her eyes and gently stroked her cheek, trying not to look at her cut throat.

 For the first time in their lives, Jonathan and Jason witnessed their father cry.  The tears rolled down his face and into his thick beard and moustache, drenching them with sorrow.  Jonathan held Jason close to him, the boy sobbing hysterically while his own tears flowed quietly.  After what seemed like innumerable minutes and thousands of tears between the three of them they rose, their father taking Bonnie’s limp body in his arms.  Slowly, they trekked back to their tiny home.

 As soon as they entered, Wanese screamed and grabbed her dead daughter from her husband’s arms and laying her down on the nearest cot.  She removed her apron and began wiping the still glistening blood off of the child’s body.

 All at once, Jason heard himself being yelled at: “Did you do this?”

 Jason was stunned.  “Daddy, no!  I told you I heard her scream in the woods!”

 “What kind of sick game were you two playin’?” his father growled.

 “H-hide and find,” Jason whispered, shrinking back from his father’s anger.

 “Then how did my little Bonnie get her throat cut? Huh?  Tell me boy!  This is no joke!”

 “Gerald, quit!” Wanese shouted.  She was smoothing Bonnie’s hair back from her face as she continued to clean away the blood.  A lot of it was still seeping out of her throat and had soaked the cot’s sheets beneath her.  Wanese spat on the end of her apron to get the blood up that was already drying on the child’s arms.  The poor child reeked of urine.  “You just stop that right this instant!  I won’t have such nonsense at a time like this!”

 “Wanese, he was the only one out there with her!  Who else—“

 “Shut...up,” Jonathan said.  The bickering immediately stopped and his family stared at him in surprise.  He had never stood up to his father before.  “She is right, Father.  You know Jason would never do anything to hurt his own sister.”  He wrapped his arm around his younger brother again in support, knowing his words were true.

 Gerald was fuming, but trying to control it.  He spoke as calmly as he could.  “I think Mistress Dessica should be informed of this.  Go and tell her there is a child murderer hiding about on the property.”  His words hung thick in the air.

 “But Daddy, they’ll find out about us!  We won’t have a place to live!” cried Jason.

“Son, I don’t give a damn about that right now.”  He sighed heavily, wiping his eyes with one hand.  “You and your brother are more important to me than you think...It’s time they know.  Something like this cannot be kept a secret, especially if others could be in danger.”

 Wanese stood and walked over to her husband.  “He’s right boys,” she said in a watery voice.  “You two go and tell the mistress and her servants.  Wake them if you must, but do not leave each other’s side.  Do you understand?  Go now.”

 “Please don’t go...I want to play.  We never get to play for long.”

 The four of them turned around one by one with open mouths and froze.

 “Will you play with me?” came the little girl’s voice again.

 Bonnie was still lying on the bed, but her eyes were now open and she was looking at them intensely.

 “B-Bonnie?” Jason said, trembling all over with terror.  “But you—”

 She sat up swiftly and swung her short legs off the side of the bed.  “I’m too eager to play to stay dead!” she said in a strangely excited voice.  She started giggling hysterically and as she did, fresh blood poured vigorously from her slit throat.

 Wanese swayed, then fainted where she stood.

 “Oh, I guess Mommy’s too tired to play.”  Bonnie pouted as she hopped off the bed, and her pale pink dress soaked up the flowing blood until it was dripping.

 “Chin help us,” Jonathan said, offering up a quick prayer to the goddess of humanity.

 “I guess I’ll have to wake Mommy up so she won’t miss out on all the fun.”  Bonnie went to the wall next to her fallen mother, where there hung a short horsewhip.  She reached up on her tiptoes and removed it from its hook, and backed away from her mother until she was at arm’s length away.  She reared back the whip.

 Jonathan took Jason’s hand tightly and slowly began to retreat to the door.

 “Wake up, Mommy!” the little girl said in an evil sounding voice.  The whip cracked upon her mother’s back.  Wanese awoke from her faint screaming.

 “Bonnie, stop!  Stop!” Gerald bellowed at his daughter.  He didn’t have the heart or the courage to step forward and stay her arm from striking his wife nor was he sure he wanted to if he could, for surely this creature could not be his daughter.  The whip kept moving up and down, up and down, raining blow after blow to her mother’s torso and head.  All were horrified beyond belief, but Gerald was the only one who could find his voice.  “You can’t be doing this!  You’re dead—we just carried your body inside!  Has some evil spirit entered your body?”

 The girl quit long enough to look at her father hatefully.  “I said I wanted to play.”

 Wanese, who was bleeding badly now, tried to crawl away from the monster that not an hour before had been her daughter.  But Bonnie smiled and moved quickly.  One small hand covered the woman’s chin in a tight grip; the other grabbed the back of her head and in one swift motion, her neck was broken.  Bonnie let go and Wanese’s body fell to the floor in a motionless heap: beaten, bleeding, and broken.

 “You should have tried to play, Mommy, instead of just laying there.  It would have been more fun.”  She cast a dark look at Gerald.  “Your turn Daddy.  Do you want to play?  Mommy didn’t, but she wasn’t any good at playing anyway.”

 “You can’t be doing this,” Gerald repeated in a far off tone.  “Y-your throat—you were dead when we found you.”

 “Oh Daddy, you’re being silly!  I was just playing opossum.”  She cackled loudly as if she had made a sick joke.  She walked over to the table that worked hard to serve breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  Reaching up on the table, Bonnie took hold of a knife that had been used at dinner and pointed it at Gerald.  “So, do you want to play or not Daddy?”

Bending over to whisper quietly in his brother’s ear, Jonathan said, “Jason let’s go—now.”  When his brother didn’t move, he gave him a little shove and said in a louder voice, “Move, now!”

 Gerald turned sideways to look at them and at the same time Jonathan grabbed Jason’s arm and ran out the door.  His momentary lack of watching his daughter cost Gerald his life, for when he spun back around Bonnie stuck the knife she had retrieved into his windpipe.  He fell to his knees gurgling, then to the floor.  Where the little girl had been a split second before, a white robed figure now stood, and began to lop off Gerald’s head with the knife.

  

  

  

 Jonathan had picked Jason up before he had been in the dew-wet grass for more than a second when their father screamed inside the hut.  The scream died away into a horrible song of gurgles in a matter of seconds.  Jonathan cradled the boy in his lean, but strong arms and ran as fast as he could from the slaughter he knew was occurring.  He couldn’t hear any more sounds and had a sickening feeling that his father was no longer in the land of the living.

 The front doors seemed a lifetime away, but he managed to reach it at an all-out run in less than a minute.  To his surprise the doors were unlocked and the interior of the house was lit brightly by torches and candles.   He slammed the door behind him, set Jason down (against his will), and jerked the bolt into its slot to lock it.

 “Help!  Help us, please!” Jonathan yelled at the top of his lungs.  Several pairs of footsteps came towards them at a very fast pace from different directions in the house.

 A man and woman of middle age entered the room from the kitchen, and the head mistress herself emerged from a hallway at a trot.

 “What’s going on here?  There had better be a good explanation for this ruckus!”  She took in Jason and Jonathan’s terrified looks and changed her tone…a little.  “What has happened?”

 “Mistress, please listen to me,” Jonathan panted.  “Every window and door in this house needs to be locked up.”

 “That won’t be a problem, but I need to know what is wrong first.  You can’t just waltz into someone’s home and demand that—“

 “Someone has killed three members of our family and they’re still on the loose.”

 With widened eyes, Dessica turned to the servants and shouted, “Why are you still standing there?  Do as he says and do it quickly.  Move furniture in front of the doors and block the ground floor windows.  Make certain we have no intruders inside the house.  Meet us in the library afterwards with food and plenty of wine.”

 The servants scattered, telling others of the situation as they went, and soon the whole house was buzzing with activity.  Dessica began drawing the curtains in the foyer.

 Setting Jason down in a large chair in the foyer, Jonathan insisted that he help as well.  Dessica agreed with this by a nod of her head, but said nothing.  As they heaved tall bookcases in front of the giant windows, Jonathan could hear sounds from all over the house: furniture sliding, the sloshing of curtains, the servants scurrying about and giving each other orders.

 When the foyer was secure, Dessica said, “I will lead you to the library now.  In the morning we will search the grounds.  It’s too dark and dangerous right now.”

 She led them up the staircase in the waiting room beside the foyer and down a winding hallway.  She stopped at a door on the right near the farther end of the hall, and entered. Two candles burned softly in the dark room.

 “Light the rest of the torches and then blow the candles out.  I will return momentarily,” she said and left the room.

Jonathan lit all the torches with small matchsticks and blew the candles out as she ordered.  Then the two sat down in a corner and waited.  Jonathan looked around at the large library in awe.  The lofty ceiling was barely revealed in its totality, even with all the torches lit up.  Bulky bookshelves were crammed into almost every inch of the room and they were filled to the brim with books, papers, and maps.  Several bookshelves had glass doors and the books inside them appeared to be quite old.  The wooden floor had been waxed with beeswax many times and shone dully with reflected light.  There was a long table in the center of the room, but it was empty.  A desk took up some space under one of the windows, scattered with papers, books, and quills.

 Jason scooted away from his brother and then laid his head in Jonathan’s lap.  They were alone for the moment, and deathly afraid.  Jonathan could tell he was in shock.  Jason hadn’t said a word since before they had left the hut and he just lay there, staring blankly into space, seeing all and yet seeing nothing.  Jonathan put his arm around the boy and found that he was shivering badly.

 Dessica returned with blankets and handed them to Jonathan right away to cover Jason with.  The servants began to come in one by one a minute later.  When everyone was in the room, Jonathan counted nine, not including himself and Jason.  Three of the men wore the white tunics of the Mistress’s guard.  A low murmuring enveloped the room, breaking some of the tension in the air.  All were wondering what this was all about, but were afraid to inquire.

 Eventually, Dessica went to the stable hand with the intentions of getting answers, for she did not recognize the child in his arms as one of her own servants.

 “You are the one who first saw Silvia when her horse returned her, are you not?”  A tiny part of her quickly thanked the Parent Gods that Silvia was not there for this mayhem.

 “Yes, milady,” Jonathan answered.

 She tried to smile.  “And who is this handsome young lad?” she asked, touching Jason’s hand gently.

 Jonathan looked at her hard, but she held the gaze; he knew she was only concealing her temper and being polite for Jason’s sake, but it bothered him.  “This is my younger brother Jason.”

 Her smile broadened and she said, “Hello Jason.  My name is Dessica.  I am the Head Mistress of this house and I want to tell you that nothing will happen to you while you are with me.”  She was trying to reassure him, but the boy did nothing but blink.  “Is there anything you want to tell me?” she asked Jonathan softly.  Her voice did not belie that she wanted nothing but the facts and that lying would most likely bring unpleasant consequences.

 He breathed deeply and nodded while Dessica seated herself primly on the floor in front of him.  “Jason had a twin sister named Bonnie.  They were hidden from you so we wouldn’t have to pay or work as much to live here.  Their playtime was at night so no one would see them and report our falseness to you.  Tonight they were playing a hiding game and Bonnie hid in the woods.  Jason heard her cry out and when we found her, her throat had been...had been cut, and she was dead.  We took her back to our home.  We were all confused and horrified.”  He paused, biting back the tears.  “Jason and I were ordered to come here and inform you of the situation, but before we could leave the damnedest thing happened, milady...Bonnie—I swear she was dead because she was cut so...so badly—she sat up and started walking and talking.  I think some kind of evil spirit entered her and sort of brought her back to life...She murdered our mother.”  His voice began to break.  “That was when we left, running as hard as possible.  I think our dad is dead too,” he added, crying.  “He was still in there when we left, but we heard him scream...It was so awful.”  He trailed off, sobbing.

Trying not to get caught up in the emotions pouring forth from the boy, Dessica thought about what he had told her.  How could it be true?  “The very idea of the dead coming back to life in any way...it’s ludicrous, but not unheard of,” she said slowly.  “There are those who practice the terrible act of resurrecting the dead—necromancers, they’re called.  But I have never heard of one anywhere in these parts.”

 Jonathan peered at her with eyes that were turning red at the edges.  “Mistress, I can’t even believe it myself.  I know how crazy it must sound, but I wouldn’t lie.  Not about something like this.  It’s frightening to think that my dead sister might very well be possessed by some evil spirit; I honestly do not know how anyone could have resurrected her because they wouldn’t have had the time to do anything with her body.  I don’t know what to do.  Can my brother and I at least stay inside with all of you until morning comes?”

 Dessica nodded, gazing at the beautiful little boy in his lap.  The poor thing; he was so terrified that he was in a daze and had not moved throughout the whole tale.  “No one will be going out again until my Guard has thoroughly scouted the grounds.”  She decided to help them in any way she could, despite the fact that she had been lied to about the twins.  The look on the young lad’s face was enough to melt a mountain of ice.

  

  

  

  

 The figure in white felt so wonderful!  Oh, had the little girl been a treat—so innocent and scared.  He had hidden her real body of course, then transformed himself into her.  The family came, as expected, so unknowing of what would happen.  He’d taken a real thrill from whipping the woman to death, but then those two brats had escaped, leaving him only one more play toy, whom he had quickly killed.  Then he had changed into the man called Gerald, retrieved the girl’s body from the woods and lain it on the cot in the hut.

 Now, he walked leisurely to the large house, where the big game was—the person he knew Silvia loved...the head of the house.  But he had to find a way in first.  The doors had been locked and blocked, as well as the windows.  Any fool could see that from the way the light was blocked off from the windows.  Walking the perimeter of the house he noticed a cellar door that was slightly askew, and went inside.  The stairs were beginning to rot and creaked very little.  Inside, old gardening materials were scattered all over the floors and the walls were scored with hooks and racks.  A smallish wooden door hulked above more stairs, but these steps looked a little newer.  The door to the outside was not used very much, which was why someone had most likely forgotten to lock it.  The evil man crossed the dirt floor and went up the small flight of stairs and tried the door.

 The knob turned easily.

  

  

  
 Chapter Nine: Explanations
  

 “Is there anything I can do for Jason?” Dessica asked.

 “No, Mistress.  He just needs me right now, I think.  I’m the only thing he has left.”

 She nodded and stood up.

 “Mistress Dessica?”  A female servant no more than fifteen years of age approached her as she turned from Jonathan.

 “Yes Michelle?”

 “Perhaps some wet cloths mixed with lavender would soothe the little boy,” Michelle said.

 “I don’t really like the idea of anyone leaving this room alone,” Dessica said.

 “The wash room is just around the next curve of the hallway and well within yelling distance.  There are a couple of buckets of water and some rags in there from earlier today, and I always keep a small bottle of lavender in the cupboard near the chamber pot.”

“I don’t know,” Dessica mused in an unhappy tone.  “I still don’t like the idea.”

 “Milady, we could easily get one of the guards to stand outside the library door just in case.”

 Dessica could tell the girl hated being cooped up and sighed heavily.  “Troy!” she called to one of her guards.  “Stand just outside the door of this room and watch Michelle here go to the wash room and come back.”  She turned a glare on the girl.  “Be quick.”

 In a minute Michelle was walking towards the wash room.  Soon, she disappeared from sight.  She went inside the room and gathered several small rags, dipped them in one of the buckets one at a time, and wrung them out.  As she was wringing the water from the last rag, she heard the shuffling of someone’s feet in the corridor, and a soft, barely audible voice.  

 “Please...somebody help...”

 She crouched, stock still, not knowing what to do.  Was it the murderer?  If it was, what should she do?  If she yelled for help, the killer might hear her and come after her.  But if she didn’t call out and the killer found her anyway, what then?

 She heard a groan.  Was it someone who was hurt?  This got her to her feet with concern for whoever it was.  Slowly, she stepped into the corridor and saw a man with serious cuts all over his face, arms, and chest coming toward her.  His face wasn’t that hard to recognize, even with all the wounds—he was obviously the two boys’ father, for they looked too much alike not to be.

 “By the gods!” she exclaimed.  “How did you survive?”  She looked at his blood soaked clothes with horror.  Then she dropped the rags and, putting his arm around her neck, she began aiding him to the library.

  

  

  

 The man who now looked like Gerald had emerged inside another room that was a little larger.  It turned out to be a pantry, stocked with provisions already, though winter was still far off.  He shuffled through another door into the kitchen, and was amused by the furniture piled against the windows and doors.  Into the kitchens he went, noticing that the dining room was already cleared of the evening’s dishes.  He wandered around a bit, moving from room to room.  Soon, he came upon a stair in a room beyond the foyer and ascended very quietly, hearing faint voices from above.

 Just as he neared the top step, he heard light footsteps clopping down the hallway leisurely, the wooden shoes loud against the stone floor.  He went a ways down the hall and stopped when he heard water dripping into a bucket.  Here, he leaned against the wall for false support and pretended to be in enormous pain, although he was reeling with maddening joy on the inside.  He began to shuffle along the wall, moaning, and after a minute a young girl came out of a room on the left, staring at him.

 Right then he knew that this girl was an easy way to quench the thirst of revenge that raged inside: she would allow ‘Gerald’ to come with her to the rest of the survivors without trouble, where the evil one would slay them with merciless delight.  That would be his payback to the true heiress to the throne of Darkania...before she herself died.

  

  

  

 Keelan had wondered off into the woods for days, backtracking a good bit towards Silvia’s home.  He did nothing but think.  The third afternoon he came to the conclusion that if he did not make a decision soon, he never would.  He found a quiet place to sit down and think his problems out.  He had trapped and killed a rabbit earlier, and he was now skinning it while the fire he built got going.  Minutes later the rabbit had been skinned and skewed on a stick of hickory.  For a while he just sat there, staring into the orange flickering glow of the fire; no thoughts came to him for some time.  He turned the hickory stick absentmindedly.

Closing his eyes, he let his mind remain blank, knowing that he always thought more clearly when his mind was open.  Slowly, a memory came forward, pushing its way through the vast blackness so it could be seen by his mind’s eye.  He let it come, and discovered it was the memory of the start of his ability to shape-shift into a fox.

 Keelan had been returning from fishing at a small stream a couple miles away from home.  Several small freshwater catfish hung from his stringer—a good four pounds worth.  He was walking through the woods quietly in the direction of his home when he saw a flash of white floating quickly through the trees ahead.  Immediately reminded of his brother in the accursed white cloak and the last seven years of trying to hunt him down and keep an eye on him, fifteen-year-old Keelan followed after him.  He had waited almost four years before he had started searching for his brother, after hearing word of a dozen killings that had witnesses talking about a ‘ghostly figure’.

 It was, indeed, his brother.  He watched as Quentin went to a little wooden house off a dirt road that bordered the woods.  His brother glided silently into the front door, which was open to the warm air.   Keelan followed behind, and after he dropped the strung fish on the porch quietly he entered, and could see his brother standing in the doorway of what appeared to be the kitchen.  A woman had been mixing cornmeal in a large wooden bowl a few feet ahead of his brother, but now she was standing still.

 For no reason he knew of, Keelan suddenly felt afraid for her, fearful for her life.  So, he shouted, “Get away from her Quentin!”

 His brother had turned around, and although the cloak hung low over his face, Keelan knew that his brother had seen him.  Keelan felt the evil in the cloak pouring out like the poisonous fumes of a fire mountain.  Then Quentin disappeared into thin air, right then and there, and the terrible feeling went away.  The woman turned around and a strange look was on her face.

 “What...what happened?” she whispered.  “Who are you and where is...I have a husband, don’t I?  Where is he?”

 Keelan didn’t know what to say.  “I don’t know if you are married or not, madam.”

 “Of course she is,” said a soft, curious voice from the back door.  A man with thinning, gray hair stood there staring at them.  “Who is your new friend, Mary?”

 “I-I don’t believe I know,” she replied.  “Something strange is going on here.”

 “What happened?” asked the man, calmly stepping inside to wash his hands in a basin full of water.  His neutral tone somehow demanded nothing but honesty from either of them.  He dried his hands on a towel beside the basin and turned to face his wife with a look of patience.

 “I’m not sure,” Mary said.  She had set down the bowl and was staring at her hands, her eyes misty and distant.  “I was mixing this cornmeal, and then...I don’t know, Zander.  It was like I was asleep and awake at the same time.  I tried to concentrate on what I was doing, but...Zander, it was so queer—I wanted to call out to you, but at the same time I couldn’t remember your name, or if I even had a husband...I don’t understand what happened.”  She looked at Keelan, and shook her head.  “I think I want to lie down, dear.”  She turned and left the room in a daze.

 Zander looked at her quizzically, and not without concern; then his gaze shifted to Keelan as well.  “I want your name, son, and the reason why you are here.”  Again, his tone implied that though he sounded kind, he would take no nonsense.

 Keelan was thunderstruck.  He had never told anyone about what really happened to Quentin, not even his own mother and father, who had questioned him beyond belief.  Who would believe the real story?  But he was tired of keeping the secret.  So it was that Keelan told him everything.  But the whole time he was talking he kept wondering why Quentin had wanted to kill a harmless housewife.  He never could figure out the answer, though over the years to come he would find that his brother had a taste for taking lives.

When he finished his tale, Zander came to stand in front of him.  “Thank you, Keelan.  You have a brave heart for such a young lad.”

 “No need to thank me, sir,” Keelan had replied.  “I didn’t even realize what I was doing until it was already done.”

 The man nodded and smoothed back his thinning hair with one hand.  He looked outside for a moment, his eyes watery.  “You saved the life of the one that I love the most in this world without harming the one that you seem to love the most.  Such an honorable thing cannot go unrewarded. I want to say that from this day forth, I adopt you as the son we never had, and I take you into my heart.”

 “I am touched, sir,” said Keelan, who momentarily was at a loss for words and a little confused.  “But I already have parents.”

 Zander smiled.  “No, that does not matter.  It just means that I will love you as one would love their own child, and I hope in time you will learn to love me as...as a second father.  Now for your reward for saving my wife from whatever would have happened to her:  I will give you something to help you in life, but I need an idea of what your life will be like.  So close your eyes.”

 Keelan did as he was told and felt Zander’s hands on each side of his head.  They stood like this for several minutes, Keelan wondering what the man was doing.

 Finally, Zander spoke, removing his hands.  “Open your eyes now, son.  I am not good at reading into people’s destinies; no, not very good at all, I’m afraid.  Quite frankly I usually am not able to see anything in the future.  But you...you are different, son.  There is an aura about you that favors magic!  Oh yes, you have a very interesting life ahead of you.  I can tell that you will have a meaningful life, Keelan.  I did not realize you were so important!  You have something to do with Gregorich Hapshamin’s throne, although I cannot see what it is.  I do know that it will change the lives of all that still live in Darkania.  Your role is directly tied with several other lifelines, all of which will pull together, for good or for worse, at a difficult time for this city.  I feel honored to have such a son…and no matter that he is not of my blood.”

 Keelan smiled but was more than surprised at what Zander said.  After all, he had only told him about Quentin; the fact that King Zacharias and Queen Madeline had taken up a hidden residence under his bedroom floor years ago remained a secret.  So he already had a sort of tie with the throne of Darkania, though the King and Queen had passed into the Underworld.  Within a year, Zander would know everything, but at the time Keelan thought that part was best left in the dark.  He wondered for a long time what he would have to do with the throne and when it would occur, but then the memory of the very conversation about it began to slip further and further into the back of his mind.  He thought about Silvia, whom he had taken a personal interest in after he found out her father had passed.  He had taken quite a few trips to his uncle’s house, who lived not far to the east of Silvia’s home, and had not thought twice about sneaking over to her home in secret to see that she was well each time he visited.

 Keelan’s thoughts went back to Zander and his reward.

 “I have made my decision,” the man had said.  He went into another room of the house and returned a moment later with a leather pouch of jingling coins.  He spilled them out on the kitchen table and began to sort through them.  “There is something you should know, Keelan.  What I am going to give you as your reward is given in the form of magic, since I feel you will do well with it.  I don’t want you to be afraid.”
              “I’m not afraid,” Keelan retorted.  “And really, sir, I do not need any kind of reward.  I didn’t do anything.”

Zander laughed.  “You may not need a reward, but you definitely deserve one.  Besides, I have a strange feeling deep in my soul that this will help you reach your destiny.”  He finally picked out a coin and replaced the others in the leather pouch.  The coin was made of gold and had an intricate, detailed fox engraved on it in red.  The image was so realistic that it looked as though someone had shrunk a fox to place on the coin.

 “Are you giving me this coin?  It’s very nice, but what does it do?”

 The man looked at him with a twinkle in his eye.  “I apologize for misleading you.  No, I am not giving you this coin.”

 Disappointment shone in his eyes.  “Then what is the purpose of it?”

 “I am going to brand you with this coin; that is, I will burn the engraved fox on your back with magic.  It’s going to hurt a little, but it won’t be bad.  It will enable you to shape-shift.”

 Keelan’s eyes widened.  “Shape-shift?”  He had no idea what Zander was about.  It sounded a bit frightening, or too strange to be true.

 “Yes,” said Zander.  “I am branding you with the symbol of the fox, for you are smart, cunning, and efficient in your own ways.”

 He looked at the older man in disbelief.  “So, you’re saying that I will be able to shape-shift into the form of a fox?”  He became excited as the meaning of it hit him.  “Is that the only animal I can be?  Will it hurt when I change?  How do I change back?  Will I still have the mind of a human, or that of a fox?”

 He was answered first by a loud chuckle.  “So inquisitive!” Zander exclaimed.  “To answer your questions: yes, the only animal you will be able to change into is a fox.  I do not believe it will hurt—it will only feel extremely strange until you get used to it.  You change back by simply willing yourself to be human again.  You will still have the mind of a human and will be able to think as clearly as you can now.”

 “How do you know this?” Keelan asked, for he couldn’t help but wonder.

 “When I was just a little bit older than you, I started seeing a tutor for magic in a country many, many leagues from here.  He taught me and a young girl about your age all there was to know about the basics.  One day, he branded us.  He said we were ready for a different level of magic.”

 “What sort of animal were you?”

 Zander laughed.  “A horse, if you can believe it.  I was a magnificent chestnut stallion!  But the girl was changed into a cat, and she was killed by a stray mutt in the village.”

 Keelan swallowed hard, but the man laughed.  “Do not look so scared, Keelan!”

 The young man tried to smile.  “How long does this ‘branding’ thing work?  Does it stay on you forever?”  He was also worried about what his parents would say (or do) if they saw it on his body.  

 “No, not forever,” Zander replied.  “It varies, really.  Some people have the brand of their coin for only a few weeks; some people have theirs for years and years.  My own lasted nearly twenty years.  So far I have not been able to determine why this is so, but it is...Now, are you ready for it?”

 Keelan sighed, hesitant to take what he had supposedly earned as a reward.  What if it didn’t work or it accidentally turned him into a frog or something worse?  Finally he nodded.

 “All right.  Turn around and lift your shirt up to your shoulders in the back.”  He waited for Keelan to do so.  He took a wet cloth and wiped down the boy’s back.  “Here we go, son.”

As the coin was pressed against his back Keelan shivered from the gold’s chill.  But then the coin began to heat up, first creating a pleasant warmness, which quickly escalated into a nearly scalding sensation.  At first he could bear it, however the heat intensified more.  He tried to scream, to vent the pain, but a strange, high-pitched bark came out instead.  Keelan was so surprised that he momentarily forgot the pain from the coin.  Only a second later the coin was removed, peeled from his skin, and he sighed with his relief.  His back stung very badly. He grumbled as he let his shirt fall over the mark.

 Zander softly smiled.  “Branding isn’t supposed to feel like picking flowers, child.  You have never seen cows or swine branded to mark them to certain farmers?  Of course something hot against your skin will hurt!  And from now until the coin’s symbol fades away, you are able to turn into the fox.  The fox is a part of you and you are a part of it—hence the barking.”

 “Can I talk while I’m the fox, or can I only bark?”

 “Goodness, no.  I neighed for hours trying to find my human voice while I was in my horse shape.  Oh, those were the good old days!” he laughed.  “It was so delightful.  And do you know what else?  I found that I could enter people’s dreams by simply thinking of them while they were asleep.”

 Keelan became skeptical.  “That isn’t possible.”  But Zander stood there with a half-smile on his face, and he became doubtful of his beliefs.  “Are you pulling my leg?”

 “Hardly, my dear boy!  Why, I barely believed it myself!  But if I were you, I would only use the ‘dream powers’ when it benefits others as well as yourself.  It is the wise thing to do.  To mess with one’s dreams in bad ways is a terrible thing.  I would not appreciate someone doing it to me, and the God of Dreams doesn’t take kindly to interfering in a bad way in dreams.”

 “I-I don’t know what to say,” Keelan stammered.

 “Just say that you will come and visit an old man often, and that will be enough.  I am sure Mary would not mind an extra ear for her chatter as well.”

 “Consider it done...And I want to say thank you.”

 “No, thank you,” said Zander.  “Someone as brave as you does not come along often.  To think of others while knowing you are in harm’s way is courageous.  Do not ever lose heart, son, and somehow everything will turn out fine.”

 Then Keelan left, picking up his stringer of fish and heading home.  His mother was furious with him for coming later than he had said he would come, and she let him hear it.

 “I was worried sick about you!  What were you thinking?  Do you want to disappear like my little Quentin did?  Well, do you?”  All that day she had ranted and raved, but in a loving way.  Keelan was all they had left, and she was very protective of him.  She would never have let him out of her sights again had she known the truth about what happened to Quentin.  Keelan never had the heart to tell them the truth and doubted they would have believed him anyway.

  

  

  

 He blinked hard, looking around.  The rabbit was a little bit too done, and so he removed it from the flame, setting it upon a nearby rock covered in fresh leaves to cool.

 The trips down the road to his memories were always hard on Keelan.  Just knowing what his brother was and what he did nearly drove him insane.  But then Silvia poured into his mind like liquid gold.  He smiled and thought of her beautiful long red hair and her curious green eyes.  There was no doubt that she was a very attractive young woman with an acute eagerness for knowledge.  She seemed to have a lovely personality too.  She needed to get her throne back, but now was too soon.  Maybe in the next year or two they could come up with a plan to knock away the evil sitting beneath the crown now.

His handsome smile faded away as he thought of Quentin and her last words about him: He would be free to live...

 Keelan had not ever stopped to think that his brother, deep down, felt horribly guilty and trapped...Trapped.  How come he had never thought of Quentin in that way before?

 How long will you wait to free that little boy?

 He was angry with himself now.  Why had it taken someone he hardly knew to put things into perspective, to make him see how his sibling must feel?  Feeling stupid for not seeing this sooner he grabbed the skewered rabbit and began tearing off the cooked flesh, popping it into his mouth.  He was thinking hard now.

 That bastard Hapshamin had given Quentin something of an ‘outer layer’; it surrounded him completely in the form of the cloak but was too powerful to shake off.  What was on the outside was a breed of evil that didn’t give a damn as long as it could feed on memories and other people’s pain.  On the other hand, the inside, hidden from the world, was his actual brother; a caring, protective, and loving person who risked his life trying to protect his little sibling from a monster.  Was it fair that Quentin had been imprisoned for so long inside such an evil while he himself remained free but doing nothing to help?  Was it fair that Quentin was the one who had been taken?  No.  It wasn’t fair in the least.

 And Keelan missed Quentin terribly—he always had.  Now, for some reason, he couldn’t take it anymore: he had to rescue his brother, had to see him again.  It had been too bloody long, and it was time something changed.  Oh sure, he had confronted the white-robed ‘outer layer’ many times, and it had always been frightened of him and had ran.  Why was that?  Did he still hold some kind of powerful bond between himself and his brother?  Would that help to save Quentin?

 He threw the remains of the rabbit down and covered the little fire with a good pile of dry dirt.  Then he stood up.  If the ‘outer layer’ were to get revenge on Silvia for hurting it, what would it do?  Where would it drag his brother off to?  It certainly hadn’t followed her, or else he would have noticed.  The only other place he knew of to go to was her home.

 A look of dread crept onto his face.

 Of course.  The only family Silvia had grown up with, although they weren’t truly related, were the servants and her adoptive mother, Dessica.  They were the only people in her life and she cared for them deeply.  What would happen if she had no home to come home to?  Or worse—no one to come home to?  Quentin had killed the only other living person she loved—Venicius.  It was rather obvious that he had a sticking interest in torturing Silvia’s emotions, although he apparently didn’t want to kill her.  Why?  He knew who she was and that her very existence threatened his master.  Why would he let her live?  Or was there a reason why he would not—or could not—kill her?  Then the most disturbing notion occurred to him: that Quentin was going to kill Silvia, but only he knew when.  Would any of it matter if Keelan saved him?  Or would he still want to do away with her?  Keelan wondered what plans Quentin would have when he was freed...if he was freed.

 It didn’t matter now, though.  For now, the most important thing was getting him stopped...If he wasn’t too late already.  He shivered and closed his eyes.  Seconds later he was a red blur running through the dark night.

  

  

  

 Several hours later, he stopped for a brief drink of water at a minute creek near Silvia’s home.  He was exhausted from his run, but nervous adrenaline was pumping through his veins, and he knew he couldn’t stop now even if he wanted to.  For a few long minutes he sat on his dark red haunches, knowing which way to go but catching his breath before travelling on.  When he did venture forth, he tread carefully, frequently sniffing the air for his brother’s presence.

He caught it soon enough and followed it at a brisk trot, knowing the scent was rather cold and that he was not nearby.  It wasn’t long before he reached the outskirts of the property, where a little cottage was just barely visible.

 Keelan’s sensitive nose smelled it immediately: the stench of something dead or dying.  He followed the rancid smell to the cottage, determining that whatever or whoever it was had already died on the way.  Inside the cottage, on a nasty, worn out cot that apparently served as a bed, lay a beautiful little girl.  Blood covered her neck, head, and chest from her slit throat.

 The work of his brother’s ‘outer layer’ had already been started.

 On the floor were two more bodies: one a man, the other a woman.  Their injuries were extremely grotesque, and Keelan had to turn his head.  But when he did, he caught three more scents.  A young boy, a teenager...and his brother.

 All were alive and the two unknowns reeked of fear.

 He sighed and walked outside on his four short legs.  Lifting his nose to the air, he smelled his brother more strongly.  He followed the scent around the corner of the large house.  When he skirted the corner, he saw that a door to a cellar of sorts was standing open.  His hackles stood on end and a low growl issues from his throat.  The darkness within yawned like a gaping mouth, and if Keelan had known it, he looked like a tongue folding back into the horrible mouth, disappearing inside with a flick of his tail.

  

  

  

 Chapter Ten: Liberating Evil

  

 Michelle walked the injured man around the curved hallway towards the library.  It was hard for her to try and hold the larger man up, but she didn’t know that: her memory of most things had vanished.  She was merely an empty shell.

 As they came around the bend in the hall, the library just a little over a dozen feet away, Troy looked up and saw them.  He had been cleaning underneath his fingernails with a small pocket knife and now put it in his back pocket, a look of concern and unconcealed suspicion crossing his face.

 In an alarmed voice he said, “Michelle, who is that?”  But Michelle never answered.  He took a few steps forward.  “Answer me—who is that?  He may be dangerous!”  He started down the hall.

 Jason, who had finally removed himself from Jonathan’s arms to get a bit of water for his thirst, wondered whom the servant man was talking to.  Several others had noticed the tone of Troy’s voice, but he beat them to the door.  He stood beside Dessica, who was gazing down the hall with squinted eyes.  Jason planted himself in the doorway and looked out.  Troy was ambling down the corridor cautiously, going towards the female servant who had left the room a few minutes ago.  She was supporting his father.

 Pushing around Dessica, Jason started running towards his father.  “Daddy!” he cried with pure joy.

  

  

  

 Jonathan heard his brother yell and raced the other servants to the doorway, pushing one hard into the wall in his effort to get through.  A bad feeling surfaced in his mind when he saw that Michelle had a bland look on her face and his father was smiling strangely.

 “No!” he yelled, but it was too late.

  

  

  

 Jason was overjoyed when he saw his father alive.  All he could think of was that at least one of his parents made it and that they could still be together.  He mistook his father’s cold smile for one of pained happiness and continued to run towards him, going around Troy as he went.

As he neared his father, Gerald wrapped his arm around Michelle’s neck, a chokehold she didn’t resist, and reached out with his other arm.  He grabbed one of Jason’s outstretched arms near the shoulder and neatly popped it out of place.

 Jason’s pure joy instantly turned into excruciating, painful terror.  He screamed and fell down, clutching his useless arm, almost passing out.  Looking back down the corridor in his blurred vision he could see Jonathan right behind Troy, coming his way.  They seemed to be moving in slow motion; the pain made it seem an eternity before they reached him.

 Troy had rushed forward as the little boy collapsed on the floor.  He threw a punch, but the evil, smiling man turned quickly and Troy’s punch landed on Michelle’s face instead.  Troy held back his next throw, stunned by what he had just done: he had never hit a woman before.

 The man took this hesitance as opportunity and tossed the girl at Troy.  Troy bent over to try and catch her before she hit the floor, his knife visibly poking out of his back pocket.  Gerald retrieved the knife in the blink of an eye and drove it all the way through the back of Troy’s neck before the man even knew he had taken it.

 Glancing up, the evil one saw Jonathan carrying Jason away in his arms.  Pulling the knife out of Troy, who was drowning in his own blood as he fell on top of Michelle, Gerald took it by the blade and threw it skillfully.

 Jonathan screamed in surprise and hurt, the knife going into his shoulder blade and staying there.  He tumbled on top of Jason, who yelled just as loudly in pain.  In the next second, Dessica was there, picking Jason up and hauling him into the library.  Jonathan got up on to his knees and clumsily began to crawl in after them.  But he risked one more look back at the thing imitating his father, who was grinning maliciously.

 The grin faded as a lean, well-muscled fox came from out of nowhere behind him, running to stand in front of Jonathan as though it were a guard.  Then, to Jonathan’s utter amazement, the fox shuddered and grew magically into a full-grown man.  The man reached down and plucked the knife out of Jonathan’s shoulder.

 Crying out in pain, then whispered, “Who are you?”

 “My name is unimportant at this time,” said the man, hefting the knife in his hand and staring down the corridor at the imposter.

 Gerald widened his eyes when he saw what was happening, but he reacted too late to do anything about it.  A split second later, the hilt of the knife was protruding from his upper left thigh.  A shattering shriek filled the hallway, and goosebumps broke out on everyone’s skin from the inhuman tone.  Gerald shimmered and changed into the white-robed figure.  Keelan strode forward, still staring towards Quentin’s hooded face as his brother writhed in pain and jerked the knife out of the white robe; he seemed to be in agony, although no blood was to be seen…not one tiny drop.  

 “My name is Keelan,” he said.  “I know you better than anyone else.  I know that you have killed countless times before, and I know that I am the only one who will stop you.  I know that you have stolen other people’s memories as if you feed off them.  Have you not any memories of your own somewhere inside you?  Would you like me to refresh any memory of me that you might have?  I am your brother, your only brother, and I’m here to bring you back.”

  

  

  

 The evil being didn’t have a clue what to do.  There were feelings deep inside the flowing white robe, beneath even the knife wound, and they were trying their damnedest to surface.   The white robe’s powers were squirming with unease.

Suddenly, a small voice in his mind cried out, “My brother!  It’s my brother!”  The voice began trying to force its way through the powers of the robe, striving to make the words heard; it was so strong that it worked, though only a little.

 “Keelan...help,” he said in a raspy, childish tone.  The figure could see that this affected Keelan greatly, and was angered.  Mentally, the evil of the cloak beat the small voice down inside its mind.  The evil tried to disappear into thin air, but found that the boy inside was somehow affecting its magic.  The pain in its leg was truly horrible—never before had it been physically wounded.  Not knowing what else to do, it turned tail and ran.

  

  

  

 Keelan watched him run, the white cloak billowing in an invisible wind.  He was frightened and exhilarated, his heart pounding like a thousand drums in his chest.  He had reached Quentin—reached past the ‘outer layer’.  He was pretty sure that it was Quentin who had responded with a plea for help.  The thought of being that close to his real brother brought tears to his eyes, but he blinked them away.  He turned around and faced the crowd of strangers standing in the doorway of the library, looking at him expectantly but also with caution.

 “I am truly sorry about all of this, and I am most sorry for the loss of innocent lives as well as the little boy having to see any of it,” he said sincerely.  He looked at each face in turn, reading the grave things there.  Dessica was tense, staring at him as if being the brother of a killer made him just as bad.  The thought hurt him deeply.  Most of the others were just plain scared.  The young man on the floor was looking at him with a mixture of horror and wonder.  Keelan had recognized the scent of the lad when he had first entered the hallway and stood in front of him—it was the same lad that had exited the gruesome scene of the cottage.

 “What did you do to him?” the young man whispered.   The pain from his shoulder had robbed him of his voice.  “How did you know he wasn’t my father?”  Tears stung his eyes, but he didn’t bother to wipe them away.

 “That doesn’t matter right now,” Keelan replied.  “We need to treat your wounds, and the boy’s as well.  I see him sitting in there with a dislocated shoulder, and that needs fixed first.”  He ached to go racing after Quentin, but knew that helping these people was important.  He always felt the need to help those that Quentin tried to harm, to do what he could to right the wrongs.  A little more time to get his nerves and racing heart under control would also do him good.

 “He’s my brother, Jason...Thank you for saving us.”

 Keelan waved the remark away with his hand and walked inside the library, his concern for the boy evident on his face.  The others drifted in after him, momentarily forgetting the two people in the hall that they assumed were dead; they wanted to see if this stranger who had named himself Keelan would help Jason.

 Jason was lying on the floor, sweating, passing in and out of consciousness.  He was pitiful to look at, and Keelan’s heart broke at the sight of him.  “Somebody get something hard for him to bite down on,” Keelan said with a sense of authority.

 On several chairs in the room were backs made of not one solid piece of wood, but several thin, round, vertical pieces.  One of these pieces was broken off and fitted into Jason’s mouth.

 “Child, this is going to hurt bad for a few moments.  I want you to bite down on the wood and try not to snag your tongue.”  Keelan took up the boy’s arm, unsure of whether or not Jason had heard or understood him.  He clamped one large hand on Jason’s shoulder, the other in the middle of the upper arm.  He had never done this before, and he had heard that if you attempted to set it right by using the wrist as a pivot point you could break the wrist very easily.  He didn’t want to cause the young lad anymore pain by trying to set his shoulder right the easy way.  Nope, the more painful way was better and would heal more quickly.  Keelan took a short breath, held it, and put the arm back in its socket.  Jason screamed violently, the sound hardly muffled by the wood, jerked spasmodically several times, then passed out in a cold sweat.

“I think he’ll be okay, but do not let him use that arm for a couple of weeks if you can help it.  The muscles will heal quicker if it is left alone.”  He was relieved that he had done it right.  He placed a cold wet rag on Jason’s forehead, given to him by one of the servants that had finally fetched the wet clothes from the wash room.

 Jonathan winced in reply.  After washing the wound quickly, Dessica had taken a needle and thread and was sewing the large ugly cut on his shoulder.  Luckily, he had a high tolerance to pain.  He never cried or cursed or screamed as the needle did its job.  He took a swallow of red wine someone had poured for him.

 Keelan walked to the door of the library.  He stopped, looking around, then went toward the two bodies in the hall.  The man was obviously dead: the pocketknife had penetrated through the large, masculine lump in his throat and there was quite a bit of blood.  He was lying on top of a young girl, who was covered in the man’s blood as well.  Keelan rolled the man off of her and put his hand next to her open mouth.  Her eyes were closed and she appeared dead, but her shallow breath warmed his hand.

 “This girl is still alive!” he shouted.  Footsteps sounded and two women showed up momentarily.  Keelan helped them get the girl to her feet, and slowly, she woke up.  She was shaky and one eye was red and swollen, but she seemed to be all right.

 “Wh-where am I?” she said, looking about bewilderedly.  “Who are you people?”

 “Why, Michelle, honey, it’s me—Kathleen!  And surely you remember Nora?”

 Michelle’s eyes flicked from one to the other cynically.  “I...I don’t remember you.  Sorry.”

 Keelan sighed.  “He took her memory, or most of it, anyhow.  Eventually she may remember bits and pieces, but all the same she may not.  Being around people that know her may arouse her memory, though.”  He watched them lead Michelle into the library and followed.

 Jonathan was sitting in a chair eating from a loaf of bread.  His stitches were done and his shoulder blade bandaged.  Jason was still unconscious on the floor.  Everyone else seemed rather distant, as if they had somehow slipped out of reality and into a surreal world.

 Jonathan called to Keelan as he ambled into the room behind Michelle.  He waited for Keelan to come close enough to speak quietly.  “You called that...that thing out there your brother.  If that is true, then you must know why he chose this house, these people, and not some other place.”

 “He is my brother...But he is under an evil spell.  His plan was to hurt all of you to hurt Silvia.”

 Jonathan stopped eating and stared at the stranger hard.  Anyone who was an enemy of his Mistress was an enemy of himself as well.

 “I wish I could speak more of it, but I have to leave.”  Keelan walked off to talk with the Mistress of the house.  “Don’t let a word of anything that has happened here get to anyone outside of this household.  Understand?”  She nodded briskly, still giving him that strange look.  “I must go now,” he went on, “and you should be just fine to return everything to normal.  He won’t be coming back.”

 “And how, exactly, do you know that?” said Dessica in a dour tone.

 “Because I’m going after him.”

  

  

  

 Keelan went out through the cellar door and changed into the fox.  He had had no idea that the knife was going to hurt his brother, and thought it was strange that he hadn’t seen blood seeping from the wound.  Yet now he smelled blood, and it excited him that this was as close to Quentin as he had been in a very long time.  He had a strange feeling that Quentin was running, trying to make it back to the city and his bastard master or to somewhere safer where he could heal in hiding.  This made Keelan want to catch him sooner...It was time for his brother to be free.

 

  

  

 The white robed figure did not know where to go except to its master.  He had never felt pain, and his thigh hurt badly.  Blood was seeping out of its leg underneath the robe, but if it stained the robe it did not show.

 What was he going to tell Gregorich?  To Gregorich’s knowledge, the white-robed figure had killed the old King and Queen, even though she had died on her own of some sickness or other.  He had often watched the home where they were hidden, although for some reason he found that he could not go inside; one night he witnessed her body being carted out and snuck away to the Royal Burial Vaults. However now there was the delicate issue of the Queen’s second child.  She had rumored it to have died before any serious questions could be asked, before the ‘stillborn’ was given a second thought.  When the evil one had killed the King, he had foolishly left the girl alone, thinking that it would be fun and exciting to come back through the years and torture her...hunt her.  Gregorich was told that the long-lost child—whom they knew existed at one time because of the absence of a tomb in the Royal Burial Vaults—really had died.  Gregorich was very puzzled, not to mention displeased, at the missing body and grave, but accepted that answer and sent the white-robed figure to do as he pleased, killing and stealing memories as he pleased.

 Now, he was in bad trouble.  Really bad trouble.  How in the Dark Moon would he explain that the girl was alive and well, living in the same place where he had taken her father’s life?  How would he explain that he had toyed with her for years now, and that he’d been injured during an act of revenge against her?  Gregorich Hapshamin was going to be more than irate: he was going to be furious—murderously angry.  He had created the white-robed being, and could surely destroy him just as easily.

 The figure stopped running, needing to rest.  He recalled the night he had tried to take Silvia’s memories and start her slow destruction.  Usually, memories just seeped out of someone and into his mind.  With her though, it had been different.  He could feel some sort of power just as strong protecting her.  He had tried incantations, but the words had hung in the air around his head, threatening to crush him instead of working his evil intent.  Now he understood, somewhat, that the protective power was the fox-man, the one from inside the house that had injured him.  He had somehow gotten through to his innermost realm and stirred the enchanted little boy.  He knew him, from a long time ago...

  

  

  

 Keelan sprinted across the grass, the dew catching his red fur, dampening it and giving him a slight chill.  He didn’t know where Quentin had gone and was almost scared to find out; but he had wanted his brother back for so long...He had followed trails leading to people who had died or had gotten sudden amnesia—Quentin’s victims.  Would he really have the courage to kill his brother if that was what it took to set him free?  Would it all come down to that?  He sincerely hoped not.

 He could smell the metallic scent of blood in the night air and followed it as a marionette would follow the puppeteer’s fingers.  It became stronger and stronger, and Keelan’s breath became shorter and shorter from the exertion of the chase.  Finally, Keelan stopped, turning his nose one way and then another.  Ahead and to the right he sensed a presence.  Moving more cautiously now, he made his way to it.

  

  

  

 The enchanted child within the cloak stirred, then began to worm around.  Was he trying to get out to get to the fox-man?  And if he did, what would happen?  Why, if the enchanted boy was to escape, the spell would be broken and the cloak would be powerless to do its own evil.  The ‘outer layer’ would be defeated and good would prevail.

Just then a rustling noise from behind urged the being to turn around.

  

  

  

 Keelan tried to gather up any weaknesses the ‘outer layer’ might have.  He knew that it could be physically hurt, for he had inflicted a wound upon it.  He also knew that talking back to the spell-bound cloak seemed to aggravate and frighten it at the same time.  Also, there was his brother, who had tried to reach him not an hour before.

 Okay, he thought to himself, let’s get this over with.  Let’s do this.  He stepped forward and spoke.

 “I know who you are and I know that fool-hearted Gregorich Hapshamin created what you are and controls what you do.”  This elicited a snarl from the white-robed figure, and it started to back away.  “Do not leave, for I will only catch you again,” Keelan warned.  “Do you deny that you are my brother?”

 The figure stood there, its hood drawn to surround the darkness inside.  “I have no brother,” it rasped.  “And do not insult my master, for he is much more powerful than a mere shape-changer.”  It seemed to twitch during the last sentence, as if it had been pinched.

 “Does that give him permission to kidnap my brother and use him?” Keelan challenged.  “My brother was only a child, not even nearing manhood when he was taken.”

 “Who cares about a little boy?  Certainly not His Highness.  More important things are on a king’s mind.”

 “I care,” fumed Keelan in a solid voice.  “I want my brother back and I’m here to get him.”

 The figure stood still as stone now, saying nothing in response.  It didn’t want the fox-man to know that there was now a struggle for power going on inside it.

 Yet the silence was okay with Keelan, who was beginning to feel full, yet empty, wide-awake, and yet sleepy.  He tried to remember what he just said, but was unable to.  It was as if his soul was starting to slip away from him.

 Then the white-robed figure gasped, bringing Keelan back to the moment.  He had nearly lost some of his memory!  The bloody robe had tried to take his thoughts right out of his mind!  But the ‘outer layer’ was weaving around now in a chaotic dance, its bony white hands clenched into tight fists by its side.

 “You remember, don’t you?”  Keelan shouted, praying he could still get through to Quentin.  “You remember who I am!”

 “Nooo!” It screamed.  The boy inside it was thrashing about wildly and the ‘outer layer’ was struggling to suppress him.

 “Give me my brother!” yelled Keelan.  “He is mine to have!  You cannot keep him!”

 The white hands flew to its hood to try and keep the little boy from getting out.  But it was too late, the bond of love unbroken, and the boy too strong.

 Keelan watched in horrified awe as small hands grabbed the rim of the cloak’s hood from the inside.  Little by little, a boy began to pull himself out.  The ‘outer layer’ threw its hands down to its sides and roared with what might have been a sort of anguished relief.  The boy heaved his head and shoulders through the gap of the hood opening and pushed hard, falling to the ground.

 The white cloak fell harmlessly in a heap behind him.

  

  

 Chapter Eleven: Hard Times

  

 Stock still, Keelan stood for several long moments of disbelief.  His fierce blue eyes took in every detail: the limp form of his brother’s body, its emaciated shape, the reddish-brown hair tumbled all about the face.  A sickening feeling lurched in his stomach and made him gag, but he managed to keep the eaten rabbit down.  Slowly, oh so slowly, his feet began to move towards Quentin.  It seemed as though he was not moving foot by foot, but rather inch by miserable inch.  Quentin’s dark hair was lying every which way.  Keelan could see how hard the boy was breathing and it worried him. He appeared to be the same age he was the night Gregorich stole him out of Keelan’s life.

He reached his brother and squatted down next to him.  At first it looked as though he had passed out, but a closer look revealed that his back was jerking in small twitches, giving his tears away.  The feelings of joy and pain were too much for Keelan: he broke down, flinging his arms tight around his sibling’s frail, shaking body.  And so they cried until their eyes were red and sore, and never let go of each other once.

  

  

  

 Jonathan woke up from the brief catnap the wine had caused, pain searing through his left shoulder.  That’ll hurt for a while, he thought to himself.  He managed to push himself into a sitting position with his right arm, and gazed at the people occupying the library with him.  Dessica had fallen asleep, with Jason sucking his thumb in her lap.  Two other servants were sleeping under thin blankets on the floor—one of them the servant girl Michelle.  There were two men playing some type of card game at the table.  Another servant was walking towards him, her light brown hair just barely flowing to her shoulders, and her matching eyes inquired how he was doing.  She knelt beside him.

 “It’s really hurting; would you by any chance check to see if it’s bleeding?”  He already had his shirt off, and she leaned behind him to see.  Jonathan caught a sweet aroma on her skin, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up, tingling.

 “There is no blood showing at the moment,” she said in a soft voice.

 “Give it a few hours,” he stated blandly.

 “Why is that?”

 Jonathan avoided looking at her for the tears in his eyes.  “That man said that the…creature wouldn’t return.  It’s time to bury my family now.”

 “Oh.”  She looked down at her hands.

 He rose to his feet with a grunt and said, “No time for weeping, especially since Jason’s asleep.  Got to get them cleaned up and suitable looking if I can.  I don’t want to bury them looking the way they do.”  He went to the nearest table, where spools of thread and needles rested, exhausted from the work they did on his shoulder.  “Tell Dessica that I’m borrowing these.”  He scooped up all that he could carry, knowing he would use at least most of it and not caring, and left quietly.  He walked in a daze to the front door and carefully shoved a large table from in front of it.  The only sound as he exited was the falling of his tears.

 He slowly crossed the couple hundred yards to the cottage he had lived in half his life.  Coming to a halt outside of it, he became afraid.  Could he face the horror that lay inside?  Was there any chance of making his family appear decent for burial?  Emotions made a rough turmoil within him, and when bile came up in his throat he hit his knees.  After he stomach was finished purging itself he arose and steeled himself against his task.

 The smell hit him first, and hard—the night’s heat and dampness had started its work on the bodies.  Then it was the sight: rats had already come to scavenge and feast upon them, slithering over one another with bloody whiskers and nipping at each other over pieces of meat.  Jonathan’s stomach began to turn once more, but there wasn’t anything left to throw up, which was something of a relief.

 Bonnie, his beloved little sister still lay on the bed, stretched out on her back.  She was exactly the way she had been put on the bed, except for the sheets; they were even more soaked with her precious, innocent blood.  Wanese lay on the floor; her hands had ceased protecting her head and throat in the moments she had last lived.  Her whole upper body was covered with shallow cuts, welts, and horrible purple bruises that were not formed all the way and never would be because of the lack of blood flow.

Gerald’s corpse, which Jonathan had not expected to be here, was the closest to the door, and was the worst to behold.  His lacerations were long and deep, and his hair was enveloped in a large pool of blood that had rushed out of his severed neck and head.

 His father and aunt’s faces were grim and terrifying, devastating for him to look at.  

 But his heart broke the most for the little one.  “Bless your soul, Bonnie!” Jonathan whispered fiercely.  “You probably thought you’d live forever.  You were so... so...” He broke down, screaming all of his rage at the unfairness of it all.  His sobbing weakened him until he was only a mass of shaking flesh on the floor of the cottage.

 That’s when the hand fell upon his good shoulder, nearly making him jump out of his skin.  Whipping around, he saw the hand belonged to the girl he had spoken with in the library.  He could tell that she was trying very hard not to look at the bodies; her teary eyes were locked with his, determined not to be distracted.  He stood up to face her.

 “Are you…are you okay?” she said in the same soft tone she had used earlier.

 Jonathan wanted to tell her that yes, he was just fine, thank you very much, but didn’t...couldn’t.  She was getting blurred in his vision, even though the tears were falling freely.  She opened her arms, and he fell into them more than willingly.  He just needed someone who cared enough to hold him.  After all, he needed to keep himself together, especially for Jason.  “Please,” he whispered into her chest.  “Please help me do this...before my brother comes and sees it.  I know he’s seen some of it, but...by the gods, this is so horrible!  Help me, please!”

 “That is what I came to do,” she replied, holding him tightly.  “I’ll do anything for you to stop crying!”

 Jonathan lifted his head to look at this strange new friend and found his face being rid of all its tears as her hands wiped them away.

 “I know you are in pain right now; however, if you do not wish for your brother to see any of this, then you and I must get to work.”

 Jonathan nodded his head and stood straight, pulling the needles and thread from his pockets.  He stared at them, trying to comprehend what he was about to do.  “I have to at least sew up their worst cuts.  I can’t…bury them in pieces.”

 Without saying another word, the girl took one of the sewing needles and a spool of thread from his hands.  She began to walk over to Bonnie, but Jonathan spoke.

 “What is your name?”

 “It’s Hanovi.”

 “I’m Jonathan.  I just wanted to ask you if you’d please let me clean the little girl up.  She’s my little sister, and I was rather attached to her.”

 “All right.  I’ll go to the well and get a bucket of water to clean them up.  Find some rags for me, please.”

 Grabbing a large bucket that was sitting on top of a small stool, she ran outside with it.  A few minutes later Hanovi came back, the bucket full of water.  She walked in the door, leaned over to her left because she trying to balance the bucket in her right hand.  She set it down near Wanese’s body and accepted the old rags Jonathan handed to her.  They started by trying to clean up all the dried blood on the two female bodies.  Afterward, Jonathan began trying to sew up Bonnie’s slit throat, stopping to reminisce and cry.  Hanovi, on the other hand, had trouble with Wanese because there were so many lacerations on her.  She, too, had to quit more than once, but it was because of the sights and smells in the place.  They made her head swim and an uneasy thought dove into her mind: she would have nightmares upon nightmares for the rest of her life about this night.  At least their presence kept the rats at bay.

Many times did they take turns going to get more clean water, pouring out the red water a little ways from the cottage.

 When it came time to attempt to make Gerald presentable, they had a slight problem.  Would it be really hard to attach his head?

 “Well, even it we did put it back on and sew it up, the weight of his head would just rip the sewing and come off when we pick him up to take him to his grave,” Jonathan said.  He burst into tears once more, not believing he had just said that with so little feeling.

 “Tell you what,” Hanovi said.  “You go and get a shovel and start digging their resting places, and I will see to your father.  Okay?”

 He nodded and started jogging towards the stables for a shovel.  Outside, he had to decide where to lay his family to rest.  He finally chose a little slope near the cottage that would fully catch the sun as it rose in the mornings...They would have liked it.

  

  

  

 An hour later, after shoveling dirt and clumps of mud and rocks as fast and hard as he could, Jonathan finally took a break.  He had half of the large grave dug and his shoulder was killing him and bleeding badly—he could feel his shirt clinging wetly to his skin.  The knife wound seemed to pulse to the rhythm of his heartbeat, and the skin itched against the fabric of the shirt.

 He sat staring at the horizon, where the black sky was beginning to fade to gray.  A light breeze blew quietly out of the woods, swirling leaves as it came to Jonathan, playing with his hair, caressing his face.  He shut his eyes to his cruel world, shut out the large grave behind him, and the images inside his head.  By the gods, was he tired.

 Jonathan thought back to the first time that he had ever seen the twins; they had been so tiny and helpless.  At the time he had believed they were his cousins.  Then his father had married Wanese.  A few years later, he had heard his father and his aunt fighting about the twins—Wanese insisted they were his father’s, but his father had called her a harlot and told her she had most likely been with other men.  After that, Jonathan had started looking at the resemblances between the twins and Gerald, and the more they grew, the more they began to look like him.  The truth being realized, he had hated his father ever since for going behind his mother’s back with her own sister, and the hatred had not gone away until just a little bit ago when he saw Gerald’s body, mangled on the dirt floor of the cottage.

 Damn the gods, why did all of this have to happen?  How did it all start?  And who had started it?  He feared that he could not take care of Jason by himself.  And if he couldn’t, what would happen to Jason?  Who would take care of him?  There was no one else.

 And then something else occurred to him: Where would they go?  They certainly couldn’t resume living in the same house, not with the tragedy that had played out.  So where?

 “What are you thinking about?” Hanovi said from behind him softly.

 Keeping his eyes closed, he answered, “Just thinking about what we’re going to do now.”

 “We?”

 “Yes.  Me and my little brother.”

 “Oh, okay,” she said.

 “What’s wrong Hanovi?” he asked, turning around to look at her.

 “Nothing,” she said, “nothing at all.  I should go.  You probably need to be alone.”  Walking back towards the cottage, she began to throw a glance over her shoulder but decided against it.

 Jonathan stared after her for a minute, sighed, then took up the shovel to continue his task.  It had been a long night, but the day ahead would be even longer.  

 

  

  

 Chapter Twelve: Hold On to Let Go

  

 Keelan’s arms were tiring from holding Quentin.  He couldn’t believe whom it was that he was embracing!  It was too good to be true.  His brother...back at last.  And alive!  By Chin, the mother of all the gods, he was alive!

 Quentin’s hands grabbed Keelan’s shirt and pulled him down more closely to his face.

 “You have to understand me,” he said in a scared little voice.  “I was trying to protect you when he took me away from home!  I did it for you!”  Then he screamed loudly, releasing Keelan, who jumped backwards in utter surprise.

 Something was happening.  He writhed on the ground as if in some terrible pain, his face a grotesque mask of agony.  A change of some sort was going through his body.  He was getting longer, his bones popping as they lengthened.  His children’s clothes became rags draped haphazardly over his body.  His hair was growing longer too, and not only that, but it was also turning a shocking shade of white.  His hands were larger now, and bristle was evident on his face.

 “Blood and ashes,” Keelan whispered.  His brother had just gone through growing all that he was supposed to have grown during his life!  He was now a fully-grown man with severely ill fitting clothes.

 Rising to his full height and gasping for more air to fill his bigger set of lungs, Keelan saw that Quentin was taller by several inches.  But he was as thin as a stick, skeletal in appearance.  A shiver ran through Keelan.

 “Brother,” Quentin whispered, reaching for him.  His voice had deepened considerably.

 “Yes!” Keelan said, new tears in his eyes.  He went to Quentin and helped him to sit down on a nearby tree stump.

 “I think I may need some larger clothes.”  Quentin looked at himself with disgust.  

 “And a bandage too,” said Keelan, noticing for the first time that his brother’s leg was seeping blood from the knife he had thrown into it a little while ago.  He felt guilty for doing that, but it had been necessary at the time.  He could only hope that his brother understood.  One day, he would ask him about it.  “Stay right here and do not move from this spot, all right?  I’ll be back with some clothes.”  He glanced at the emaciated form beside him as Quentin’s stomach rumbled loudly.  “I will get you food as well.”

 “Please do not be too long, Keelan,” Quentin pleaded in a rasping tone.  “I…I do not wish to be alone, but I am too weak to go with you.”

 “I won’t take long,” Keelan promised, and even as he was turning to go, he was already metamorphosing into the fox.  He ran all the way to the mansion and was about to go around to the cellar when he saw that the front door had been opened.  He bounded towards it instead, changing back into a human as he went so as not to scare anyone.  First, he went to the library to talk with Dessica.  She was leaned up against one of the many bookcases in the room, flipping through an old book as her servants began to move about the house.  The little boy whose shoulder Keelan had fixed was lying at her feet, passed out.

 “Mistress Dessica?  May I have a word with you outside in the hall?” he inquired.

 Dessica nodded curtly, delicately moved the boy, and followed him into the hall.  “Yes?” she said.

 “I am afraid I am going to need your help, Mistress.”

 “All right.  I suppose all of us are in your debt,” she admitted hesitantly.  “What is that which I can do for you?”

“I need something—a few things actually.”  Keelan waited for her to nod, and then went on.  “Men’s clothes.  If you could spare a few outfits, it would be much appreciated.  Also, an extra pair of men’s shoes.  Can this be done?”

 Dessica thought on this a moment.  “Well, seeing as how Troy isn’t with us any longer, I suppose you could obtain any things of his that you might need.  He doesn’t have any close relatives, so no one should mind.  His clothes size should be close to yours, if not a little bigger.  Would you like to go to his room?”  She waited for him to nod.   “Okay, follow me please.”

 She went to the left, down the hall with Keelan behind her.  When it came to sidestepping Troy’s bloodied corpse she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and walked with her back to the wall.

 “Do you have anyone strong enough to bury him?”  Keelan asked.  He was relieved when she told him she did because he really wanted to get back to his brother.  As much as they may or may not need his help, his brother needed it more.

 They traipsed down several passages until she finally turned down a corridor that led off the far side of the kitchen and passed three or four bedchambers before entering one.  The room was simple enough: A small bed was positioned in a corner, a small fireplace against one wall, a small table and chair nestled comfortably in the middle of the room, and a medium sized chest-of-drawers.  Not bad for a servant, even if he was a guard for the mistresses.  He respected that Dessica treated her workers so well; it said a lot for her person.

 “Take what you need; I’ll be standing right here.”

 “Thank you, milady.”  Keelan went directly to the chest-of-drawers and started going through it.  He pulled out several white shirts that could be easily torn into strips to tie up Quentin’s knife wound, a couple pairs of trousers, some knitted stockings, and leather shoes.  He also found a cap and took it too, but was not sure if Quentin would wear it.  Under the chest of drawers, amid some junk and old apple seeds, he found a bag with a strap.  Throwing everything into the bag, he said, “Now I need to acquire several days’ worth of food if you can spare it.”

 “What, exactly, are you planning to do?” she asked suspiciously.

 “Going on a trip, and for the moment that is all I can tell you.”

 Dessica did not seem too happy with that statement, but she nevertheless led him back to the kitchen.  One of the servants had busied herself by retrieving food and drink from the library and returning them to their places in the kitchen.

 When she saw Keelan and her Mistress, she said, “I thought it would be best for me to bring these things back here, seeing as how the gentleman here informed us that ‘thing’ won’t return.”

 “You’re fine, dear.  But I would like you to give this man anything that he needs to eat for a few days.”

 “Yes, Mistress.”

 Turning to Keelan, Dessica said, “Do not empty our stock of food, young man—I have too many too feed.  I’m going up to the library to check up on Jason to see if he’s okay.  Tell me, Keelan, will any of us ever be seeing you again?”

 “I cannot honestly say, Madame.  But I sincerely hope that one day I will.”

 Dessica appeared to be thinking about something.  “Did you catch him?”

 He stared at her hard.  “Yes, I caught him, and when I did I set my brother free from the curse of the white cloak.”

 Dessica’s brows furrowed.  “I am glad that you have your brother back from the white darkness...I am not sure I understand completely, though.  Was he inside the white cloak?”

“Yes,” Keelan sighed.  “It was his prison, given to him by an evil man years ago.  It was the robe’s magic, an evil magic that made him kill so many innocent people.  Please understand, even if you can’t forgive him, that my brother would never hurt anyone.”

 A warm smile spread over her thin lips.  “I believe you.  You need to get your food and go to him, and if I were you I wouldn’t speak of the things that the cloak made him do to anyone.  And maybe one day we will meet again.  As for now, have a safe journey and good luck.”

 Keelan watched her walk away and blinked back tears.  There were some people in this world that would forgive anything anyone ever did to them.  But she was also wise: There were a lot of people who wouldn’t.

  

  

  

 When the food sack was prepared, he stuffed it inside the larger bag with the clothes, strung it over his shoulder, and left.  He hurried back outside and into the woods to his sibling.  Quentin looked up in surprise as he was handed the bag.

 “Some clothes and food for you, brother.”

 “I...I do not know what to say besides thank you, Keelan.”  His voice was hoarse and tired.

 “Then don’t say anything.  You can hand me one of the white shirts in the bigger bag, though, so that I can clean and wrap the wound I gave you.”

 They sat down on the soft pine needles of the forest floor.  Quentin went through the bag and took out a change of clothes, the shoes, stockings, and one of the white shirts that Keelan had procured.  Keelan tore the shirt into long strips as Quentin changed the shredded remains of his shirt and grabbed a chunk of cheese out of the food sack.  He gazed at the food with a longing he had never felt before.  The smell of the food was mesmerizing, wafting in and out of his thin nostrils as if to tease him.  Could this possibly be real?  Was he finally rescued from the evil that had claimed him for so long?  He hardly dared to believe it was true.  Briefly he wondered if the cheese he was holding would disappear, as it would have in any of his countless nightmares.  He bit into it, afraid that would really happen.  The taste of the cheese on his taste buds was like liquid fire spreading over his severely malnourished body.  His sunken stomach rumbled with the desire for more, but he was afraid to eat too much all at once, positive he would get sick.  He rummaged in the bags until he found a small leather water sack, which he opened and drank from.

 His brother watched with sadness in his normally bright blue eyes.  It scorched his soul to see Quentin in such a bad state.  He had been dreaming of this day for years, but he had not ever imagined seeing him so thin and sickly looking.  Since the remains of the shirt were now gone, Keelan could see every one of his brother’s ribs—not a pretty sight.  He knelt beside him with the strips of cloth to bandage the thigh wound.  Quentin’s legs were nothing but a bit of sinew and bone.  Keelan would be shocked if he could walk twenty feet without falling.  So many years of not eating or drinking had done its worst to the pitiful man before him.  He sighed heavily, trying to keep the tears from spilling out of his eyes again.  “I’m not going to lie to you; this is going to be slightly unpleasant,” Keelan said.

 “Go ahead,” said Quentin, putting down the water sack.  “I’ve caused enough pain—I deserve some now.”

 “Don’t say things like that,” Keelan admonished.  “Now, hold still.”  He wiped all the excess blood away from the wound, which was about four inches long and almost two inches in depth.  “This could really use sewing up.”

“I’ll be all right,” Quentin shrugged.  “Just wrap it up real well, help me to remember to change the bandages once in a while, and it will heal just fine.”

 He agreed, and after Keelan finished cleaning the knife wound, he wrapped it tightly and then turned away so that Quentin could strip off his old, tattered pants and change into Troy’s.

 “Pernicious,” Quentin said out of the blue.

 “Excuse me?”  Keelan turned around.

 “Pernicious.  That is what I am: deadly.  You shouldn’t even be here.  You should just leave me right now to die—I would understand.”  His brother’s hoarse tone implied great bitterness and self-loathing.

 “What in the blazes are you babbling about?  Why should I leave?”  Keelan was irritated.  “I’ve waited too long to have you with me again!”

 “As have I, but no one deserves to be around me; no one is terrible enough to be in my presence.  Keelan, I am the very essence of evil.”

 At this remark, Keelan walked over to Quentin and abruptly slapped his brother hard across the face.  “If I ever hear words such as those from your mouth again, I’ll put you out of your misery myself!”

 The shocked expression on Quentin’s face did not last long.  “You may as well go ahead and do it, Keelan.  I’ll never be able to live with myself anyway, not after the things I’ve done!”

 Keelan thought on this.  “I will help you Quentin.  I’ll do all that I can to give you a better life and forget the past.  I love you, brother.”

 Quentin replied, “I love you too, but you do not understand and perhaps you never will.  Keelan, I remember every person I’ve talked to, every memory I’ve stolen, every face I’ve slaughtered without mercy.  I remember trying to protect you from Gregorich Hapshamin.  I remember seeing you at that old man’s house when you scared me away.  I remember sending manifestations into Silvia’s dreams to frighten her out of her wits many, many times.  Don’t you see?  I...remember...everything.  Honestly, brother, I wish I had a sudden case of forgetfulness.  To forget the atrocities I have committed...oh, what pleasure that would be.  Not to know the immense sorrow and pain, not to feel anything...I would not then be happy, just satisfied.  I wish my heart could be set free.”  Tears were rolling down his dirty cheeks and his startling white hair fell into his blue eyes.  He looked like an old man with a hard life behind him and a harder one ahead.

  

  

  

 When he was at last finished, Jonathan slammed the head of the shovel into the ground.  It was time to put them to rest.  If he could manage to move all the bodies, that is.

 Slowly, he made his way down the gentle slope of the hill.  He entered the cottage and saw Hanovi sitting at the table with her head on her arms, asleep.  He looked at the floor, where his aunt, father, and sister lay side by side.  They were wrapped very carefully in sheets, and must have been cleaned very well, for there were few blood spots on the sheets.  He sighed, feeling very melancholy.  Then he glanced back at Hanovi and thought to himself, she looks so peaceful and pretty while she’s asleep.  I bet she is worn out.

 An image of Mistress Silvia flashed into his mind as though to make him feel guilty of admiring someone else, but he shoved it away.  He had had a crush on the girl for years and it was obvious she never had any intention of liking him back except for when she wanted something.  Forget about her.  Who cared anyway?  Not him.  Not anymore.

Just then Hanovi stirred and opened her eyes, jumping a little when she saw Jonathan standing at the door.

 “I’m ready to do it,” he said.

 “Huh?  Oh...yes.  Let me assist you.”  She got up, but Jonathan kept staring at her instead of moving.  She asked him if everything was okay.

 Jonathan hesitated, and then said, “Just thinking of how beautiful you are.  It’s funny to think of such a thing in a house full of death, but it’s true.  You’re the brightest thing in this room.”

 “Oh, thank you,” she stuttered.

 He nodded.  “Can you help me with Bonnie?”

 Hanovi bent down to help lift Bonnie.  She scooped up the little girl’s bound up legs while Jonathan grabbed the upper body.  She flicked her soft brown eyes at him and looked away quickly as they began to carry the dead girl outside.  Had he really meant what he said?  Or was he disillusioned by grief?  Either way, she was flattered and did not know what to say.

 After they gently laid Bonnie in the grave, Jonathan said, “I still cannot believe this.  It makes me wonder how my little brother will grow up.  Will he blame me because I didn’t stop what was happening?  How could I have when I didn’t know how?  I’m worried that he’s going to have nightmares for the rest of his life and I won’t be able to do one bloody thing about it.”

 They began to walk down the hill, each lost in their own thoughts.

 After a few minutes Hanovi said, “He will have nightmares, Jonathan.  He’s just a child; he cannot help it and neither can you.  All you can do right now is be there for him.  When he’s older there is a good possibility that he will block out all these horrible memories from his mind.  Oh, they’ll still be there of course, but he’ll only think of how you helped him get through it all.”

 Tears shone in Jonathan’s eyes.  “Thank you.  That means a lot to me.”

 Together they carried Wanese’s corpse to the grave.  She had always been a little thin, so her body was not too difficult to move.  Then they went back once more to get Gerald.  Hanovi had, somehow, managed to wrap him in two sheets instead of one after she tried to sew him up as best as she could.  (She had wrapped extra fabric around his neck to help hold his head on.)   He was more of a strain to lift and move, for he weighed about two hundred and twenty pounds.  Hanovi took charge of the lower half of the body, and Jonathan had to admire her: There were not many women who would try to pick up that much weight or even go near a dead body…yet here was she was.  Yes, the sight of the innards of the cottage had repulsed her and horrified her, yet she had helped to clean the bodies, then stayed there alone to sew and wrap them while Jonathan had been on the hillside.  She had remained calm, reasonable, comforting, and most of all compassionate.  Yes, he admired her all right.

 At the top of the hill Hanovi slipped and dropped Gerald’s legs, falling on the dew-wet grass beside them.  Jonathan set his end of the body down and went to help her up.

 “I’m fine.  Let’s finish this,” she said when he suggested they take a break.

 And so, when all was said and done, they stood behind the graves, exhausted.  Finally they traveled back down to the cottage to clean it up.  As they walked, Jonathan reached out and grasped Hanovi’s slender hand in his.  She blushed deeply, but kept her head down.

 Jonathan noticed she wouldn’t look at him and decided to speak.  “You know, uh, earlier when I was thinking about what Jason and I would do now, I didn’t mean to offend you in any way.  It’s just that, well...Jason is the only thing I have left, and he’s my responsibility.  It’s almost like having a child of my own, and I have no idea where to start, where to begin.  If we stay here, Jason will be around people that he can get used to easily.  However he will also be around the place in which the only family he knew was murdered.  Every time he sees our home he will remember.  Yet if we start anew someplace else, we will have to scratch and dig to survive.  It may take months or even years to actually settle down in a place to live.

“But I was also thinking that if you wanted to get away from all of this, um, you could come with us if you want.  I hate to say it, but we need all the help we can get.”

 They stopped and Hanovi gazed at him thoughtfully.  “Why are you inviting me with you?” she asked him.

 Jonathan answered, “Jason really needs a female to be there for him.  Every man knows that no one can soothe and comfort as a woman can.  And I have to admit that he’s not the only one who needs comfort.  You’ve already helped me so much tonight.  Please, won’t you say ‘yes’?”

 She continued to study him.

 “Is there something the matter?  Did I say something wrong?”

 She smiled.  “I am just wondering how sincere you are.”

 “Look,” Jonathan said, “if you do not wish to go with us to wherever we—“

 “That is not what I meant,” she interrupted.  “I was implying that if you really want to start over, then I may be able to help you more than you know.”

 Jonathan gazed at Hanovi curiously.  “What do you mean?  How can you help?”

 “I have a great uncle on the far side of the city of Darkania.  He’s pretty well off, and he is my closest living relative.  I haven’t seen him in a couple of years, but I know he will take us in if you would be willing to work for him.”

 “Hanovi, I would sell my soul the god of the Underworld to provide food and shelter for my brother.”

 “Well, you won’t have to do that,” Hanovi laughed.  “But we’ll have to work hard.”

 “We?”

 “Yes Jonathan—we.  I’ll be helping out too, you know.”

 Jonathan smiled at her broadly.  “Okay, so when do we leave?”

  

  

  

 Keelan crossed his arms and faced his brother.  “I want to help you move on and forget what’s happened to you, but right now I can’t and I won’t.  We have to fix some things first.”

 “Fix things?” Quentin asked warily.  He sat a little straighter, moving his bandaged leg little.  “What do you mean by that?  Don’t you care about putting my past behind me as soon as we can?”

 “Of course I care!” Keelan countered.  “But...as much as I despise saying this to you, you’ve really helped Gregorich to mess things up.  We need to right those wrongs.  Plus, I have already given my promise to help.  I have a duty to perform to the last member of the true royal family, and that is to put her on her throne.  In order to do that, I need you.”

 “Don’t you dare ask of me to face that wretched human, Gregorich, again.  To face him is to remember all that I have done.  I won’t do it, not even for Silvia—and I have wronged her more than I have ever wronged anyone else.  No, Keelan.  Never.”

 “You must help. Please, Quentin. I have to have answers to some very important questions: Why is he providing weapons to the citizens with homes? I worry he has something up his sleeve that we don’t know about. Has he had you kill people for political reasons, other than King Zacharias?  Is he going to try and wage some kind of war?  Do you think we can get Silvia onto her throne?”  He shook his head.  “I’m desperate for answers.  We must get him off the throne.”

 Quentin sighed heavily and slumped his head.  “I want you to know that I can’t answer every single question you’ll ever have about Gregorich Hapshamin because I don’t know what goes on insides his twisted mind.  He put up a block when he first created the spell that shut me out of his head.  But I’ll tell you everything that I do know.”  He paused, took a drink of water, then went on.  “He’s had all these swords made for a reason; I just don’t know what it is.  I do know that Gregorich realized how high the cost would be of having all of the swords made, and that he ordered each blacksmith to make a certain number of swords at no cost to keep his fortunes. The blacksmiths were not keen on that, as you know. He told everyone that the weapons were for their protection against people who tried to commit crimes; then he said that the amount of crime had gone down a lot, although it really had gone down just a tad.  By the gods, he had me kill several known thieves just to make it look like the city was getting cleaned up.  I guess you know that a lot of the smithies have changed their trade, for Gregorich ordered all of them to make his weaponry free of charge.  He says every upstanding Darkanian should own a sword.  And I know you are wondering about the homeless shelter, but I had nothing to do with any of the fires.  He had someone else burn the shelter, though he did have me kill many of the homeless sporadically.  I thought it a boring job lacking of any sport.  They were all weak and already broken.”  He winced at his choice of words.  “But Gregorich’s come upon a problem.  As you know Hapshamin hates homeless people and does not consider them citizens—they are not given swords, as are others in the city.  A prominent woman and her brother had opened a bigger home for all the homeless to go (this was the one that was just recently burnt to the ground).  She provided them with various jobs working on her gigantic farm, and if they didn’t work on the farm, they were kicked out.  This angered Gregorich because it gave the homeless an excuse to stay in the city.  As for political kills, they have been few and far between, but they have happened.

“As for war—that is a different story altogether.  I do not know if you are aware of this or not, but there is a war waging far away in the north in the region around Lordale.  I don’t know what it’s over or how long it has been going on.  I have heard of Gregorich talking of the Realm of Rohedon, and the witch-women who live in the stone-mountain there.  I don’t know if he has a connection to the war or not.  If he is planning on entering it, I haven’t heard him speak of it.  But I have often wondered if that was what all the free weaponry was about.  I have to say that if all the swords were made to protect the city then that was a smart move.  But no one can say for certain what he is or isn’t planning.”

 “How long ago did he first start having the swords made?” Keelan asked.

 “Oh, about two or three years ago,” Quentin responded.  He shook his head.  “Understand this, brother: I am not his constant companion and I do not know his heart.  Therefore, I do not know if it will be really difficult for Silvia to get the throne.  I haven’t even seen him in a couple of weeks.”
              Keelan had begun pacing the little clearing, thinking hard.  His face was grave as he gave Quentin a penetrating glare.  “How much does Gregorich know about King Zacharias, Queen Madeline, and Silvia?  May the gods forbid he’s found out anything of the young woman.”

 “He thinks Silvia was stillborn, that the King and Queen ran away, and that I killed them both.”  He looked at Keelan sadly.  "The spell of the cloak prevented me from ever entering our home again, so I stood outside your bedroom window and listened to the whispers beneath the floor.  I remember Mother saying that her daddy dug that room under the floor when he was seventeen years old and Asvitus was at war with Darkania over something or other...How are Mama and Pappy?”  When he had been under the spell the ‘outer layer’ refused to let any memory of his family reside within.  He had only known that the people living there were special…protected possibly by Keelan and his love.

 Keelan said, “Doing all right, I suppose.  Still up and going about the house and the gardens and such.”

 Quentin nodded and went on.  “That’s good. I would love to see them with my own eyes, though.”

 “I know you would.  But tell me of Silvia, please.”

 “I knew where the Heiress was, but I didn’t want to kill her.  I recall stealing a guard’s memories, then his life, to go and kill the King.  I produced horrible images, reached out, and put them in his mind.  His heart quit beating.  The poor soul died with his eyes and mouth open as though he was silently screaming at the top of his lungs as his life drifted away.

 “Gregorich never knew for sure that she lived past her birth, and I didn’t let him know she was as alive and well as he was.”

 “Why didn’t you tell him?” Keelan interrupted.  “Certainly you weren’t protecting her!”  A touch of anger gave his voice an edge. 

 “I don’t know why.  I know I liked taunting her, but for some reason I didn’t really want to kill her yet.  I think for the cloak, it was satisfied with teasing her.  But in the past few weeks, things changed.  Perhaps the cloak, well, I began to see her as a possible threat to my master.  She was getting older, more mature, and had even taken a lover.  She was someone who thought for herself and was strong-willed.  If she were to find out the truth, I thought she would go after Gregorich.”

 Keelan knelt beside Quentin.  He bit his tongue to keep from saying that’s exactly what she had gone and done, and now she would be in danger until she returned from Darkania safely.  Something that had bothered him this whole time finally came out.  “Why did you never try and kill Gregorich?  You hated what you were, so why didn’t you try to change it?”

“Because I was scared, Keelan!” Quentin cried.  “The evil spell quelled my memories of you to nothingness, so that I wasn’t even sure if you had existed at all!  Also, I didn’t know if killing him would set me free…or leave me as I was.  And who knows if the spell would have let me harm him.”

 Keelan felt a pang of guilt for tormenting his brother.  “I’m sorry for being so harsh.  At least you’re free now.”

 “Yes, that is so.  I am free, yet I feel that all the Darkanians are imprisoned by him.”

 Keelan stood up and declared, “Then help us defeat him!  Go to Darkania with me, brother, and we will rid the city of that wretched parasite!”

 “I cannot!” Quentin yelled, standing up.  Tears were streaming down his face unhindered, and Keelan could see that he was scared to death of the very idea.  “If he should try and summon me, what would happen?”

 “I will protect you with all of my power if he tries that,” Keelan seethed. “And he will not recognize you because you still have the cloak, and the cloak most likely still has magic powers to make you invisible, should you want to be!”

 “I wish not to wear that wretched thing!” Quentin growled, throwing an accusatory glare at the white robe on the forest floor.  “It represents nothing but evil to me.”

 “But it can help us right all these wrongs!  Please, brother—at least take it with you.”

 “I shall think on it.”

 “Remember,” Keelan said more gently, “even if he should see you, it has been fifteen years since he lay eyes on the real you, and now you’ve changed into a grown man.  He wouldn’t know you from a broken shovel if he saw you...Please, come with me Quentin.”

 Quentin stared hard at his brother, trying to make up his mind.  Could he face his demon?  Would his resolve to get Gregorich off the throne break as soon as he saw him?  He thought about the life he didn’t think he would ever live.  There was no way he could settle down and possibly raise a family after all he had seen and done.  So other than take care of Gregorich, what else could he do with his miserable, ruined life?  After several long minutes he said, “On one condition.”

 “Anything,” Keelan begged.

 “I want to see Mom and Pappy and tell them everything.”

  

  

 Chapter Thirteen: The Road More Traveled

  

 A shrieking filled the library as Jason woke up.  Dessica went to him immediately and held him, rocking back and forth while saying his name over and over in a soothing tone.  Jason stopped screaming and began sobbing hysterically.  His tiny hands clutched her dress in a strong grip.  Dessica let him cry for many long minutes before saying, “Now, now, dear.  Calm yourself.  It is all over now and so you must be strong.  If you dwell on this longer then it takes you that much more time to be happy and live                                      

 A servant overheard her and disagreed.  “Mistress Dessica, wouldn’t it be wise to at least let him mourn for a few days?  I mean, for goodness’ sake, this has all happened in the space of a few hours’ time.  That’s such a short grieving period, isn’t it?”

 Dessica turned to the servant sharply and said, “A true man never sheds but a few tears in his lifetime.  If Jason wishes to be a true man, then he will need to cease his grievance as quickly as possible.  Yes, this means he will have to grow up faster, but it is for the sake of his person.  A man is made to be strong, with iron emotions.”

The servant nodded and walked away, though it was clear she felt differently on the subject.  Jason was now wiping the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand.  Dessica knelt in front of him to speak again but he cut her off.

 “There’s no need Mistress.  I understand what you said the first time.”

 Jonathan and Hanovi entered the room and strode over.  The younger brother jumped up and hugged his sibling fiercely.  After a moment, the two separated.

 Jason spoke first.  “Jonathan, where have you been?”

 Jonathan glanced at Hanovi, and said, “Well, I’ve been taking care of the family.”

 Jason knew all too well what he meant.  Tears at once sprang to his eyes, but he remembered Dessica beside him and the words she had spoken, and blinked the tears back hastily.  “Can we go to them, brother?”

 Jonathan nodded solemnly, then tried to smile.  “We will go and see them one last time before we leave.”

 “Leave?” his brother questioned.  “Where are we to go?”

 “Our new friend, Hanovi, has offered us too much to refuse.  We shall be leaving shortly and traveling to Darkania.”

 “My, my, everyone seems to want to go there,” Dessica mumbled to herself.  “Well,” she said, speaking louder this time, “I can only send two horses, and I will need them sent back as soon as possible.”

 Their eyes opened wide in surprise and their mouths dropped open.

 “Madame Dessica, we were not expecting any sort of help at all.  We would be just fine without such niceties!” said Hanovi, blushing.

 “There is a reason for you taking the horses.  We sent a large amount of food with Silvia to Darkania to sell, and gave some to that young man who saved us as well and so we cannot send very much with you.  Besides, you will travel twice as fast with the animals.  Two of you were hurt and you need to rest as much as possible.  I am sorry to see all of you go—you are good workers.  However, under no circumstances will you take Rituel.  Silvia’s horse stays.  Understand?”

 All three of them nodded.

 “Good.  Now, when are you leaving?”

  

  

  

 Keelan ran to the stables and stole two of the nine horses that were residing there.  A tack room provided plenty of saddles, and he saddled them up.  He did not think twice about stealing the Head Mistress’ fine horses; after all, it was to go and save Silvia.

 He mounted and rode quickly to Quentin, the other horse in tow.  Quentin was waiting for him at the road leading away from the magnificent house, holding the shimmering robe as well as the bag of food and clothes.  His clothes sagged on him, making him look like a walking skeleton.  He mounted the brown mare with difficulty and they began their journey at a quick gallop.

 They traveled quickly for the rest of the night.  As dawn spread its morning rays on their backs, they halted and took the horses off the road to the large stream through the woods.  Here, Quentin turned to Keelan and said, “So what is this duty to Silvia that you spoke of?  Why do you care so much about getting her back to the throne? She is of no blood tie to you.”
              Keelan hesitated, then answered, “There were many, many nights when I laid in my bed, listening to the King and Queen talking.  Their main topic of conversation was their only child and her safekeeping.  Both were extremely torn up over Fyon’s death and they mourned him greatly; they hated the fact that Silvia would grow up without a brother.  Then Mother told me that Queen Madeline had died of pneumonia, and that they had sneaked out to the Royal Vaults to bury her.  But I always believed she died from heartache.  I had heard her cry too many nights and days to not believe that.

“Anyway, after everything I had heard about Silvia, I made a vow that when I was old enough I would protect her until she was strong enough and wise enough to take the throne.  When I was younger, I would make Pappy take me to his brother’s house near here so I could sneak out and see if she was okay.  When I turned eighteen, I told Mom and Pappy that I was going to start taking trips out into the country to Uncle’s house alone; instead I went to Silvia and I watched her.  I never had any sort of contact with her though, until you threw her from her horse.  I couldn’t let you hurt her—she was too important.”

 Quentin sighed.  “What are you going to do in Darkania?”

 “Find her and prepare her.”

 “I hope that Gregorich doesn’t see her before you find her.”

 “Why?” Keelan asked.

 “Because he loves women, and Silvia would intrigue him.  She possesses a rare beauty.  Even a blind man could see it.”  Quentin noticed that his brother was gazing at a nearby flowering bush, a faraway look in his eyes.  “What’s wrong?  Have I offended you?”

 Keelan shook his head, closing his eyes.  “I am very frightened for her.  That man is insane.  With him, anything can happen.”

 Quentin bent over and grabbed the horses’ reins, leading them away from the water so they wouldn’t drink too much.  “To her, you mean?”

 “Mount up.  I want to get moving again.”  His mouth formed a grim line.

 As they climbed upon the refreshed animals, Quentin spoke in a very serious tone.  “You care for her greatly, don’t you?”

 Keelan sighed.  “Yes...She is so innocent compared to what she will be up against.  I am going to try and help her in any and all ways possible, but I cannot be there for her constantly without attracting unwanted attention.”

 “We will find a way for one of us to be with her, no matter how.  We will protect her if that is how much you love her.”

 “Love?  Who said anything about love?  I know I have grown fond of her these past few years, but love?  I do not even know her well, brother.  And I know nothing of love nor do I care to knowledge myself of it.”  He dug his heels in the horse’s sides to bring her to a canter, but Quentin did the same and caught up.

 “I can tell you love her.  I see it in the sincere way you talk about her.  You have not complained about any faults she might have, and you are very worried about her.”  He fell silent and waited for Keelan to respond.  When he didn’t, he asked, “Does she know?”

 “No.  She does not.  And now is not the time to bother her with such worries and burdens as love.  We three have a job to do.  Love—or whatever it is—cannot be allowed to interfere.”

 “How do you know that your love will not help her?” Quentin suggested.

 Keelan produced a dull laugh.  “How do I know that it will?”

 Still serious, Quentin said, “When you are fulfilling a duty to someone you go when you are finished and you don’t care what happens to them afterwards because your job is done.  When you love someone you won’t leave them when you finish your duty...because your duty in never finished!  As long as you love Silvia, Keelan, then your heart, mind, and soul are committed to her always.”

 Shaken by Quentin’s words of wisdom, tears seeped into Keelan’s eyes.  “Where did you learn so much about love?”

 “From memories,” said Quentin softly.  “They have taught me a lot about its ways.  They have shown me the happiness that love has brought to so many people.  It can bring happiness to you, too, if you’d only let it.  You are blinded by a duty no one impressed upon you, and your other emotions are in the saddlebags of your mind, forgotten until you need them.  You need to tell Silvia how you feel.  It will make her confident and strong.”

“I don’t know about that.  What if I make her angry?  Or scared of me?  What if it is too soon after her lover’s death?  My luck is that she will never talk to me again because she’ll be too uncomfortable around me.”

 “Do you trust yourself Keelan?” asked Quentin.

 “Yes.  Why?”

 “If you trust yourself, then trust your feelings...and trust her.”

 Keelan said nothing in response, and they rode on, each thinking about what the city of Darkania would have in store for their fates.

  

  

  

 Hanovi, Jonathan, and Jason had gathered some food and spare blankets and were walking towards the stables.  Jason asked where his family was buried, and when Jonathan told him the location, he took off in that direction.  Jonathan started to go after him, but Hanovi grabbed his arm and shook her head.  He understood: Jason had to go pay his respects in private.

 They reached the stables and Jonathan began preparing the two horses they would be taking.  While doing so he noticed that two other horses, as well as saddles, were missing.  He supposed a couple of servants might have stolen them sometime during the long night, but he didn’t remember seeing anyone near the stables on his journeys from his old home to the gravesite; and the only servants he knew who were missing were those that were with Silvia in Darkania.  But it wasn’t on his list of priorities right then to worry about it.  He had the two horses he needed to get himself, his brother, and Hanovi away from this horrible place, and that suited him just fine.

 Securing the belt under one horse’s stomach, he said, “So what is it that your great-uncle does for a living?”

 “Oh, well he is a carpenter by trade, although he really is a jack-of-all-trades.  He does extra things when he has the time to make a little bit more money.”

 “Is that so?” Jonathan said.  “Like what?”

 “He can make splendid leather shoes, as well as leather coats,” said Hanovi, smiling.  “And he grows a huge garden every year, a third of which he sends to King Gregorich so that His Majesty will think kindly toward him.”

 “He’s met the King?” Jonathan was in awe.

 “Why, yes!  He has been invited many a time to the King’s banquets.  In fact, the King himself often buys homemade liquor from my uncle.”

 Jonathan laughed heartily.  “You’re joking!”

 “No, no I’m not!” laughed Hanovi.

 “Wow, it sounds like your great-uncle does everything but blacksmithing!”

 Hanovi stopped laughing, and her pretty smile vanished.  “Actually, he used to do blacksmith work until His Highness began ordering all swords free to those with homes in the city a few years ago.  Uncle Horace felt that was wrong and that it would bring bad tidings to the city.  So, he stopped metalwork.  At least, that is what my aunt said in a letter she wrote to me.”

 “But wouldn’t he have gotten into trouble for refusing to make swords under the King’s orders?”  Jonathan was curious.

 “No, because not many people knew him when he was a blacksmith.  Remember—he was mainly a carpenter, and that is how people saw him.  And besides, he never revealed to the King all of his side jobs.  His Highness only knows that Uncle Horace is an excellent carpenter and a liquor man.”

 “Still, he sounds like an interesting man.”

 “That he is.  You’ll see,” she said.

  

  

  

 Jason walked up the hill slowly.  He arrived at the three mounds that encompassed all which remained of his dead family.  He stood before them, searching for the right words.  The sun’s rays were shining well over the horizon, and his shadow was cast in front of him, lying over the graves.  He looked at his shadow with sorrow, longing to see three other shadows beside his.

“Mum,” he said, “I just wanted to let you know that me and Jonathan are okay.  We’re moving to Darkania, and I thought I’d come tell you good-bye.  Dad...you tried to teach us right, and we love you for it.  We’ll be thinking of you on our journey.  Bonnie, I love you so much, and...and I can’t wait until we see each other again.  All of you are in my heart.  You can leave this world, but you can’t leave my heart.  I won’t let you.  I love you...Good-bye.”

 He walked away, not looking back.  He went to his old house, where he gathered some garments and several other things that were precious to him, avoiding looking at the bloodstains.  Then, he went out the door and headed to the stables, the future awaiting him.

  

  

  

 “You know what?  I was planning on bringing Jason out here to see the horses before we were told we could take two.  He’s never ridden a horse before.  I hope it will take his mind off of things.”

 “It’s been years since I have ridden a horse,” said Hanovi.  “Have you rode often?”

 “Yes.  I’m the stable hand here, or was.  I rode the horses often enough for a poor boy.”

 “I didn’t know that.  I’ve been the laundry maid for a long while now.  So, if you worked here in the stables you must know these horses’ names, right?”
              “Yes,” he said.  “This gray one is Gabby and the brown and white one is Gillian; they’re sisters.  They’re very healthy and make good riding horses.  Their shoes are good and clean and new.  We’ll be taking them.  They’re very gentle.”

 Jason walked through the stable door with two bundles in his arms.

 “What have you there?” Jonathan asked him, pointing at the bundles.  He had just finished saddling the mares.

 “Clothes and stuff,” he replied.

 Hanovi smiled and took them from Jason, putting them into her saddlebags. They mounted up, with Jason on Jonathan’s horse, and exited the stables to start their trip, as quiet as the night that had vanished such a short time before.

  

  

  

 Quentin and Keelan did not make camp until two hours after dark that day.  They fished in a little creek where the moon shone down and caught a couple of small ones.  As the fish cooked over a tiny fire, the brothers talked.

 “So where are we going to stay?” Quentin asked.

 Keelan turned the fish.  “With Mom and Pappy or my friend Zander, I suppose.  They won’t tell anybody who you are.  You know how word travels in that damn city and we don’t want Hapshamin to even think about you being free.  We still need you and the cloak, so you can be invisible when you want to be.  Do you think you can still use the power of the cloak?”

 “Yes.  I tried several things while you were preparing the horses last night, though I didn’t want to.  I’m not comfortable even touching that damned cloak.  I hate to think of what Gregorich would do to me if he found out I am free and I remember everything.  It would be bad.”

 A humorless laugh escaped Keelan’s lips.  “Bad?  Oh, think about it!  If he chances to find out...you’re dead.  Look at all the knowledge you have…acquired.  Why, you even know the truth about the King and Queen, and that the rightful heiress to the throne still lives!  Do you think he’d let you walk away with such burdens over your shoulders?  No.  He would say, ‘Cut off his head and his burdens will disappear, as will mine.’  We must be extremely cautious, Quentin.  I just got you back into my life, and I won’t have you taken out of it by the same bastard.  I will let nothing happen to you.”

 

  

 Chapter Fourteen: Loyalty From the Gardner

  

 For the last five days and nights, the trip had been uneventful and rather boring, except for strange dreams.  She dreamt of flying over the land during the night and of hearing a dragon roaring in the distance.  The sound did not scare her; instead it seemed to comfort her.  On another night, she dreamed she was the dragon, and was stalking the halls of the palace as she hunted the king.  

 While awake, Silvia busied herself with reading book after book, knitting with Maura, and making up little songs.  The countryside here had few hills, though it was riddled with large patches of woods.  They passed many a dwelling, though none she saw was as extravagant as her own.  They waved to people working in the fields, a woman beating rugs outside with a broom, and people passing them by horseback.  Only two other carriages appeared on the road, both heading in the other direction.

 Keelan had not been heard from, which worried her.  She dwelt on their conversation the duration of the ride.  She felt bad for being so blunt with him, but it was the only way to make him understand what he had to do.  She hoped she was right about the real Quentin being somewhere inside the white cloak; at the time it had seemed like the right thing to say.  She hoped Keelan wasn’t hurt by her words and that he’d come again to see her soon.

 Today they would be reaching the city.  Silvia was excited, but tried not to show it.  Never having been anywhere before, she wondered what it was like, and exactly how bad off it was because of Hapshamin.  All the swords the blacksmiths had made for the people who had homes...That was strange and out of the ordinary.  Did that have something to do with the homeless?  She doubted it.  Was Gregorich planning some sort of invasion into a nearby city?  She would have to find out if there were any disputes between Darkania and any other cities.  Her mind then strayed to the homeless Keelan had spoken of.  Were they to be slaughtered like cattle, or would they merely going to be driven away?  They had no place to go now, so where would they go if they were forced away?  The next big city was days away—would they even make it that far?  Would Hapshamin give them provisions like bread or water to last them?  She didn’t think so.  She felt sorry for them, and recalled hearing Dessica, a year or two past, refer to them as the “lost souls”.  

 As her mind continued to drift away, she thought about Quentin.  Was it possible that Gregorich was going to have him kill all the homeless?  She hated to admit it, but it would be rather easy.  She knew the thought of his doing such a thing would destroy Keelan.  He always seemed to think so much of his sibling.  She also thought about Keelan saying that Quentin was probably angry at her and seeking revenge...This bothered her more than she wanted to admit, but she determined that she would be prepared.  He had already killed the man she had (once) loved: what more could he do besides kill her?

 “Oh, there it is milady!” Maura said suddenly.  Her finger was pointing out the front of the covered cart.  Ahead, past Romone’s head and shoulders, Silvia could just see little houses breaking out along the far horizon.  The sun was high and shone on a distant city that looked bigger than she could ever have possibly imagined.

 Her thoughts of Quentin’s payback faded as she looked on, not knowing that he’d already had his payback and his life had changed forever.

  

  

  

 Silvia tried to take in everything at one time, but was unsuccessful, as the city grew closer.  Just outside of it, Hans called for a halt.  Looking out the front of her cart, Silvia could see they were at the South Gate.  The two Guards, dressed in black and red, greeted them cordially, and then they passed on through.  

The city expanded before them, a mass of buildings and carts and people beyond number.  The buildings and homes lined the streets in neat rows, and all sorts of people wandered about, going here and there.  The differing levels of the city rose just as Keelan said they did, and the palace towered above all at the center.  A maze of streets went in every direction, curving behind buildings and going beneath large, intricately carved arches.  There was so much stonework that Silvia wondered if a whole mountain had been hewn down to provide all of the building materials.  

 There was a long line of carts ahead and to the right that were waiting to get through the large, guarded wooden gate to the bazaar.  People walked on either side with empty sacks or their arms full of things bought.  It appeared that the only carts allowed inside were those containing foods and goods to sell.  Silvia wondered briefly why other carts were not permitted inside, but soon saw a reason.

 As she watched, a rickety old cart at the front of the line was led off to the side by three of the five Guards.  The back of the cart was covered completely by a heavy blanket of sorts.  Silvia thought it a bit odd that two well-muscled horses were being used to haul such a small cart.  Apparently the three Guards had thought so too, for they were barking orders at the older woman who was driving the cart, telling her to unveil it.  The woman was arguing with them, standing her ground.

 “Why won’t ye just let me in, eh?  I’ve got children to support, and the only way to do that’s by going to the market!  You wouldn’t deny me the right to sell my goods, would ye?”

 They continued to argue until an unseen person from within her cart sneezed.  The woman froze, then tried to lure the men into another argument.  But two of the Guards hurried to the back of the cart and threw off the heavy blanket.  This revealed four young men and two girls crammed into the tiny cart, and a large pile of empty sacks stuffed into a back corner.

 “So, you’ve got kids to raise, do ya?” said one of the Guards.  “I guess you ‘support’ them inside the market by letting them steal in there?  Did you decide to bring two extra to help today?”  He gestured towards the people in the cart and said to the other Guards, “Escort these people to the King’s court, and make sure the woman who was driving is at the front of this rat pack.  His Highness will decide their punishment.”

 “But what about my damned cart?” the driver yelled.  Silvia wondered if the lady ever knew how to speak properly.

 “Your cart?  I’m so sorry, madam, but that’s the King’s cart now.  Maybe if you inquired of it to His Majesty, he might sell it to you.”  The Guard grinned and the woman spat into the dirt at his feet.

 The group was led away towards a massive palace at the backside of the city.  The huge towers at the corners rose above the city, the rest of the palace wrapping around them.  Silvia stared at it, thoughts rummaging around in her mind.  That's my home.  I was born there; I belong there...And I’m going to get it back, for me and for my mom and dad...

 “Hans!” Maura called out.  “I thought we were touring the city today?”

 Hans turned around in his seat beside Romone as Romone finished guiding the horses into line.  “The Head Mistress did say to do that, but I figured if we went ahead and tried to sell our products first, we could relax more later.”

 “Oh.”  Maura nodded.  “Could’ve told someone, he could,” she muttered under her breath.

 “Maura, where will we be staying the next two nights?” asked Silvia.

“I believe Hans will talk to an innkeeper about accommodations.  It’s a great trading city, so there are inns all over the place.  Getting a couple of rooms should not prove to be a problem.”

 And so they waited in line patiently, although it got rather stuffy inside the confines of the cart.  The first cart, driven by Dilliby, went past the Guards without a problem; but the Guards wanted to take a look inside Romone’s.  As they walked around to the rear of the cart Silvia asked Maura if her nuuisaket was covering her face and hair well enough.

 “You are fine, Mistress.”  A nervous twitter entered her voice.  

 Two Guards turned the corner behind the cart, looked from Maura to Silvia, and said, “Who are you and what have you to sell in the bazaar?”

 Silvia saw that Maura had lowered her head submissively to the authority, leaving herself to answer.  “These are my servants, and we are selling some clothes and shoes that have clustered my closets.”

 “Okay, sounds acceptable.  But who are you?” he said gruffly.

 “My name?”  Silvia thought quickly.  “My name is...” She couldn’t tell him her real name, although it didn’t really matter anyway.  After all, names were just that—names.  However, if Madeline had ever mentioned to anyone the name of her child that had supposedly died, it might get her into trouble.  She opened her mouth to spit out a made-up name, but was cut off by the Guard.

 “Never mind, it’s not necessary.  Just keep moving.”  And he walked off to examine the next cart.

 Romone snapped the reins gently and the horses began trotting, pulling the cart along behind them.  Silvia let out a sigh of relief.

 The market place had hundreds of tiny stands—most of them with thatched roofs—full of an assortment of things to buy.  Many of them had at least one food to sell: loaves and loaves of baked bread littered the stands, as well as apples and potatoes by the hordes.  Live food was available too.  Everywhere Silvia looked she saw wooden pens or cages full of chickens and roosters.  Rabbits, too, were sold in cages.  In larger pens, livestock wandered around, munching on food that prospective buyers would throw to

 them.  Although there was a special place elsewhere in the city for the buying and auctioning of such animals, cows, pigs, goats, and even a few horses could be seen in some of the bins.  However, there were quite a few places that offered fresh meat, or even to kill your animals...for an adequate fee.  These had plenty of dead meat hanging or laying on their stands.  She spotted chickens hung upside down, tied up by their scaly legs, and their eggs saved in crates full of straw below them.  Cow skins and furs were nailed to the back wall of some stands.  Racks of ribs, freshly cut from newly slaughtered cows, lay under little canvas flaps so the flies wouldn’t get to them.  Cow, pig, and goat legs were strung up with the dead chickens, still dripping blood.  These legs were not covered for they appeared to sell quickly.  The smells were at times very overpowering to the senses.

 As the two carts traveled slowly through the crowds upon the cobblestone street, Silvia saw one man buy two cow legs at one stand, placing them carefully in a tiny cart a young lad was holding for him.  At another stand on the other side of the street, a burly man with a bloody apron walked over to a very large pot with a fire under it.  Taking a long stick that was leaning against a nearby table, he stuck it in the pot, using both hands to stir the contents.

 “Hans?” Silvia called.  “What is in that big pot over there?”

 Hans turned around and looked where she was pointing.  “Oh that?  Most likely a pig head milady.”

“Oh, my word,” Silvia muttered, feeling her stomach churn.

 Hans laughed heartily.  “Yes, it is just the head; the rest of that pig’s body is either cut up and strung up on racks or it’s being skewered and put on the fire to cook behind the stand.”

 “What do you mean by ‘skewered’?” she asked tentatively.  She dreaded the answer.

 “It’s when you shove a skinny iron rod up the pig’s ass and run it through to where its head used to be, if they even cut the head off, of course.”

 Silvia made a horrified face under her veil and covered her mouth, and Hans and Romone laughed hard up front.  Maura rolled her eyes and shook her head.  “Men never know how to speak to a lady.”

  

  

  

 Keelan and Quentin were on their third day of the journey to Darkania, and exhaustion hung thick in the air.  They had been riding hard, planning on stopping well after dark, and would begin once more at dawn.  Already they were out of food; Quentin’s long lost appetite had ravaged the food sacks.  He had gained a few pounds and a little color as well.

 “With the way we’ve been riding we might get there a day early,” said Keelan at one point.  “We’ll go and see Ma and Pappy first.  We’ll have to keep her calm because she’ll attract the neighbors’ attentions if she starts screaming with joy.”

 A few minutes later, after glancing at his brother, Keelan started laughing heartily.

 “What?” Quentin was curious as to what was so funny.  He knew he was probably still a little bit awkward riding a horse; he had thought he was much better after three days of it though.  But he didn’t think he was worthy of such a laugh!

 “Nothing.”

 “Oh, come out with it!”

 Still snickering Keelan said, “If you stooped your back some, and had a bad limp, you could be an old man!”

 “I already have a limp from where you threw a knife into me!” Quentin growled.  He waited for Keelan to quit laughing, making his brother think he was serious.  Then he said, “But where in the blazes I’ll find a hump for my back is beyond me.”

 They both laughed insanely at this, and it felt good to laugh from the heart.  How long had it been since they had both been this happy?  Keelan was enjoying himself immensely and was growing to love his brother more and more by the hour.  

 A short time later, he noticed an old farmhouse just up the road and on the left.  It was very small, and couldn’t have housed many people.  Its thatched roof was in a state of disrepair, and a wooden shutter hung by one hinge near the door facing the road.

 “Look,” he said.

 Quentin looked.  “Well, what of it?  Appears to be nothing more than an aged cottage to me.”

 “So it is,” Keelan agreed.  “And we have been traveling for about four hours without a rest now.  The horses need a break and so do we.  If we’re lucky, they might let us buy some food and some oats for the animals; I have a little money for such things, and you need another meal in your belly.”

 Quentin nodded.  “As much as I dislike saying so, I am indeed starving again.  I know my rumbling stomach has not been an easy thing for you to travel with.”  A few minutes later they dismounted the horses and led them into the stranger’s yard.  An old man walked out of what looked like a ramshackle chicken coop, a floppy-eared hound dog at his side.  He saw the men on their horses, smiled real big, and waved.  They met halfway through the yard.  The old man was dressed in moth-eaten trousers and a shirt that appeared to be clean, but was stained all over, and plain leather shoes.

“Hello there!” he said jovially.

 “How do you do sir?” stated Keelan kindly.

 “Fine, fine, very well thank you.  The name is Frero.  What’s yours?”

 “I am called Kelson and this is...Jim.”

 “Well hello, Kelson and Jim!” said Frero as Quentin shot his brother a nasty look for thinking up such names.

 “We were wondering if we could buy some food from you Frero,” Keelan said.

 “Food?  For you or for the horses?”

 “Both, if you could spare it.  We are traveling to Darkania, and we ran out of food last night,” said Quentin.

 “Well, let’s take the horses out to my pasture and feed them first.  Then we’ll see to the two of you.”  Frero led them around the back of his little farmhouse to a small fenced pasture.  He let in the horses after the saddles were removed and then gave them some corn and apples in the trough.  Next they filled several buckets with water and put them inside the pasture fence near the trough.

 This done, the three men entered the little house, the dog chugging along after them.  It definitely wasn’t the tidiest place in the world however it was quaint and rather comely.  An old wooden table, chips and scratches all over it, stood in a corner with two chairs, just as worn, beside it.  In another corner was the kitchen, where fruits hung in a basket from the low ceiling, as well as a couple of battered pots and pans.  Several wooden dishes sat next to a pail of water and a small fireplace was built into the wall.  It was hot inside, for there was a small fire going under a pot.

 “Have a seat right over there gentlemen,” Frero said.

 So Keelan and Quentin took a seat at the table and watched the old man add baby potatoes to the pot.  Although there were two chairs, there was only one bed in the third corner.

 “I presume you live alone Frero?” Quentin said.

 “Yes, but if you are thinking of robbing me you won’t get a damn thing that is valuable.”  The old man laughed.  “Always a poor man, always a fool.”

 “Ah, but a poor man appreciates life and the simple things more than a rich man,” Keelan stated.

 “Very true, very true,” Frero chuckled.  “And a rich man feels ridiculous needs to control others and flaunt his riches.  His ego will take over his common sense.”  He was silent for a moment, and then mumbled something unintelligible.

 “Excuse me?” said Keelan.

 Blushing, Frero glanced at him and said, “I just said ‘That is how that bloody King acts’.”

 Surprised, the brothers looked at each other.  Then Quentin said, “You feel that way about Gregorich too?”

 “Have ever since he came into town, round about twenty odd years ago.  He is a sorry man...A fool.”  He eyed them warily, but said nothing more.

 “So you were loyal to King Zacharias and Queen Madeline?” asked Keelan.

 Frero stopped puttering around the kitchen, and looked hard out a tiny window.  He wrung a dishtowel in his hands, and the brothers could see that those hands had been worked very hard for many years.  “I was as loyal as a poor man could be.  They were good rulers; not tyrants like Gregorich tried to make them out to be.  They were just…treated everyone equal.  Madeline would often take long walks in her gardens, picking flowers to put in the servants’ hair.  She was kind and gentle, but had her pride.  Zacharias was a true man, and would not let his servants work hard without him.  If they were in the fields trying to plow with the mules, he would get his strongest workhorse and be out there with them.  He also chopped wood—which was one of his favorite things.  It helped him to relax and think.  He would chop cartloads of wood a day sometimes.  A very stout man he was.  “How I miss those two...and their children of course.”

The brothers’ jaws had already dropped, but at the last sentence Keelan and Quentin jumped to their feet.

 “How do you know all of these things?” Keelan demanded.

 Frero turned his thoughtful gaze on them with his dancing eyes.  “I was their head gardener.  I knew them personally.”

 “How personally?” pressed Quentin.

 “Why do you care?” asked the old man.  “You young ones are certainly asking a lot of questions.”

 “It means a lot to us,” Keelan pleaded.  “Please—what do you know?”

 Frero sighed and moved to stand in front of them.  “When their son was murdered, the Queen herself cried on my shoulder in the courtyard.  She told me of the servant who did it and how she was to be hanged...I was standing in front of the servant when she died, and I cursed her every last minute of her miserable, treacherous life.  I attended the funeral to arrange all the flowers, and escorted the body to the tomb.  And I knew, even before the King himself when she became pregnant with her little girl.”

 Keelan’s mind was racing.  “What do you know of her?”

 “I saw them sneaking her out of the castle, so I know she still lives,” said Frero, his eyes twinkling.

  

  

  

 They stopped about midway through the bazaar to set up the carts.  Silvia climbed out, checked her nuuisaket, and stretched.  Goodness, were her muscles cramped!  Behind her Maura had already begun to pull out the dresses and shoes Silvia had brought to sell and was laying them out on a small flat table they had used to eat off of during their travel to the city.  Several women immediately sauntered over to see their wares.

 Many people stared at Silvia as they ambled by, most likely wandering why her head and face were covered.  She had decided to tell anyone who asked about this that she was from Alwak, a place she had read about in one of her books.  The book had said the people were the same complexion as she, spoke the Common Language, and that the women had to cover their heads and veil their faces.  This was because, in their beliefs, a woman’s hands should be the prime reason a man marries her: If it is a poor man, he is willing to give half his livestock for a woman with well-worked, worn hands.  A woman with smooth hands would not be acceptable for him for it meant she would be either too wealthy or too lazy for work.  A rich man only accepts women with beautiful, smooth, lotioned hands.  A woman who vies for attention and has worked hands will make the rich man believe her a slave or a servant, and therefore not worthy of him.

 So, if anyone asked, that’s what she would tell him or her.  Now, as for a name...Edwina?  No, sounded too old...Geana?  No, she’d never remember that one...She needed a name that began with an ‘s’, like hers, so she’d remember it...Serena?  Yes, Silvia like that name and it was easy to remember.  ‘Serena’ would be her alias.

 Smiling, she turned around and told Maura that she was going to stroll along the bazaar to stretch her legs and exercise.  Her maid’s expression nearly soured her good spirits.

 “Oh no, Mistress!  We cannot allow you to walk through Darkania alone!” said Maura in a firm, but hushed tone.

 A little aggravated, Silvia retorted, “Okay, who will come with me?”

 “Romone!” Maura called out to the servant.  

 Romone was tall and lithe, and carried a well-seen cudgel on his side.  He and Dilliby appeared like average men, but in this case appearances were deceiving.  Hans had trained both of them at length with all manner of weapons, though Romone’s training was more extensive.  

Romone walked over casually, Hans beside him.  “What’s wrong?” Hans asked.

 “Nothing,” replied Silvia.  “I just want to go through the market for a stroll to stretch my cramped legs.  But Maura says I’m not to go alone—that I need an escort; so, she called for Romone to walk with me.”

 Hans said, “Milady, it is not that you cannot go alone as in you are not allowed; it’s just that these markets are dangerous places, especially for young women.  There are a lot of thieves hard at work here who will take every bit of clothing you have just to sell them, and—” Hans stepped closer.  “Excuse me for saying so, Mistress, but some will take more than just your clothes.  There are plenty of little alleys off this marketplace where no one can hear a grown man scream.  Therefore, it would be extremely wise to take one of us men along with you, Silvia.”

 Silvia resigned from the argument, understanding their point of views more clearly.  “All right, all right.  But since I have to hide my identity that means my name has changed for this trip while others are around.  Call me Serena...Lady Serena of Alwak.”

 Hans smiled.  “Okay, Lady Serena.  Romone, will you accompany the lady?”

 Nodding, Romone answered, “For a lady so beautiful it is an honor just to be in her presence.”  Grinning, he extended his arm and Silvia took it.  They started down the bazaar to explore, heading in the opposite direction from which they had come.  Romone walked slowly, keeping Silvia’s pace, and laughed as she gazed around with wonder.

 The people were, for the most part, dressed in every color imaginable.  The outfits were varied: simple dresses with colorful bonnets or scarves, or trousers with undershirts and sometimes an overcoat or jacket (despite the warmness of the day).  Some were wearing tunics or jerkins, with matching boots.  The majority of the men wore swords and a surprising number of women as well.  All the weapons in the marketplace were sheathed, and it seemed that no one really paid attention to the fact that most everyone was armed.  Silvia wished more than once that she had strapped her sword on, but Dessica had not deemed it safe for her to wear one; hers was still at home, although she wore a nice belt knife.  

 There were so many people staring at Silvia that she started to feel self-conscious.  Besides her nuuisaket she wore a navy blue dress with black buttons, a high black collar, black cuffs at the end of the long, black laced sleeves, and black lace trim at her feet where the dress ended.  Her shoes were black, shiny leather and laced almost to her knees.  Compared to these city-dwellers she looked superbly rich.

 Which was why beggars seemed to swarm her.  At first, Silvia pitied them even though she did not give them any money.  After nearly ten minutes of this, however, she started getting rather annoyed at their rudeness and how they got pushy or cursed at her for her stinginess.  The tiny money purse tied to her waist seemed to draw them as flies were drawn to the raw meat hanging about the market.

 About twenty minutes later they stopped to watch an entertainer juggle three large sticks high into the air.  When he finished and bowed, Silvia clapped delightedly with everyone else.  If there were others with as much talent, then this city would be very entertaining.  She turned to start walking away, but Romone said, “Wait, look.”

 She looked back to see the entertainer, dressed in striped trousers, light one end of all three sticks with orange flames.  Then he began juggling them again, slowly at first; but the sticks twirled faster and higher as beads of sweat began dripping from the man’s brow.  Despite his labored breathing he was wearing a captivating smile and was enjoying performing for the people.  Cheers erupted from the crowd as they ‘oohed’ and ‘aahhed’ over the performance.  Everybody was having fun, pointing and laughing…until the performance was interrupted.

 

  

 Chapter Fifteen: A Confrontation

  

 As the juggler continued his grueling hobby, a man who apparently had a lot more than a drink or two stumbled into his large circle.  He bumped into the juggler, who lost his balance and fell.  The flaming sticks fell one by one, and the last one fell—bottom down—on the drunk’s head.  Enraged, the drunk picked up the stick, which was still flaming at one end, and stomped over to the entertainer.  The juggler was just getting back onto his feet when the drunkard let out a yell, echoed by the sound of the torch smashing against the juggler’s upper back.  The juggler went down on one knee as the crowd, Silvia included, screamed in shock and outrage.  The entertainer rose again and turned to face his trouble.  As soon as his face was turned, the drunk swung the torch hard.  The burning end crushed and burned the whole left side of the entertainer’s head; he dropped to the ground, not moving.

 Suddenly Romone was no longer by Silvia’s side; he had rushed forth from the crowd, pummeling towards the drunken man.  The man didn’t see him coming and was knocked down hard.  He rolled over and looked at Romone with a surprised and dazed expression.  “Wassat for?” he spluttered.

 “I was just showing you how it feels to be attacked from behind.  You are a drunken coward who is easily angered by your own embarrassment!”

 “Oh yeah?” the man leered, spitting out blood.

 “Yes,” stated Romone, and he walked away.  He passed the entertainer, who was being attended to by three scrawny men, and when he got to Silvia said, “Lady Serena, I believe it is time for us to return to the carts.”  She nodded and they headed back up the bazaar, sneaking looks back over their shoulders.  Everyone had begun to do the things they had been doing before the incident, and business boomed everywhere.  Silvia stopped to buy a nice pair of suede gloves from a woman who seemed to talk louder than any person Silvia had ever known before they rejoined Hans, Maura, and Dilliby.  Once they were at their own carts, Silvia told the others of Romone’s actions against the drunk.

 Hans asked why he had felt the need to interfere.  “We are trying to lie low, remember?”

 “It was the drunkard’s own fault that the torch landed on his head, but he was too inebriated to even think about apologizing.  He took his embarrassment out on the juggler, and the way he did it was very unfair.  I had to make him understand that he was to blame.”

 “Why didn’t you talk to him instead of knocking him down?” Maura asked.

 “If I had tried to talk to him, he would have wanted to fight me for stepping in.  All I did was knock him to the ground to get his full attention.  Elsewise, well...” He avoided looking at the rest of the company.

 A few minutes later Hans pulled Silvia away from the others.

 “Mistress, I think it would be best for you not to be alone with Romone for the remainder of this trip.”

 “Why is this?” said Silvia.

 Hans sighed.  “Romone has probably made the drunk very angry.  Making an intoxicated man angry is one thing, but humiliating him, especially in front of a large crowd, is another.  I do not have a good feeling about what Romone has done, even though it seemed to have been done with the best of intentions.  That man may start holding a grudge, and in this city grudges lead to duels and fights.  I just do not believe it is safe for you to be very near him without one of us.  Do you understand what I mean?”

 “Yes.  But I agree with him: he was in the right.”

 Hans nodded hesitantly and turned to help Maura with one of the trunks.

Several hours later every item they had brought to sell had been sold: every loaf of bread, every fruit and vegetable, every dress, and every pair of shoes they had brought for the market was gone.  Maura remarked how quickly and easily their things had sold; Hans said it was because they were not regulars.  All in all, they had made very decent money—much more than they had anticipated.

 Finally, all decided it was time to leave and find an inn to stay at.  They loaded themselves into the carts and went out the same way they came in.  Dilliby and Hans were in the lead cart and turned outside of the gate, heading deeper into the city.  After a while, the carts stopped outside a large inn and tavern called the ‘Home Away From Home’.  Hans went inside and got two rooms which were adjacent to each other—one for the women and one for the men.  Soon, they were settled in and taking short naps in comfortable beds before suppertime.

  

  

  

 “What else?  What else do you know of her?” asked Keelan.  His heart raced with a fear he hadn’t known he possessed for Silvia.

 Frero got suspicious.  “Why do you want to know?  And who are you really?”

 This time Quentin spoke.  “Listen, Frero.  My real name is Quentin and Keelan is my brother.”

 “Why did you lie about your names?” He cast a dark look at the brothers.

 “For reasons that do not concern you.” Quentin’s voice began to rise.

 “I don’t know what you are talking about, or why you are here, but I think it is time you left.”  Frero turned back to the small pot and stirred it with a ladle he had retrieved from a nail on the wall.

 “Do you know where the King and Queen went when they left?” asked Keelan, putting his hand on Quentin’s arm to keep him still.

 “No, I do not.  That was not confided in me, and I cannot say as I blame them.  Too many in the city were untrustworthy at that time.”

 “To our home,” said Keelan softly.  “They slept in a secret room dug out under my bedroom floor.”  As the old man spun around to face him, Keelan said, “Do you want to hear our story?”

 “Well, I must say you’ve got me more than a little bit interested,” admitted Frero, coming closer.

 And so, Keelan and Quentin told the old man right there in his cottage about everything from Queen Madeline’s death to Quentin’s mind games with Silvia, and their plans for her to retake the throne.  Frero had taken a seat on his bed to listen.  His expression changed often, and when the brothers had finished their tale he leaned back to think on what they had said.  He didn’t speak for almost a quarter of an hour, and he got up once to pace his floors.

 “So that is why you are so inquisitive of Queen Madeline’s daughter,” Frero mused.  “My friends, you will need more help than you think...If you’d like, I can show you a shortcut to Darkania.”

 “Where?” said Quentin.

 “I’ll show you only if you let me in on this adventure.”

 “With all due respect sir—“ Keelan started to say.

 “Don’t give me the run-around, son,” Frero snapped.  “I am old, but I am able-bodied.  There is a horse of mine in the barn, and I don’t need a bloody saddle.  So, if you want the shortcut, I go too.  I need one last adventure in my life anyway.”

 Keelan sighed.  “All right, you can go.  But since you admitted that you’re old, you have to let us take care of you.”

 Frero waved him off.  “I don’t need help.  I’m not crippled!”

Quentin stepped forward.  “How much time will it take to get to Darkania on your shortcut from here?”

 Frero smiled, showing his mostly full set of teeth.  “Well, since the main road you’ve been traveling on curves this way and that, and the shortcut goes straight there...riding hard will get us there by tomorrow morning if we leave in the next hour or so.  Now, anybody want some stew?”

  

  

  

 The ‘Home Away From Home’ provided a somewhat quiet environment in which all rested well.  A couple of hours after paying for the rooms Hans knocked on the adjoining door, and Maura went to let him in.  He nodded to her and then turned to Silvia. 

 “Lady...uh, Serena—is it?  Lady Serena, I was wondering if you and Maura would like to accompany us gentlemen downstairs to have a bite of food?”

 Silvia agreed, and ran a brush through her thick hair and reattached her nuuisaket.  Maura pinned it up just above her mouth so that she could eat unhindered.  The five of them walked down the stairs and down a short hall to the tavern of the inn.  Hans requested to the server that they have as private a table as possible.  The server led them to a large table that was behind a wall of intricately woven lattice.

 “We reserve this table for nobles and the King’s Guard, so it is an honor for you to be sitting here,” he told them.

 “Thank you,” Hans said.  “Will you tell us what you have cooked, please?”

 “Oh, yes,” the server replied.  “Today we have roasted boar—“

 “A whole one?” Romone interrupted, his eyes lighting up.

 “Yes, sir. It’s been cooking all day.”

 “Well, I guess we will have boar,” said Hans.  “And we will have wine to drink.”  The others looked at him in surprise, for Hans was not one to drink.  He shrugged and smiled.  “After our trip I think we all need a little something to soothe our nerves, don’t you think?”

 Tossed greens came first, with the wine and bread right behind them.  Bowls of lettuce, cabbage, radishes, cheese, and were topped with pieces of burnt bacon and sprinkled with flavored oil.  Soups were also offered, which consisted of thick sauces made from cooked tomatoes, and contained bits of beef, potatoes, carrots, onions, beans, corn, and chunks of garlic.  The bread came in thick rolls and was spiced with garlic butter and onions.  The wine came in large goblets, which the server came to refill every quarter of an hour.  All five of them ate and drank merrily, laughing and talking as the server prepared a large tray holding the body of a small boar.  The server had said a whole one, and he had not lied: The boar had all its parts—from its head to its hooves and tail.  It smelled delicious and Hans stood to begin cutting it with a butcher knife and a large two-pronged fork.  Pieces of the hams went to the women, who were the pickiest.  Dilliby didn’t know the words in the Common Speech to tell Hans what he wanted, so he pointed to the hocks and hooves.  Romone was adamant about the boar’s tongue and meat from its stomach.  Then Hans cut parts of the ham and stomach for himself and finally sat down to eat.

 It took a while to finish for all had second helpings, but when they had at last stopped gorging themselves, they paid and walked out the inn’s door into the warm night.  They planned on taking a stroll to walk some of the food off.  Not one of them noticed two pairs of ominous eyes, which followed their every move.

  

  

  

 Frero allowed the two brothers to fill themselves on the stew while he went outside to the tiny barn.  Upon returning he slammed a heavy box down on the table between their bowls of stew, sloshing the remains.

“This is something I have kept hidden behind a board in the wall of the tack room going on two decades now.  I think it will help us out on our quest.”

 “I thought you rode without a saddle,” said Quentin, smiling.

 “I don’t, smart britches, but that doesn’t mean my barn can’t have a tack room, can it?”

 “What’s in it?” Keelan asked, eyeing the box with interest.

 Frero opened the latch on the box.  “When I got it, it was payment for all the things I did for the King and Queen when I worked for them.  Zacharias gave this to me right before they fled.  I last counted eight-hundred snicks and three-hundred forty-two lisks.”

 Keelan nearly choked on his spoonful of stew.  “Frero, that’s one large amount of money—and your money at that!”

 “Oh, who cares?  If it is my money I will do with it as I please.”

 “How are we going to carry that, exactly?” asked Quentin.  

  Frero frowned in thought. “I hardly know you gents, so this is a tad hard to do, but I believe this money needs to be divided amongst us so the horses won’t be so weighed down.  My horse is getting on in its years and doesn’t need the extra weight.  The money that you get you may do with as you like as long as it pertains to helping young Silvia.  I may be old, but being stingy with money is not one of the bad habits I have acquired.  There is nothing I wish to spend this much money on and I won’t live long enough to spend all of it in small amounts.”  He stood there and counted out every last of the bronze and silver coins until they were equally divided and then handed them out.  Each man was provided with a large leather money purse, which was placed inside the saddlebags. (Frero’s share was put in a knapsack for him to carry, as he was not in possession of a saddle.) Food pouches and extra clothes were packed tightly around each so that no one could hear the jingle of the coins when the horses were moving.

 “Well, I hate to be rude but we need to get going,” said Keelan.  “Daylight is wasting.”

 “Yes, yes, we need to leave,” agreed Frero.  “Let me douse the fire so I don’t have to come home to a smoldering ruin, and then we’ll saddle up the horses.”

 “What about your dog?” Quentin asked.

 Frero looked down at the hound dog with saddened eyes.  Then he looked up and smiled.  “I guess he can eat the chickens whenever he gets hungry, and he knows where the stream is, so he’ll be okay.”

 They went outside, and as Keelan and Quentin saddled their horses, Frero retrieved his mare from the barn.  She was a twenty-year-old beauty with brown spots on a white coat.  She was very friendly and was trained to get down on her knees so that Frero could mount her.  As he climbed upon her broad back he patted her long neck and whispered in her ears.  When they at last departed, he was in the lead at a trot.  Soon, the trio of horses sped up to a gallop to try and save time.  When the animals began to show signs of fatigue a while later, they were slowed down to a canter so they could cool off before taking a short reprieve.

 “My family jewels need a break, gentlemen,” Frero said as he dismounted.  “Let’s let the horses eat and rest for a little bit.”

 Keelan and Quentin also dismounted and led the horses to a grassy spot off the tiny trail.

 “So how do you fellas plan on finding Miss Silvia in the city when we arrive?” Frero inquired.

 “I have a foxy little friend whom I think will find her in her dreams,” said Quentin, smiling from ear to ear at Keelan, who rolled his eyes and grinned, also.

Frero, who had been informed of Keelan’s unusual ability, cackled jovially.

 Thirty minutes later the horses had been rested and they were once again moving at a comfortable trot.

  

  

  

 “I feel as though I ate a little too much,” Maura said, one hand on her not-so-small stomach.  They had been walking for nearly a half-hour and were admiring the city, for it was very beautiful.  Lanterns shone through windows and open doors, and the half-moon above case a soft light upon them.  Though there were many cobblestone streets in the city, some of the side streets were still packed with dirt.  They were on one of these streets, heading back towards the inn.

 “Don’t worry, I feel the same way,” said Silvia, and the men nodded in agreement.

 “I don’t know.  I don’t believe I’ve had quite enough yet,” said a sinister voice from behind them.

 Startled, the group turned around.  Only Silvia and Romone recognized the one who spoke: It was the drunken man who had attacked the juggling entertainer.  His eyes were bloodshot, and he was swaying a little from the alcohol.  None of them recognized the second man standing beside him.  Both were carrying long, curved daggers in one hand.

 Dilliby grabbed each of the women’s arms, pulled them back, and stepped in front of them.  He fingered a dagger on his belt as he cautiously eyed the newcomers.  Hans and Romone immediately took a stance at the head of the group, hands on short swords strapped to their sides; Hans spoke first.

 “I do not believe I have had the pleasure of meeting you two gentlemen.”

 “No, I don’t believe you have,” sneered the drunkard, who smelled as if he had been to many taverns since the incident earlier in the day.  “But I can guarantee he does.”  He pointed his blade toward Romone casually.

 Hans glanced over at his companion, then back to the drunk and his friend.  “I suppose you are the village idiot that beat that poor entertainer until he couldn’t stand anymore.  Is that correct?”

  “Yes, it is,” said the man matter-of-factly.  He reeked of liquor and sweat, and something else which Hans couldn’t quite put his finger on.  “And I would have done a better job of it if this bloody moron hadn’t interrupted me!”

 “Moron?” said Romone, who was getting edgy.  “I was only standing up for a man whom you attacked over nothing!”

 “That jerk dropped one of his fiery sticks on top of my head—I’ve got a knot on it now!”

 “Please,” Silvia said, “if you would just leave—“ A tightened grip and a dark look from Dilliby hushed her.

 “If your drunken head had not carried your wobbly chicken legs into the juggler, not even bird droppings would have landed on your thick head!” Romone declared.  “And if you want to know what a knot is, I’ll give you one which makes you look as if you have two heads!”  Romone was infuriated, and his hands shook at his sides.

 Without hesitation the drunkard lunged forward with his dagger and stabbed Romone’s throat.  Silvia screamed, a high-pitched sound that resonated through the warm night, as Romone’s hands clutched at his throat.  He tried to speak, but only a gurgling sound emerged.  His eyes stared at the drunkard with surprise.

 “By the Dark Moon!” Hans whispered and he caught the dying man as he collapsed.  Romone let out one last strangled breath and then lay still.

 Hans stood up and yelled, “What the blazes did you do that for?”  The man and his friend (who appeared just as surprised as Romone had been) took a couple of small steps back as if scared, but then stood their ground.  “You killed him, you son of a whore!”

“I-I only gave him what he deserved!” the drunk cried out angrily.

 “And just what in the names of the Parent Gods is going on here?” someone said in a gruff voice.  A very large man had stepped up to the group.  He was wearing a big red jerkin with a black raven taking flight on the chest.  In his hand was a heavy broadsword, poised to fight.

 “That man just murdered my servant!” Silvia cried out, pointing at the drunkard.

 All of the noise had attracted the attentions of three more of the red-clad men, who came to stand on each side of their large colleague, staring at the drunk and his bloody knife.

 “Is this true?” asked the large man.  One could tell by his tone whom he believed to be at fault.

 The bloodied knife was in hands that fidgeted badly now.  “Well, uh...” the drunk started.

 “Well what? You’re talking to the general of the King’s Guard here, so you had better spit something out that’s worth hearing.” This earned him a frightened look from everyone except his fellow Guards. Silvia silently prayed the situation wouldn’t escalate into anything more complex.

 The drunk and his friend were even more on edge now.  “I did kill him, but it was for a good reason!”

 “Good reason or not, we’re going to have to take you to the palace dungeons sir,” said the General.

 “But they, uh...they insulted the King! I was defending his honor!” the drunk spat out.

 The general turned to Hans, Silvia, Maura, and Dilliby with raised eyebrows.  “That could change things considerably.”

 Hans said, “We did no such thing, sir.  We were simply trying to walk off our meal when these scoundrels jumped out from behind us, harassed us, and attacked Romone like savages!”

 “No! No!  They were saying horrible things about how bad this city was and how the King must be a good-for-nothing for it to be in such a wretched condition!”  The drunkard talked quickly and earnestly, probably thinking that if the Guards didn’t believe his lies, he was as good as dead.  “I couldn’t let their tongues wag in such a manner.”

 This angered Silvia even more than she already was.  The drunken fool had come out of nowhere and had most likely followed them before accosting them, and all this just for the sole purpose of making an ugly confrontation with Romone.  But now she could see fear in the man’s eyes, and she wondered what else he would say to get out of trouble.  She was scared too, for the drunk had accused all of them of saying untrue things.  She had a bad feeling that something was going to go wrong at any moment.

 She was right.

 “Let me inform everyone of what is going to happen,” said the large general.  “You two with the knives are going to come with my men right now, since one of you has committed a murder.”  Here he paused and looked toward Hans.  “Do you live in this city, sir?”

 “No,” Hans responded.  “We’re just passing through.”

 “Where are you staying?  With family?”

 Again, Hans answered no.  “None of us have family here—“

 “We are from Alwak,” said Silvia suddenly in the strongest, firmest voice she could muster.

 “Alwak?” the general said.  “You are a long way from home, milady.”

 “You may call me by my title, please: I am Lady Serena.”  She gestured to her servants.  “We are merely traveling across this vast countryside so that I may see cities that are foreign to me.”

 He seemed rather embarrassed by this remark, as he had been treating her like a common citizen, not a visitor.  “Lady Serena, please forgive us for interrupting your time here.”  Silvia smiled slightly and nodded her head.  “My name is George, and I will escort you and your servants back to your place of stay.  What is the name of it?”

“The ‘Home Away From Home’,” she stated.

 “All right.  I will escort you there and have your room guarded for the night.  Tomorrow I will take you to see the King so that we may resolve this little problem in court and you can be on your way to wherever it was you were headed after you leave Darkania.”

 Silvia’s smile froze.  Horror filled her every limb.  “Is this really a matter for His Highness?”

 George looked at her apologetically.  “I am afraid so, madam.  A man’s life has been taken.”

 No! Silvia’s mind screamed.  You can’t do this to me!  I’m not ready yet!  But instead of putting voice to those words, she chose others.  “This will really press us on our time, sir.”

 “Yes, milady, I understand that and I am sure His Majesty will express his apologies on this matter.  However, if what the man with the knife said is true, then King Gregorich will definitely wish to see you.”  Here, he turned to one of his fellow men and spoke to him quietly, gesturing towards Silvia and her group.  Then, he took a thick cord of rope off the back of his large belt, went over to the knife-wielders, and began to bind their hands tightly.

 “What will happen to our friend?” said Hans, who had knelt down beside Romone.

 “We will take him with us to bury him,” the George said.  “Is there anything you wish to take from him while he is still here?  Anything his family might wish to have?”

 Hans knelt to retrieve Romone’s sword and money purse.  “He has no family.  You may take him now.”  His voice was strained.

 George nodded curtly.  “All right, then.  After I escort you to the inn, I will leave Stefan to guard your room for the night and I will retrieve you personally in the morning.”

 Two more Guards had joined in the situation, and they picked up Romone’s body, carrying him off into the darkness; anyone following them could have done so easily from the trail of blood that his neck was expelling.  They stared in silence at the red lines leading away, soaking already into the dirt of the road.  Two Guards took the criminals off in the same direction.  Then, General George and Stefan ambled over to Silvia and her party.

 “Lady Serena, if you would please follow me, I will escort you to your room at the ‘Home Away From Home’.”

 Silvia nodded curtly and started walking between Maura and the General.  Stefan walked behind them with the men; it appeared as if Hans was trying to explain to Dilliby, whose use of the Common Language was limited, what was to happen.  Maura was weeping silently, shaking her head.  Silvia held her head up high, but she couldn’t stop trembling.  She was glad of the nuuisaket, for the veil kept the Guards from seeing the terror that had seeped into the green seas of her eyes.

  

  

 Chapter Sixteen: Dark News From the City

  

 Frero called for the final halt of the day a couple hours past the last ray of sunlight.  Even with the moon, it was too dark for him to see the trail on which they were traveling through the thick trees and tall grasses.  A fire was built as soon as the horses were taken care of, and he removed some potatoes from his food sack, slicing them into smaller pieces with a knife that he wore in his boot.  As he began poking sticks through the center of each piece of potato, Keelan left the fire light briefly and returned with his pockets full of little yellow berries.  Keelan smeared these berries all over the skewered potatoes and then place the tip of each into the fire.  After a bit, they ate the poor man’s meal of sweet-tasting potatoes.

Quentin and Frero had struck up an interesting conversation on farming gardens.  Keelan asked his brother where he had learned so much about gardening, since he had never liked to help their mother in the garden when they were little.  Quentin shrugged and said he had learned it one way or another.  Keelan knew he meant other people’s memories, and couldn’t help but to shudder.  It saddened him to think that everything his brother had learned in his miserable life so far came from what he had stolen from other people.

 Talking made the next hour pass quickly by.  By the time the others retired, Keelan was exhausted.  Exhausted...and anxious.  He wondered where Silvia was, how much of the city she had seen, if she was okay.  He wondered if she had already schemed up a plan to retake the throne...and he wondered if she was thinking of him too.

 Oh, that was silly.  Why would she be thinking of him?  He was positive she had better things to do.  And what was he, compared to her?  Silvia was a queen—literally—and nothing less.  He was a peasant who had done nothing for her besides encouraging her to go on what might be a suicide mission.  He wondered if she would remember him if she ever did take the throne.  Maybe she would make him a knight or a Guard or something.

 Or a lover.  

 He angrily shoved that thought away.  If she found out that Keelan liked her that way, despite what Quentin said...it would be bad.  He still wasn’t really sure if he loved her or that he could tell her he loved her.  Sighing, he leaned back against a tree and gazed up at the stars wistfully.

 “You’re a star, Silvia,” he whispered to the night sky.  “But I wish you were my star.”  He closed his eyes.

 A couple of feet away, Quentin wondered if he would have to tell Silvia Keelan’s feelings because his brother couldn’t.

  

  

  

 Stefan stationed himself in-between the doors of the two rooms that let out into the upstairs corridor after General George left.  He had said it did not matter if they went in each other’s rooms through the adjoining doors inside, but this did nothing for their comfort.

 At first, they gathered in Silvia and Maura’s room to assess their situation.

 “Are these men in the red jerkins really the King’s Guards?” Silvia asked in a whisper.

 “Yes, and they are not to be reckoned with,” Hans answered her.

 “Hans, why must they take us to the King?” Maura said in a tremulous tone.

 “Because that man accused us of slandering him.”

 “What we do ‘bout her?” asked Dilliby as he pointed at Silvia.

 Silvia leaned forward and spoke fervently in a quiet tone.  “Keep my true identity a secret.  Do not say a word about anything pertaining to it.  Do not go out of your way to protect me, either; I can take care of myself just fine.”

 “But Mistress,” said Hans in a low tone, “if he should find out who you are, he will surely kill you.  You know this!”

 “That is a risk I am now forced to take,” Silvia said firmly.  “My parents took risks for me and I intend to do the same in their honor.”

 Hans exhaled deeply and shrugged.  “As much as I know you will dislike my saying this, I have to protect you...I swore on my life long ago that I would protect you.  Haven’t you ever wondered why Dessica, Maura, and I have scars on the palms of our hands?”

 Silvia looked at him strangely.  “I have never inquired about them.”

 “They are scars of honor, milady.  Your father gave them to us to remind us of our duty to protect you.  We received them the night your father brought you to us, when you were only half an hour old.  We swore you would never see harm of any sort.  That is why Dessica was so frightened when you fell off Rituel and why she was against you coming here.  No harm may ever come upon your person without causing us harm first.  So you see, Mistress, we will be with you to the end.  If you ran away in the middle of the night so that you wouldn’t have to face Gregorich Hapshamin in court in the morning, or if you have your mind set on attempting to overthrow him at some point in the future, or anything else that goes along with that, then you can expect us to stay with you to support you and help whenever we can.”

“That means so much to me,” said Silvia tearfully.  She squeezed his hand, gazing at his scars as she did so.

 “You just do us all a favor Mistress,” he said.  “Be careful.  We should come through this aggravation safely; if you aren’t careful, none of us will live to see the next morning.”

 Silvia nodded, solemnly accepting whatever her fate might be.  “Well, nothing can be done at the moment except practicing patience.  And since I’ll be meeting the demon who drove my parents from the throne, I would like to be clean.  Hans, would you please ask the Guard if bath water can be brought up without any hassle from him?”

 Hans left the room to talk to Stefan immediately.  Stefan agreed for the water to be brought up and Hans went to find John, the innkeeper.  John had the water put over the fire immediately and, soon enough large cauldrons of steaming water were carried into Silvia’s room.  Two men carried each cauldron, struggling under the weight of the cast iron and trying to keep the large, protective mittens over their hands.  The water was dumped into a good-size tub that sat in one corner of the room.

 Less than three quarters of an hour later, Silvia was still laying in the tub, already washed and enjoying the pleasure of hot water turning cool against her skin.  The doors and shutters were all locked and she was completely alone—Maura had joined the men for some wine in the next room.  She sighed; it felt so good to relax.

 She opened the gate to her mind and let it wonder.  But unfortunately her thoughts raced to Romone.  She pondered upon the day’s events: going to the market, walking with Romone, adoring the lovely afternoon, the juggler’s incident, and so forth.  She had only wanted to stretch her legs a little, not set into action a chain of events that would lead to someone else’s death!  Guilt overrode her, and her shoulders shook as she cried for him.  After a few minutes, she said to herself, “I just need to get some rest; then I’ll be alright.”  She dried up her tears as she dried up the wet sheen on her body.  She stepped out of the tub and walked to her trunks to dig out a comfortable gray nightgown that she had had for years.  She slid it over her head and put her arms through the lace sleeves.  Then she went to the small powdering table with the mirror that sat near the tub, picked up her brush and ran it through her dark, curly locks until all of the tangles had vanished.

 A knock sounded from the door which joined the two rooms.  “Mistress?  If you are out of the bath, may I come in?”

 “Yes Maura, I’m coming.”  Silvia set down her brush and went to undo the lock.

 Maura walked in, a little flushed from the wine.  “Thank you Mistress.  Would you mind if I bathed?”

 “Not at all,” Silvia replied.  “Do you want me to send for more hot water?”

 The older woman waved her hand in a dismissal.  “Oh no, that won’t be necessary.  Will you lock that door so the men can’t walk in on me?  I’ll unlock it again when I am through.”

 Silvia smiled as her hand shut the door and turned the lock.  “Maura, I believe I shall go ahead and retire now.  I need the rest terribly.”

 “You do need it, milady,” Maura said softly.  “You’ve had a horrible day.  I hope, however, that sweet dreams come to you tonight.”

 “Thank you.”  Silvia braided her wet hair and wrapped it in a sleeping cap.  Then she went to one of the beds and peeled back the covers, and nestled underneath them.  As soon as she was comfortable, she fell fast asleep.

  

  

 

 “Wake up,” the soft, velvety voice whispered in her ear.

 Her eyelids fluttered for a moment.  She opened her eyes and looked over.  Keelan was kneeling beside her bed, his reddish-brown falling into his face.

 “Hello there,” he said, a smile playing at his lips.

 Silvia sat up on her elbows.  “Keelan!  How did you find me?”

 “I could find you anywhere, my Queen.  Remember that I can walk into your dreams no matter where you are.”

 She sat up all the way.  “Oh Keelan!  I am so glad you’re here!  Something absolutely horrid has happened!”  All of the emotions inside her rushed forth.  Her eyes welled up and she began weeping.

 Keelan was taken aback by her tears.  “Silvia?  What’s wrong?  Tell me!”  He rose and embraced her quivering body in his arms.  She was scaring him.  “Please,” he said into her hair, “please calm down and tell me what I can do to help.”

 She pushed away from him, suddenly aware of her erratic behavior.  To grasp at a man she hardly knew in such a way!  She forced control over herself. Gazing deeply into his face, she tried to see his blue eyes in the shadows of the room, tried to read what they thought of her while she was in this condition of tears and vulnerability.  She wondered why she felt she could trust this man, this stranger, with everything in her heart...But the thought of unloading her burdens to someone who would listen appealed to her.  Quickly, Silvia told him of all the things that had happened since she had arrived in Darkania, ending with the Guard, George, interrupting the quarrel.

 “Oh my word,” Keelan whispered.  “How terrible that must have been for you.”  Who would murder a man in such a gruesome way, and in front of a woman?  He wished he could have been there to protect her eyes and mind from that vision.

 “B-but that’s n-not it,” Silvia confessed through her tears.

 Keelan could tell when he looked at her that she was about to deal the worst card.

 “The Guard wasn’t just a Guard—he’s the General of the King’s Guard.”

 His heart sank as he realized all the things that could mean.

 “The man lied to him and told him that we had been slandering the King, and that that’s why he killed Romone.  Then General George said we would have to settle the matter in Gregorich’s court in the morning.  They even posted a Guard outside our door at this very inn!”  Tears continued to stream down her face.  “And it’s all my fault, Keelan!  If I hadn’t wanted to go for a bloody walk, Romone would still be alive...”

 Keelan was at a loss as to what to say.  “No, it is not your fault, Silvia.  You couldn’t possibly have known what would ensue.”  The words did not seem to comfort her at all.  He grabbed her shoulders and gently, but firmly turned her face so that she was forced to look at him.  “Listen to me, Silvia.  Dry those tears off your beautiful face and don’t spill any more of them.  It wasn’t your fault, and I know this may sound cruel, but you have to forget about Romone.  Right now we have to concentrate on what to do about your meeting with Gregorich Hapshamin tomorrow.  Do you hear me?  Romone is dead, and no amount of crying can change your situation.  Now, we’ll be arriving in Darkania tomorrow morning, possibly noon, at the latest, and—“

 “We?”  Silvia momentarily forgot her troubles, puzzled.

 “Yes—we.  I suppose I haven’t really had the chance to tell you the good news,” Keelan said.  Silvia blushed, ashamed that she had not let him get a word in edgewise.  He continued.  “I, uh...I got my brother back.  He’s alive and free now.”

Silvia’s teary eyes lit up and she said, “How wonderful for you!  How did you do it, if you don’t mind my asking?”

 “Well, it is a rather long story, so I will have to wait until a more convenient time to tell it to you.”  He didn’t want to burden her worse with what had happened at her home.  It would only make her sick with worry.  “Quentin has apologized for all of his wrongs and has promised to help us as much as he can with getting you back to your throne.”

 She raised an eyebrow at the thought of Quentin ‘helping’ her; she didn’t know whether to be frightened or thankful.  Could he even be trusted?  She decided to bring it up the next time they spoke so that she was thinking with a clear mind.  “And you will arrive here tomorrow morning?” Silvia asked with trepidation.  Although it would mean putting him in danger, she welcomed the extra help.

 “Yes, yes, my...Silvia.”  Whoa.  He had almost said ‘my love’.  He couldn’t tell her yet; he didn’t know why, but he just couldn’t.  He noticed Silvia was looking at him with a peculiar expression, so he went on.  “In fact, as soon as I leave your dream, I’ll get us moving again to get here sooner.  Where is this place?”  He looked around.  “What is it called?”

 “The Home Away From Home,” Silvia stated, reassured that he would be near her soon.  Something about the shape changer made her feel safe and reassured.

 “Tomorrow morning, when you awake, I want you to go downstairs for breakfast—alone—and I will meet you.  We’ll order breakfast and have a talk.  Okay?”

 Silvia nodded.  “How do you know this inn has a tavern and such?”

 “I used to come in here to have lunch every so often.  They have good food.”

 “I do not know how I’m going to sleep till then—after you leave my dream, I mean.”  She blushed.

 Keelan started to smile then turned his face away.  God, she was so beautiful...Her veil and hair cover had been removed for her to sleep, and her skin smelled as if she had just bathed.  He nearly shivered at the thought of her naked body soaking in a tub of hot water, but he quickly corrected his immoral thoughts and cleared his throat.

 “Well, I will be going then.  We’ll get moving and be here to meet you in the morning.  Goodnight Silvia.”

 “Goodnight to you too, Keelan.”

  

  

  

 “Wake up!” Keelan yelled to Frero and Quentin.  “We have to leave—now!”

 Startled out of sleep, his brother and the old man began to sit up, yawning.

 “Huh?” came a groggy voice.

 “Wake up, I say!” Keelan insisted, shaking Quentin by the shoulders and then moving on to Frero to do the same.

 “All right!  What is it?  Gods, what a way to wake up!” Frero exclaimed.

 Keelan was already beginning to saddle his horse.  “Silvia is in grave danger, and we have to continue on to Darkania immediately to assist her.”  He began saddling his horse, buckling the strap under his mare’s round stomach.  Quentin and Frero put their boots on hurriedly and Quentin began to saddle his horse also.

 “Can’t you say something else on it?  I mean, be more specific since you woke us up over it,” Quentin admonished his brother.

 “Well,” Keelan started speaking quickly, attempting to keep some of the worry out of his voice, “an incident has occurred and it involved Silvia and her companions...She has to appear before the King Himself in the morning.”

 The color drained out of Quentin’s face as Frero said, “He’ll kill her if she’s found out.  We must not let this happen.”

The trio of men mounted the horses and set off at a gallop over the tiny, barely discernable trail, worry on their minds and panic on their faces.

 Hours later cottages began to appear.

 “We’re on the outskirts of the city,” Frero said.

 Keelan looked at the sky, knowing Silvia would most likely not be awake yet.  “Before we go to the tavern, we need to make a stop,” Keelan stated solemnly.  They had slowed down to a walk as they approached one of the Gates of the city. The Guards were slumped against the gate, sleeping. Keelan veered his horse in a different direction once they passed through, the dawn’s trickling fingers of light stretching slowly towards them.

  

  

  

 Vera awoke from an already troubled sleep to a furious pounding on their front door.  She turned to her husband of almost three decades and said, “Cornelius!  Cornelius, there is someone at our door!”

 Cornelius grunted and sat up.  “Why, the sun is just now rising!  Who could it be?”

 He rushed to the front door as Vera slipped into a large robe and followed.  He unbolted the lock and cracked the door, peering out at the three figures outside.

 “Yes?” he asked gruffly.  A note of challenge tinged his voice heavily.

 “Pappy, it’s me, Keelan.”

 “Why do you disturb us so suddenly this early, boy?”

 “It is most urgent, Father.  Please, let us in!”

 Cornelius opened the door and the men entered his home, crowding in the doorway with the older couple.  “To the kitchen Keelan,” he said sternly.  “You must explain yourself.  You know I do not tolerate foolishness.”

 Five chairs were pulled up to the table, but only four were occupied, as Vera was going about to make some strong tea.  A candelabrum was lit on the table to see by, as the sun had not cast much light yet.

 “Introduce these men you’ve with you,” said Cornelius.

 “This gentleman right here,” Keelan started, pointing to Frero, “used to be the head gardener for Queen Madeline.  He is called Frero.  He has come to help us.”

 “Help you?” his father questioned, with more than a smidgen of sarcasm and curiosity.  “All right...Tell me of that one in a moment.  Now for the other one: he looks rather familiar.”  Cornelius peered at Quentin intently, not knowing who he was looking at.

 “Pappy, he really does not need an introduction.”  Keelan paused, finding it difficult to go on, although adrenaline was pumping through his veins.  Tears threatened to bring a storm from his eyes.  He saw Quentin look down at his lap, unsure of the reaction that was to come.  “Mom, please put the tea kettle down.”

 Vera gave him a reproachful look.  “Nonsense.  I’m making tea and I can’t very well do it if I put the kettle down before it even begins to boil over the fire, now can I?”

 Keelan took a deep breath.  “He’s your son...Quentin.”
              The teakettle smashed into pieces as it hit the hard dirt floor.

 “What kind of trick are you playing at?” Cornelius demanded angrily.  He slammed a well-worn fist on the table for emphasis.

 “He isn’t playing any sort of trick Pappy,” Quentin muttered softly, almost to himself.  His eyes were still cast down in shame.  How could he have thought he could do this?  Why had he assumed from the start that he was ready to present himself to the people who brought him into this world?  Perhaps it would have been prudent to wait a little longer.

 His mother stared at him, mostly in disbelief.  The man sitting at her table was very thin, and the hair above his young, handsome face was white as snow.  But his eyes…they were hers and Cornelius’ in every way.  “Prove it!” Vera suddenly said in an icy tone that was full of fear and hope.  “Prove that you are my son!”

 

  

  

 Chapter Seventeen: A Nervous Home Away From Home

  

 “On my fifth birthday, you gave me six lisks and sent me to the market to buy myself a present.  Instead, I bought you a mixing bowl made of clay and Pappy a rod with which to fish.”

 Keelan stared at his brother, realizing full and well that their parents knew he couldn’t have told this man that, for Keelan had just been a babe.  Vera fainted and hit the floor among the broken shards of her kettle, cutting herself in several small places.  Frero stood up to see to her as Cornelius stared at Quentin hard in disbelief and wonder; a vein could be seen throbbing away in his temple just below his reddish brown hair line.  Quentin saw that there were gray streaks above his ears now, and crows’ feet at the corners of his blue eyes, but otherwise his father had not changed a bit.

 “Quentin?  Where have you been all these years?  Why did you run off?”  Tears shone in his eyes, but his voice contained anger.

 Keelan jumped in immediately.  “Pappy, the night Quentin disappeared he was trying to protect me.  I never said anything because I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”

 “Protect you?  Protect you from what, may I ask?  From whom?”

 “A man followed us home and climbed in through our window after everyone was in bed.  He tried to cast a spell on us—he was saying really strange words—chanting them,” Keelan explained.  “Quentin told me to cover my ears so the spell wouldn’t harm me, and when I did he threw himself atop of me.  But his arms were around me, Pappy, and his ears were not covered...He came under the evil man’s spell and the man took him as a prisoner.”

 Cornelius appeared very confused.  “You were...kidnapped?” He glared at Keelan momentarily.  “You should have told me!  I would have hunted him down to reclaim my first-born, no matter what the costs!  Who was this man?  Where is he now?  Tell me!”

 Softly, Quentin said, “He is currently on the Royal Throne, Pappy.”

 Their father shifted his gaze from them to the table, shock absorbing his features.  “You mean to tell me that the King, Gregorich Hapshamin himself, kidnapped you all those years ago before he took the throne?  But why?  What would he want you for?”

 “To do his evil deeds.”  Quentin turned his head, ashamed of the past his father was getting ready to learn of.

 “Pappy,” Keelan said gently, “the spell he put on my brother was too powerful to resist for a child.  But to ensure that the spell not be broken, Gregorich slipped a cloak over Quentin’s head—the very cloak he has in his bag today.  The cloak had a binding power that kept evil all around him.  It put crazy, horrible things into his mind and so did Gregorich.  Gregorich sent him to do away with people he didn’t like, and the cloak’s power made him want to hurt and kill as well.  It also enabled him to steal the memories of other people.  I sort of rescued him several days ago.  But Pappy, don’t be mad at him.  None of this was his fault.  He couldn’t control his actions because of the spell.”

 Cornelius nodded his head slowly.  “Oh boys...I’m not mad at you.  No, no, no.  I’m afraid it’s something much worse than being ‘mad’ at Gregorich, however.”  He stood up and walked over to where Quentin was seated.  Quentin also rose, his head hung low.  But instead of facing his father’s wrath, he was grabbed up in a fierce, tight embrace.  “I’ll kill him,” Cornelius growled into his son’s thick white hair.  “I swear I will kill that son of a bitch for what he did to my boy.  I will!”

Keelan sighed in relief at his father’s reaction.  Cornelius was infuriated at Gregorich Hapshamin, and he had every right to be.

 At that moment Vera woke up from her faint and looked around.  Then she saw her husband hugging the man who claimed to be her long lost son.  She allowed Frero to help her to her feet.  “Cornelius, is it true?  Is that our son?”

 Silently, he nodded.  Vera’s hands flew to her mouth and she uttered a small cry.  She ran around the table and her husband stepped aside so that she could hug Quentin.  Everyone’s eyes were wet, including Frero’s.

 Keelan said, “Mom?  Pappy?  I know having my brother back has made you really happy, but I am afraid you cannot tell anyone.”

 Vera tore herself away from Quentin and demanded, “And just why is that?  Why shouldn’t I tell everybody that my son has been returned to me?”

 Cornelius put a hand on his wife’s shoulder to calm her.  “I think I know why,” he said.  He gazed at Keelan with sharp eyes.  “Let me have a guess at it: If someone finds out who Quentin really is, that is—our long lost son—then word will spread through the city and it just might eventually reach the King’s ears.  Am I right?”

 “Exactly, Pappy,” Quentin agreed, still sniffling.  “You see, if Gregorich learns that I am out from under his spell, then he knows there is a good chance that I will tattle about the things he has done and has me do.  Then he’ll find a reason and a way to kill us all.  In fact, it would be dangerous for me to stay here much longer.”

 “But we can hide you under the floor in your old room!” Vera cried desperately.

 Keelan went to her, cupped her face, and made her look into his eyes.  “Do you remember how King Zacharias and Queen Madeline had their daughter hidden outside the city in that large estate?  Well...She has enlisted our help in getting onto the throne, where she belongs by her blood right.  She’s in the city right now, in disguise.  But she is in serious trouble: Something’s happened and she is to go before Gregorich this morning.”

 Cornelius’ face paled.  “She is still alive?”  Keelan, Quentin, and Frero all nodded.  “Is there anything we can do to help?  Her parents trusted us, so you know that you can also.  Anything you need, we will do!  I would do all that I could to avenge them, and to get back at Gregorich Hapshamin.”  His fists were balled up at his sides as he spoke.

 Quentin sighed.  “We’re afraid there’s nothing you can do at the moment, Pappy.  And we must leave soon so that we can talk to her before her meeting with Gregorich.”

 Cornelius glanced out the kitchen window.  “The sun is now up.”

 Keelan said, “Then we must hurry on.  Quentin, I know this might be hard on you, but would you keep your cloak on and make yourself unseen?”

 “No!” Cornelius shouted.  “You told us that the cloak was evil!  Leave it here so that we may burn it; he can borrow one of my old cloaks to go about in.”
              “I believe that since Quentin has broken the spell, then the cloak cannot harm him or his mind.  I do not think the evil can infiltrate his thoughts anymore—he has too much good in him, and he is too strong.  Besides, we need someone to be a lookout without acting suspicious.  With the cloak on, Quentin can be invisible when he wants to be,” Keelan pointed out.

 “This is dark magic.  I don’t like it,” Cornelius growled.  “What if it takes over him again as it did before?”

 “The spell is broken.  I can feel it,” Quentin said.  “For the sake of the one I have wronged the most, I shall wear it and help her.”  He removed the cloak from his bag and slid the hood over his head and was staring at his father and mother as he disappeared.  His mother gasped and took a step forward, reaching out an arm towards the place where he had been standing.  Only air seemed to take his place, and not even a shiver of the still air revealed him.

Everyone rose as the men prepared to leave.

 “We will see you soon, although I can’t say when,” said Keelan to their parents.  He motioned for Frero to follow and started for the front door, explaining to Quentin that he would lead his horse as if it were riderless.

 Behind them Vera and Cornelius watched them leave silently, contemplating the strange tidings.

  

  

  

 Silvia awoke from a fitful sleep.  She dressed, and re-braided her hair in silence.  She retrieved a clean nuuisaket to wear, making sure it was pinned in place.  Then she pinned up the bottom half of the veil so that she could eat without having to maneuver her food underneath it.  She grabbed her tiny money purse and tucked it into a hidden pocket in a fold of her dress.

 Everyone else seemed to be fast asleep, and she didn’t think it would be a fantastic idea to wake them up to explain what she was doing.  What would they say to her if she told them she was supposed to meet a man she barely knew from her dreams for breakfast by herself?  Ha!  She could only imagine.  She slipped out the door, where the Guard looked at her with tired but curious eyes.

 “I am going to breakfast downstairs,” she stated.  “I will be back shortly if they make the food fast enough.  May I get you anything?”

 Stefan shook his head and she went along.  She was lead to a rather private table by John, the innkeeper, and she sat down with her back to everything else.  A servant came only minutes later to ask what she wanted to eat.

 “I will take some poached eggs and crisp bacon with some warm milk and bread,” she told him.  A quarter hour later her meal arrived and she began to eat quickly, for fear she would lose her appetite.

 When she was nearly finished, a pleasantly familiar voice from behind her inquired, “May we join you?”

 Silvia turned about.  “Yes,” she said.

 Keelan and Frero sat across from her and a fourth chair moved itself away from the table in between them.  Silvia’s eyes widened, and she bent over to look under the table to see if Keelan’s leg had moved the chair out.

 “Oh,” said Keelan, smiling.  “Silvia, I would like you to meet my brother Quentin.”

 “How do you do, Mistress,” Quentin said from his invisible place in the chair.

 “Um, how do you do,” Silvia politely said to the thin air.  Her heart raced at the thought that her father’s killer, the man who had also tried to kill her, was seated beside her as if they were old friends.

 “Milady, this is Frero,” Keelan said, gesturing to the older man.

 Silvia and Frero nodded to one another, and then Silvia said, “Pardon me for my curiosity and wonderment Quentin, but when Keelan helped to rescue you, what happened to your body?”

 The three men laughed at her comment heartily, although her face still wore a look of puzzlement.

 “I’m wearing the cloak, milady,” Quentin chuckled quietly.

 “Oh.”  Silvia’s embarrassed blush faded to her normal color. “May I ask that you do not call me by my true name here?  It is too dangerous. In this city I am called Lady Serena.”

 “Well, Mistress Serena,” said Frero, “I have come to help if I can.  I was your parents’ head gardener, and I knew them well.”

 “You did?” Silvia asked.  “What were they like before...” She lowered her voice. “Before they went into hiding?”

 “Wonderful people!” Frero said cheerfully.  “You couldn’t have better people to work for.”

“Pardon me, Mistress Serena,” said Keelan quietly.  “We need to discuss going to the King’s court.  Quentin agreed on the way here to accompany you everywhere you go today.”

 Silvia tried her best to feel good about this remark, even though most of the stories she’d heard about Keelan’s brother were rather frightening.  Had it not been just a week ago that he would have gladly taken her life?  Had he not been a murderous fiend for most of his life?  She dearly hoped he would not change his mind, and she wondered if he was playing a great trick on them all.  When it came to the throne of Darkania, who could tell about where a person’s loyalty truly lay?  Nevertheless, she attempted to reassure herself, telling her troubled heart that if Keelan and her parents’ gardener trusted him, then she could as well.  She allowed a little bit of relief to her voice.  “Really?  It would make me more comfortable, especially at the palace.”

 “Lady Serena, you must make sure that when you are in his court don’t go saying anything that will anger Gregorich,” Keelan warned.  “All the same, you mustn’t let him trample you like you are anything less than a lady of stature.  And whatever you do or say, do not remove your veil or headpiece.”

 “I won’t, so have no worries over that,” Silvia assured him.

 “All right,” said Keelan.  “Take in all the details of the palace that you can—Quentin will help.  Keep your eye on his personal Guards and how well they are armed, how close they stay to him, and so on and so forth.  Okay?”

 “All right, but I need to return to my room; the Guard will be wondering where I went off to if I don’t.”

 “Let’s not keep him wondering then,” Keelan said.

 All of them stood, but Silvia pulled Keelan to the side.

 “Keelan...I think it would be wise for us to gather after I return from the King’s court...I feel like we will probably need to discuss things.  Can we meet?”  Silvia’s heart beat furiously as she stared into his eyes.

 Keelan smiled sweetly and whispered, “My Queen, I will meet you any time and any place you please.”

 Silvia felt heat spread through her cheeks.  “The tavern here will be as good a place as any, so we’ll meet here.”

 “Yes, this place will do.  I’ll wait for you out front and when I see you go inside, I’ll make my way in to a table.  Go upstairs and freshen up or rest or do whatever you need to do.  I’ll wait—don’t worry about how long to take...We will see you after a while I suppose. Beware of the King, Lady Serena. Appearances can be most deceiving.  Good luck.”

 He bowed shortly and walked away, Frero trailing after him.  A stranger began to walk across the floor behind Frero, but bumped into something roughly.

 “Watch it, you clumsy ruffian!” a voice said to him.

 The man, wide-eyed, looked about to see who was talking, but no one was near besides Silvia, batting her beautiful eyes behind her veil.  Visibly shaken, he walked off in a new direction—towards the bar for an early, but much needed drink.

 Silvia smiled and started for the stairs.  She felt much better than she had earlier.  She was actually looking forward to seeing Gregorich now, for she knew that someone would be watching her the whole time and she would be seeing Keelan again right afterwards.

 She stopped halfway up the flight of stairs.  “Wait a minute,” she said to herself.  “Did Quentin follow the others outside?”

 Before she could ponder on that, she heard someone say, “No, milady, I am right behind you...Just don’t shut the door on me.”

 Her heart jumped a bit and she continued up the stairs and down the hall.

“With whom were you speaking when you were coming up?”  Stefan asked as soon as she reached her door.  He was peering down the hallway behind her suspiciously.

 Silvia opened her door, admitting Quentin into her room as she replied.  “Oh, I was just mumbling to myself.  I couldn’t remember whether or not I paid for my meal.”

 “Well, get yourself ready to leave, Lady Serena.  A carriage will be arriving shortly to take you to His Majesty.”

 Silvia nodded and thanked him.  Then she entered her room, shut the door, and bolted it.

 Her maid rushed over to her.  “Where have you been, Mistress?” Maura asked immediately.  “’Tis not proper for you to be without an escort, and mighty dangerous in this city, besides.”

 “I was at breakfast,” she replied.  She had dreaded this conversation, knowing it was inevitable.

 “Why did you not wake me up?”

 Silvia sighed.  “Everyone was sleeping and I did not want to be rude in waking you.”  She walked over to the mirror and sat down to straighten her veil.  “The Guard outside says we must get ready to leave; a carriage shall be arriving soon to take us to His Highness’ palace.”

 The door adjoining the two rooms was ajar and Hans and Dilliby came through it.  Hans went up to Silvia and said in a low voice, “My dear, will you be okay?  Can you go through with this?”
              “Hans, I am a strong woman with the heart of a queen and a will of iron.  I can do anything.  Meeting a King will be nothing.”

 Hans smiled.  “Yes, milady.”  By the gods, he hoped she stayed that confident in the court.

 Almost a half-hour later, three short raps were heard at Silvia’s door.  “Carriage is here!” came Stefan’s gruff voice.

 Silvia stood.  “Let’s go.”

 Hans moved to the door to open it for Silvia and Maura, and Dilliby followed amiably behind.  Down the stairs and out the front of the Home Away From Home were General George and an open carriage, drawn by four magnificent black stallions.  Seeing them reminded Silvia of Rituel, and she realized that although she had not thought about him at all on this trip, now that she had she missed him terribly.

 She and Maura were helped into the carriage first, and when the men climbed up they sat directly behind the driver, across from the women.  Silvia wondered again where Quentin was: There was a small rack on the back of her seat where he could stand, or he could be standing on the step she had used to get in, holding onto the sides.  He could even be standing right in the middle, between the ladies and the gentlemen.  She wondered at the fact that she even accepted this murderer in her plot for her safety and the throne.  For the love of all the gods he had cost so many all of their memories, and now here she was worrying whether or not he was right beside her to protect her!  How had this come to pass?  In the end however she decided that it did not matter as long as he was nearby, and she turned her concentration on the city.

 The Guard snapped the reins and the carriage jolted forward.  It wound around several bends in the street, slowly but steadily moving upward towards the palace.  Many pubs were passed and although it was still quite early in the morning there was already a man being thrown out onto the streets.  A good number of Darkanians were out and about, going in and out of bakery shops, cloth shops, blacksmith shops, and shoemaker’s shops, or just chatting to one another along the sides of the cobblestone streets.  They passed through the Town Common, a large flat square of the city where numerous people had decided to sell small wares.  When Silvia next looked up she saw that the palace was quite large and kept getting bigger as they drew nearer.  There was no wall around the grounds that she saw; the yard was very plain.  A cobblestone road led to the front of the palace and made a circle for the carriages to turn around.  By this time it was no longer the sun’s warming rays which made her sweat.

The palace itself looked six times the size of her home, if not more.  It was countless stories high, except for the towers: these were quite a bit taller than anything else, soaring into the air as they tapered into sharp peaks.  Windows littered the walls of the palace, and Silvia imagined they were scattered all about the giant home.  The double doors that made up the entrance were massive; the polished mahogany wood almost made it look as though there were two large tree trunks there instead of two-inch thick wooden doors.

 The carriage pulled to a stop in front of the doors and as the men were helping the women out, they opened with a groan.  A nicely dressed manservant walked out, his tailcoat flapping behind him.  He looked straight at Silvia with narrowed eyes.  “Lady Serena of Alwak?  His Majesty would like me to lead you to his court,” he said curtly and promptly whirled about to walk off.

 Silvia, Hans, Maura, and Dilliby followed in haste.  The double doors had opened into a colorful room, large, with sunlight streaming through six windows.  Not wanting to lose the swift manservant, no one paused to appreciate anything at all.  Instead they nearly jogged after his white-topped head, going into a long corridor that was surprisingly dim.  Old paintings hung on the walls, but could barely be seen and a slight chill still hung in the air.  Finally the manservant stepped through a door on the left side of the corridor.  Upon entering, Silvia was overcome by the vastness of the over-sized room.  A balcony seating area wrapped itself around three of the four walls.  The middle and back of the room had row upon row of benches that had been polished with walnut oil to seat the citizens when necessary.  (Silvia was relieved to see that they would not be having an audience, as all of the seats were void of occupants.)  They were led to a low wall with a swinging gate which separated the seats from two short tables. One of them had two men huddled over it, talking quietly. Silvia and her party were seated at the second table. 

 A broad expanse of empty space stretched between those tables and the massive throne at the front of the room.  The chair was tall and dark red, with a gilded frame.  It was a stunning accent to the room.  

 Warm sunlight poured through more than a dozen round windows, illuminating everything with its immense brilliance.  The cherry floors, seats, and tables reflected the light superbly.

 “Wait here,” the old man said, and went to the front of the room, past the throne through another door.

 Silvia turned her head nonchalantly, as if admiring the court, and saw in her peripheral vision three of the King’s Guards directly behind them.  She had not heard them come in, and it made an uneasy feeling creep into her stomach.

 Minutes later, the manservant returned and addressed the court.  “His Highness will now be entering the court.  Any weapons you should have on your persons must be given to the King’s Guards this instant.  If you are caught with a weapon of any sort that has not been handed over to the Guards you will be reprimanded harshly and accordingly.”  He paused and waited, but no one turned over any weapons.  Silvia and her company had felt it prudent to leave all of their weapons at the inn.  “Now then, may I present to you His Majesty, King Gregorich Hapshamin of Darkania.”

 The door behind him clicked open and in walked the King.

  

  

  

 Quentin had ridden on the back of the carriage behind Silvia, and had been the first one to enter the palace with which he was so familiar.  He wished he make Gregorich disappear so he could see Silvia take up the throne.  But he knew that although killing the King would be an easy task, Silvia would need to somehow establish herself in the eyes of the people in order to establish and maintain their trust and respect.

The manservant came out of the little door that led to the King’s private court chambers and told everyone to turn in their weapons.  As Quentin happened to glance over at the two men who were sitting at the other table and he saw something which greatly disturbed him.  The man on the right had a sly, wolfish grin spread over his thin lips and one hand was nestled halfway into his pocket, gripping something with a yellowish gleam: a blade handle.  Normally this would not have bothered him in the least; after all, he had witnessed several people who had thought they would get away with sneaking a weapon in; the Guards were consistently foolish in not checking prisoners for weapons.  Quentin, on many occasions, had deftly snuck the weapons out of coats, boots, and even sleeves, only to drop them on the floor with the malicious intent that they were caught red-handed.  Now, however, he did not dare to try and extract the knife from the man’s grip. Gregorich had known it was he who had done those things in past times, and if something too out of the ordinary occurred, then Gregorich would know Quentin was present.  This was not the time or the place where such things could be afforded, and he did not wish for his old master to remember him at such a critical time.

 Quentin’s line of thought was pushed aside as Gregorich Hapshamin entered the room.  This was the first time since his enchantment had been lifted that he had laid eyes upon the false King.  A bud of hatred, pure and unadorned, formed in his stomach and immediately blossomed, its petals of loathing peppering his every limb.  How he despised that man!  Quentin’s parents were not driven away to certain death as Silvia’s were, but he nevertheless had been torn away from them, the remainder of his childhood and the beginning of his manhood ruined...shredded practically into nonexistence.

 For Silvia’s sake and for his own, Quentin swore he would find a way to seek revenge.

  

  

 Chapter Eighteen: The Costs of Court

  

 Silvia’s heart pounded furiously in her chest and a thousand thoughts ran through her mind.

 King Gregorich Hapshamin was a rather handsome man.  He had dark blond hair and a boyish face, bare and soft looking.  He was trailing a seven-foot cloak that was attached by a clasp on his upper chest.  It was blood red with gold trimming and a large black raven was embroidered on the back.  Underneath he wore a black shirt and pants, with big black boots that rose to the knees.  The boots made him appear taller than he really was and they clunked heavily on the cherry wood floor as he made his way to the chair and seated himself.

 Glancing to her left, Silvia recognized the two men who had approached them last night, intending to kill Romone.

 Just behind her Quentin moved silently into place, invisibly watching everything that was unfolding.

 Silvia’s eyes stayed on Gregorich, trying to peel back the unseen layers of him to find the murdering wretch within.  He looked so normal.

 “It has come to the attention of this court that an unlawful deed, the murder of a man, has been committed.  We are here today to find out why this happened and whether or not the action was justified.”  It was Gregorich who spoke. His voice fluttered here and there as he talked, as if he were still in the midst of coming into manhood.  “Who would like to tell me their version first?”

 The man who murdered Romone stood and said, “I will, Your Highness.”

 “Very well,” replied the King.  “Begin.”

 “I am called Lano, and my companion is called Toc.  We were walking down the street and came upon this group of people.”  Here he pointed at Silvia and her table of companions.  “Toc and I overheard them talking unkindly of our city and more unkindly of you, Your Majesty.”

“What kinds of things were they saying?” asked Gregorich curiously, his voice finally settling in an even pitch.  He was eyeing Silvia, Hans, Dilliby, and Maura suspiciously, but his eyes kept returning to Silvia.

 Lano faltered for a moment, glancing at Toc, who sat expressionless beside him.  “They were saying how Darkania was an inferior city that was full of trash, and that the king who was running this city must be some sort of jestering fool.”  That said, he sat down quickly.

 “Is this true?” the King demanded.  His pale faced had a slight flush.

 Hans rose immediately and said, “No, Your Excellency, it is not!”

 Wryly, the King asked, “And how did the murder come about if that isn’t true?”

 But before Hans could answer, Lano shot up from his seat again, making the Guards nearby finger their swords. “My Lord, when they said these things we confronted them.  But that one man rushed at me—as though to fight—so I stabbed him!”

 “You lying imbecile!” Hans shouted angrily.  “You murdered him in cold blood because he embarrassed you earlier yesterday in the market place!”

 “Wait a moment!” ordered the King, holding up a hand unadorned with rings, and the court fell silent.  He looked at Lano darkly.  “So there was a previous confrontation?”

 Suddenly red-faced, Lano nodded slowly, glaring at Hans from the corner of his eye with malice.

 “Yes,” Hans said.

 Gregorich sighed and leaned back in his chair.  “Was anyone in this room present at both confrontations?  If so please stand.”  He sounded irritated.  “I have no time for games.”
              Hans sat down and Silvia stood up, placing her hands at rest by her sides.  She and Lano were the only ones in the two groups standing.

 Hapshamin’s eyes seemed glued to her, and she wondered if he was going to ask her to remove her veil.  Instead, in a quieter tone he inquired, “Who are you?”

 Taking a deep breath into her lungs Silvia answered, “Lady Serena of Alwak.”

 One of Gregorich’s eyebrows went up.  “And you were present at both confrontations?”

 “Yes.”

 “And what have you to say?”

 Silvia told the story of the bazaar in vivid detail.  “Later on in the evening, after we had eaten, we decided to go for a walk.  Lano and Toc must have followed us and tried to pick a fight.  Without asking for a proper duel, Lano stepped forward with a drawn dagger, and...and he ran it into Romone’s throat, killing him.”

 Gregorich Hapshamin sat in thought.  Finally he said, “Lano, do you agree with Lady Serena’s story?”

 Lano appeared to be brewing something under his skin, for his face was a dark red blush, and he was shaking all over.  For a moment Silvia was sure his skin would start to boil and bubble.

 “They all got what they deserved!” he shouted, spittle flying from his lips.  “All of them!”

 “Quiet!” yelled the King.  He leaned forward with one hand on each arm of the throne.  “I have made my decision.  Toc, you seemed to have not done anything, and neither have the three of you,” he said, indicating Maura, Hans, and Dilliby.  “But you, Lano, will go to my jail.  Lady Serena, if you would—“

 “Am I the one at fault because a lady appears against me in court?” Lano said loudly.  “Perhaps if you took your eyes off of her for a few moments, your ears would clear and you could hear reason.”

 Hapshamin turned a wicked gaze upon him.  “You will hold your tongue, heathen.”

 “Why?  So that wealth and royalty may trample over me?”

“That is quite enough!  Guards, remove this—“

 But he never finished, for Lano suddenly leapt at Silvia with a savage cry, his hidden dagger drawn.

  

  

  

 Quentin had been listening intently but watching Lano.  He was acting queerly, his eyes darting everywhere and he was sweating like a cornered animal.

 As the King was announcing his decision Quentin witnessed Lano’s hand gripping the handle of his weapon harder and harder, and it dawned on him what was about to occur.  Quentin quickly moved to stand beside Silvia, facing Lano directly.  And it was just as Quentin got into place that Lano attacked.  He turned towards Quentin and Silvia and made a severe stabbing motion, the dagger sinking into Quentin’s right shoulder and going all the way through it, puncturing the side of Silvia’s left shoulder.  Her surprised scream filled the court and two of the King’s Guards ran to her, restraining Lano’s arms and ripping the dagger out of his white-knuckled fist.  Quentin rolled out of the way so the Guards would not grab him or trample him as they tried to gain control of the situation.

 “Get that damned fool out of here!” Gregorich yelled from where he sat.  His face had drained of color and he was holding a kerchief to his mouth as if he were going to be sick.

 One of the Guards restraining Lano used the bloodied handle of the dagger to strike the back of Lano’s neck, knocking him out.  Together, the Guards carried him away.

 Maura had already stolen Hans’ handkerchief and was applying pressure on Silvia’s arm.  Quentin managed to whisper into Silvia’s ear that they had to leave soon, and she immediately understood why: She knew he had taken the brunt of the attack because she had felt him slam into her and she knew he was wounded worse than she was.

 To Maura and Hans she said, “I want to leave—now.”

 Hans turned and walked halfway up to the King’s desk.  “Your Majesty, Lady Serena expresses her extreme desire to depart now.”

 “I am sure I have someone with knowledge of medicines here in my palace who can look at your shoulder if you so wish, milady,” the King said.

 Silvia shook her head.  “That is not necessary, my Liege.”

 King Gregorich turned and spoke to the nearby manservant quietly and the old man nodded.  The manservant walked over to where Hans was standing and spoke to him in the same low tones.  When Hans returned to Silvia moments later, he said, “The King’s Guards will escort us to the carriage.”

  

  

  

 The ride back to the Home Away From Home seemed a little less bumpy than their first ride.  Silvia’s shoulder ached badly and her stomach was slightly nauseated, but her mind wasn’t on her pain; it was on Quentin’s.  She was trying to think of a way to clean and treat his wound without the others finding out about him, but so far no ideas had come to mind.

 As the carriage pulled to a stop in front of the inn, she made up her mind.  She saw Keelan and his friend, the old man, leaning against the outside of the building and could barely contain herself to wait until the carriage pulled away.  When it did, she called out, “Keelan, come quick!”

 Keelan and Frero, obviously more than surprised at being addressed in front of her servants, ran forward.  Hans stepped before Silvia and demanded to know who these men were.

 “Never mind who they are—just get to our rooms and lock the doors,” Silvia ordered.

 “All right, but you had better have a damn good explanation as to why you address total strangers as acquaintances,” Hans growled.  “You know now that this city has its fair share of untrustworthy people, milady.”

Everyone hurried up to the adjoining rooms, Hans stopping on the way to tell one of the inn’s servants that they not be disturbed.  Once inside Silvia’s room, with both doors leading to the outside hall locked, Hans confronted her angrily.

 “Who are these strangers and why are they up here with us?  You know the more people that know you, the more likely you are to get into trouble!”

 Silvia sighed, knowing that she was about to make her manservant even angrier.  “They are not unknown to me Hans; they are friends.”  She looked at Keelan with concern and said, “Quentin has been hurt trying to protect me—he needs help.”

 Hans looked flustered.  “Who is Quentin and why are you saying he got hurt when it was you?”

 Keelan ignored him, saying, “Brother, remove the bloody cloak!”

 Quentin appeared beside the bathing tub, dropping the unstained cloak beside him.  His whole right side was soaked with blood and his stab wound looked bad.

 Hans, Dilliby, and Maura gaped at this man who had magically materialized before their very eyes.  His face looked young, but his hair was an impossible shade of white, and he was covered with the color red.  His eyes were glazed and distant, and he looked very weak.  Where had the young man come from?

 Keelan rushed over to his brother and sat him down in a nearby chair.  “Can you hear me Quentin?  Will you be okay?” he asked urgently.  But Quentin did not answer; he merely sat there, gazing into another world, swaying back and forth.

 Turning to Hans, Maura said, “Go fetch several pitchers of hot water from down the stairs, and some towels also.”

 “We do not know these people!  Why should we help?” he whispered harshly.

 “Because they are her people, Hans, and if he has indeed been hurt trying to protect her—even though we were not witness to it—then we need to show him hospitality and compassion.”  Hans shot the strangers a disapproving look before leaving the room.

 Ten minutes later, Maura had stripped Quentin of his shirt and was quickly cleaning the wound so that she could stitch it.  “It’s bad,” she said softly to Keelan.  “I will need to sew it up, and then he has to be careful with this arm for a day or two so that the stitches do not pop out.”  She got up and retrieved a needle and thread from one of her bags.  After threading the needle, she began the careful job of sewing the wound shut.  When she was done with the front wound, she went around to his backside and deftly sewed the dagger’s exit wound.  She wrapped a long, stretchy piece of cloth over and under his arms and around his back so that nothing could irritate the wound.

 Quentin’s eyes had started to clear up by this time, so Keelan tried to talk to him again.  “Quentin?  Can you hear me?”

 The answer was a simple nod.

 “Can I get anything for you?”

 Another nod.

 “What is it brother?”

 “Silvia...is Silvia all right?”

 Keelan’s eyebrows furrowed.  “What do you mean?  Of course she is.”

 His brother took in a shallow breath, focused his eyes on Keelan, and said, “I tried to get in the way, but the dagger went through me...into her.”

 Keelan whipped around.  “Silvia, are you okay?  How bad are you hurt?”

 Silvia, who had forgotten about her cut by watching Maura tend to Quentin, looked down at her arm and saw that her blood had leaked through Hans’ handkerchief.

 “Well, not too badly I suppose.”

 Striding over, Keelan asked, “Do you like this dress a lot?  I’d like to cut the sleeve off and look at your arm.”

“It doesn’t really matter if I like this dress or not; I won’t wear a blood-stained dress and I will throw it away.”

 “All right,” he said.  He took a knife from his boot and gently cut the whole sleeve off at the shoulder.  Grabbing a spare rag and dipping it into the hot water in the pitcher, he wiped off her cut gently.  Peering at it closely, he determined that it did not necessarily need to be stitched; so instead it was wrapped up tightly and pinned.

 Dilliby and Hans had meanwhile brought in several chairs from their room and had sat down; Hans was eyeing the newcomers with an unkind eye.  Silvia sat on her bed as Keelan pulled up a chair to sit beside her.  Maura was kneeling beside Quentin to give him fresh water to drink.  Frero stood near Maura’s bed, feeling a little unsure of himself.  He thought he recognized the ones called Maura and Hans, but he wasn’t sure.

 Hans eyed Silvia expectantly, so she cleared her throat and began.  “This is Keelan and his brother Quentin.  Quentin was put under a powerful spell when he was young by Gregorich Hapshamin.  He was kidnapped and made to do horrible things to other people.  Gregorich enhanced the spell with this white cloak which sits at Quentin’s feet; the cloak enabled him to shape-change and even become invisible.  The older gentleman right over here is Frero; he was my mother’s head gardener.  Keelan’s parents were the ones who helped my parents by hiding them under his bedroom floor.”

 Her manservant glared at Quentin.  “So you’re telling me that this boy is on Gregorich’s side?  Then why is he here now and why did he try to save your life?” Hans questioned.  “Furthermore, I do not feel he should be trusted!  We do not know what treacherous things are in his mind, or if Gregorich still retains a hold of his mind.”

 Quentin answered him.  “Keelan rescued me from Hapshamin’s spell, and I’ve come with him and Frero to help Silvia in her quest.  I will prove to everyone that I can be trusted.  Have I not already taken a blade for her?”

 “Help Silvia in her quest?  Help her in what quest, may I ask?” Hans turned to Silvia with a questioning stare.

 Silvia mustered the strongest voice she could find.  “I am here for the sole purpose of taking back my crown.”

 Hans’ face drained of color and contorted with mixed emotions.  “It cannot be done right now, I say!  You are merely here to see the city, and Dessica would kill me with her bare hands if anything more were to happen to you.  In the future this may be a possibility, but not now.  You are not ready to even plan for such things!  There is not a way you can do that without Gregorich Hapshamin finding out who you are and killing you!”

 “No, that is not true!” Silvia said.  “There are but a few trusted people—most of whom are in this very room—that know I even exist!  When I was born, my real mother told everyone I was born dead so that I could live.  Do you not see, Hans?  By doing that, she gave me the chance I have now to retake the throne.  No one else knows who I am, and that is my only advantage...I can do this; I know that I can!  I am strong, and I’ve got special people willing to help me.”

 Hans arose and began pacing the room.  “Silvia, this is ludicrous!  Crazy!  Has some sort of madness overcome you, child?”

 Silvia stood up angrily.  “Ludicrous?  Crazy?  No, no, no.  I will tell you what those words really mean.  It is an evil magician: a horrid, magic boogeyman that rides into an unknown city astride his malicious intent.  It is a creature so bad that it turned a whole city against its King and Queen and murdered their heir inadvertently.  It is something so insane that it drives the good Royal Family into hiding and kidnaps a little boy, ruining his childhood and his family’s lives.  That is evil and crazy, not to mention barbaric.  Hans, it is up to me.  I am the true heiress to the crown, and I intend to avenge my parents’ honor by getting it back.  And not one person in this damn world is going to stop me.” She narrowed her eyes.  “Is that clear?”

The room went silent with shock.  Even Keelan, who supported Silvia more than anyone else, was surprised at her strong words and the emotions that had come with them.

 “Mistress Silvia,” muttered Maura tentatively, “maybe you should calm down a bit and think about what you are saying.  After all, you are still very young.  There is plenty of time during the next few years to come up with a decent strategy, and to gather the support you would need for such a tactical maneuver.”

 “That I may be, but I am strong of mind and will,” Silvia retorted.  “And I have thought about this enough.  Now is the time for thinking about what to do next, and then acting on it.  If you don’t want to help me then you may leave and go back home.  I have come too far to change my mind.”

 A knock sounded at the door, and then a piece of parchment slid under it.  Hans went to pick it up, then opened the door to make sure whoever had left it had departed.  He read the note aloud.

  

  

  

 “Sirs and Madams

 One of the King’s Guards came here and wanted to see the lot of you.  Since you ordered not to be disturbed, I reported to him to leave a message.  He said the message was this: King Gregorich wishes Lady Serena and company to give him audience for an early supper this very evening.  He also said to remind the tall man of what the manservant said.

 Thank you.”

  

 “What did the manservant say to you in the King’s court?” Keelan asked Hans, for Hans was by far the tallest of them all, his lean frame stopping about six inches above Keelan.

 Hans looked at him as if to say ‘I don’t quite have trust in you yet boy’, but he promptly replied.  “I was told that it would be very unwise if we were to leave this city without the King’s permission, and that we had better stay put.”

  

  

  

  

 The first thought to cross Silvia’s mind was Oh dear god; he read my mind when we were in the court!  He knows what my plan is and now he’s going to kill me!  But that was a little stretchy, wasn’t it?  Sure she had heard of many different magicians and sorcerers and such, but she doubted if any of them could read minds, much less the King.

 Slowly the fire in her nerves was doused and she started to relax.

 “Well, at least she wasn’t requested to show up alone,” Keelan said.

 “If she is anywhere near the King, I personally guarantee she will not be alone at all,” stated Quentin with a resolute stare at Keelan.  “My shoulder is wounded, yes, but I am not crippled; I will go wherever she goes in order to protect her.  I owe this debt to her and I will pay it.  She is our true Queen.”

 Abruptly Maura stood and started wringing her hands together.  “Mistress, um...I do not believe I will be able to go through with this.  So much has happened already, and my strength is fading.  We’ve already come too close to the King!  I am terrified that I will break under the pressure if more was to happen.  I am scared to death that I’m going to have a slip of the tongue and say something I shouldn’t.  Please forgive me Mistress.  I just can’t do it.”  Hans glared at her angrily, but did not speak.

 Silvia was taken aback by Maura’s words.  However, she could not expect everyone to stand by her and help—she had offered an escape for those who didn’t want to stay hadn’t she?  If Maura felt she was in danger of threatening their plan (whatever it was) then maybe it would be best for her and for all of them if she did leave.  Why place her in a cage of her own lies and deceptions when she had a key to escape and not worry about getting anyone in trouble?  The same went for Dessica and Hans.  Never mind the scars on their hands—they had done their duty to the last king and protected his only child.  That did not mean any of them had to be attached to Silvia for the rest of her life.

Silvia said, “Maura, my dear, you may take your leave in the morning if that is what you wish.  I will send word to Dessica by letter and tell her our situation.  Dilliby, it would be best if she did not ride alone.  Will you accompany her? Good,” she said when he nodded, “that is done.  Now, is there anyone else who also wishes to leave?”

 No one answered.

 “All right then.  So what shall we do until our supper appointment?”

 “I know,” Keelan said softly.  “It’s a place that may be able to help heal Silvia and my brother.  But I don’t want to tell you where we are going until we arrive.”

 “Is it a dangerous place?” Hans inquired.  He would go wherever Silvia went if this boy was around her.

 “Not at all.  We will make a short stop before that as well.”

 Silvia sighed.  “Anything to pass the time will do.”

  

  

 Chapter Nineteen: Introductions

  

 After Silvia had excused everyone to change her torn and bloodied dress, and after Dilliby lent Quentin a clean outfit, it was time to leave.  Dilliby and Maura stayed behind at the inn so that suspicion would not be raised.  Silvia had one of their carts brought around to the front of the inn.  She climbed into the back and sat down on her chair that was nailed to the floor of the cart and was well cushioned.  She felt a brush of cloth as Quentin invisibly tried to slide by her, and Frero climbed in and sat down on the floor facing out the back of the covered cart.  Keelan made sure they were all inside then hopped onto the slab of wood, which was the driver’s seat.  Hans rode with him to see where they were going, not trusting the young man as far as he could throw him.  He snapped the reins gently and both horses started trotting simultaneously.

 The ride took about the same amount of time as it had to get to the palace that morning; only the horses weren’t pulled to a halt in front of a grand palace—they were stopped in front of a quaint little cottage near the out skirts of the city.

 As the five of them exited the cart, the front door creaked open and two beady eyes peered out warily.  Silvia had only a moment’s wonder as to whose home they were at before Keelan said, “It’s all right Pappy.  It’s only me, and I’ve brought someone very special to meet you.”

 A middle aged man opened the door the rest of the way and motioned them inside.  “Your mother is preparing lunch, but I think she may have gone into the garden to gather more vegetables.  We will wait for her in the kitchen...Is Quentin with you?”

 Quentin appeared, flipping back the hood of his robe.

 “Okay,” the man said.  “Just do me a favor and keep yourself visible so that your mother doesn’t faint again.”

 The troupe traversed to the kitchen.  Keelan pulled out a chair for Silvia and she took it, blushing deeply under her veil.  She could not help but to think of how he had told ‘Pappy’ that he had brought someone special for him to meet.  Was she that special someone?  Her blood began to pump faster at the thought.  All the same, what if she hadn’t been the person he’d been referring to?  That idea seemed to bring her spirits off their high shelf.  If she wasn’t the ‘special someone’, then who was she?  Just a friend?  An acquaint-tance perhaps?  Did she mean anything at all to him besides getting some sort of revenge for his brother?  She could not blame him if that was so, but her spirits dropped yet another notch as they waited for Keelan’s mother to appear.  Well if she, by chance, meant anything to him...did she even know what he meant to her?  She had not thought about this, and in a way she was a little frightened about it; she was afraid that she would find that he meant a lot to her, and she wasn’t sure if she was ready for that or not.

A woman with brown hair plaited down past her lower back waltzed into the kitchen from the back door.  She was carrying a small wicker basket filled with a head of lettuce, a radish, two onions, and a tomato.  When she saw the collection of people in her kitchen she eyed her husband suspiciously as she set the basket on the floor.

 “Mother,” said Keelan, “I was waiting for you to come in so I could make an important introduction.  Pappy, Mother, I am incredibly honored in presenting to you Mistress Silvia, or shall I say, the true heiress to the crown—Queen Silvia of Darkania.”

 “Hello,” Silvia sputtered, slightly embarrassed.

 “Is it...is it really true?” the man asked with awe, looking upon Silvia with a brand new light.  “Are you really Madeline’s daughter?”

 Silvia peeled back her nuuisaket to reveal her long red hair and her beautiful green eyes against a lovely cream complexion.

 “My gods,” the woman whispered.

 “Silvia, these are my parents—Vera and Cornelius,” said Keelan.

 Vera and Cornelius both bowed over at the waist, their heads down to the royalty.

 “Your Highness!” Vera said, and Cornelius immediately followed suit.

 “Oh please—do stand up!” said Silvia, embarrassed by their humbleness.  They complied, and Vera asked if she could get anything for Silvia.  Silvia felt guilty, as if she had somehow intruded.  “No thank you...It’s an honor to meet you both.”

 The older woman’s face turned a bright shade of red, nearly matching the radish she had just brought in.

 Hans was quickly introduced next.  There was an awkward silence for a few moments, and then Cornelius asked Silvia if he could say something.

 “Anything you wish, sir,” she replied.

 “All right, here goes.”  He took a deep breath.  “Milady, I just want to tell you that, well, your parents were overly-fond of you—they talked of you incessantly, worrying every second of every day if you were faring well.  They loved you more than they loved each other, and that’s saying a lot.  They risked their lives to get you to some place safe, and after hearing so much about you from the few visits your father chanced, it’s good to see you are strong and well, and I wish you the best of luck in getting to your rightful place.  Vera and I wish to help you in any way, no matter what it takes...You are planning to one day take your place on the throne aren’t you?”  For a moment he almost looked frightened of the thought of her saying no.

 Deeply moved by his speech, Silvia said, “Yes, and I want to thank you for saying such wonderful things of my mother and father.”

 Suddenly, Vera rose from the seat she had taken beside her husband and went into another room.  When she returned, she was carrying a large picture, covered with an old piece of cloth.

 “What is that?” Silvia inquired.

 Vera acted instead of answering, putting a charming smile on her face and throwing the cloth to the floor at the same time.  Silvia gasped, for she was staring at a painting of herself.  A dark brown crushed velvet dress flowed down from a slim, graceful neck.  Surrounding her neck and framing her softly curved face was a waterfall of the same dark, curly, cascading red hair.  A small, rounded nose (a compliment to her other features, most would think) protruded over full, luscious pink-rose colored lips.  And those eyes...as green as the summer meadows, with a hint of a sparkle near the black pupils.  It was as if she were looking into a mirror, wearing another dress.

 “How long have you had this, Mother?” Keelan asked, who had never seen the portrait before.  He moved closer to look at it better, Quentin beside him.

 “Queen Madeline sent us a few things before they actually came to stay here,” Vera said, her eyes getting misty as she remembered.  “She didn’t want the painting to get dirty in the little room beneath Keelan’s bedroom, so I stored it with the others under our bed wrapped up in a blanket.”

“I did not realize the resemblance was so uncanny,” Silvia whispered.  “No wonder Dessica made me wear this veil; we could be twins.”

 “You mean you have never seen what your mother looked like?” Frero asked.

 She shook her head sadly.  “Vera, you said you stored this painting with the others?  May I...could I possibly see them?”

 “Yes, My Queen, right away.  Just follow me to the bedroom.”

 Everyone stood and followed Vera’s lead to a quaint little bedroom.  There, Keelan’s mother got onto her hands and knees and slowly retrieved three more paintings from underneath the bed.  These were placed upon the bed and uncovered one by one.  The first one was of Silvia’s father, a striking black-headed man who appeared to have been very tall.  He was holding a large silver crown on his lap and was just barely smiling.  The second portrait was of two older people, both dressed in royal garments.  Upon questioning about it, Silvia found that they were her grandparents, King Tyron and Queen Madanga.  The last painting was of a strapping young boy, no more than three or four years old.  His hair was coal black and his eyes as green as Silvia’s.  She knew right away that this was her brother, deceased due to a murderous servant.

 Tears poured from her eyes, and Silvia excused herself, running from the room and back into the kitchen.  She stood at the back door and tried unsuccessfully to regain control of herself.

 “I am sorry you’re hurting so much,” said Keelan’s voice from behind her.

 Silvia didn’t turn to face him, afraid of anyone seeing her pain.  “You just don’t know how hard it is...Your whole family dead, and your life full of complex lies that just eat away at you when you find them out...” She sniffled, then wiped her eyes quickly.  She put her nuuisaket back over her face and adjusted it to where it hid her hair.  A shudder racked her body and she held onto the doorframe to keep from falling.  Keelan came up behind her and gently helped her to one of the kitchen chairs.  He sat her down, trying his best not to cry right along with her.

 “My dear Silvia,” he said softly.  “I’m trying to imagine how much pain you’re feeling right now, but I know I cannot even fathom such a thing.  The only thing I can tell you is that, although it hurts, it’s in the past and cannot be changed.  All that you can do for them is to remember them and honor them, and sooner or later take back your place on the throne.  For now, just remember that you can’t do anything to help them, but you can help yourself...Be as strong as you can, Your Majesty, and things will come to pass in time.  But please, do not cry any more.  It pains me to see you so.”

 Silvia nodded, trying to see his point of view.

 “Would you like to see where they stayed?”

 A churning feeling tore at her stomach as she thought of seeing the place where her parents had lived in secret for years.  An image of a cramped hole dug out of the dirt of a tiny bedroom exploded into her mind, and she could not imagine her parents, so good and so just, having to hide in such a place.  “No, it is too painful right now.  Perhaps at a later date I may take a look; just not right now.”

 “Okay.”

 Both of them looked up as Hans, Frero, Quentin, and his parents entered the room.  Keelan stood up and said, “Mother, Pappy, I apologize for this, but we have to be going now.  There is one more place we must go before we return to the inn.”

 “If you must,” Vera said, more than a little disappointed.

  

  

 

 After a delayed exit (made so by the older couple’s persistence on them staying or at least coming back soon), Silvia was helped into the back of the cart.  She gazed at Frero as he was getting ready to climb in with her and said, “Would you mind riding in the front with the others?  I would like to have a word in private with Quentin.”

 He nodded and squeezed in with Hans and Keelan in the front.  Once alone and on their way to wherever it was they were going, Silvia spoke to him in a soft voice. “Quentin, why did you kill Venicius?   I try not to think about him, but that question has been on my mind.  Why him and not me?”

 Quentin had remained visible when Silvia requested to speak with him alone, and he now he turned his blue eyes on her briefly before his gaze settled on the floor of the cart where he was seated.  He sighed, many things heavy on his heart.  “Mistress, please understand that at the time I was...not myself.  I do not know who or what I was.”

 Silvia nodded.  “I know, I know.  I was just wondering what your reason was for murdering him; what purpose did it serve?  I need to know…please.”

 His broad, bony shoulders slumped under the cloak.  “I haunted your dreams for a long time after your father passed to the Underworld.  Then I stopped, for things were going on here in the city and I needed something different for a while I suppose.  After almost two years I returned to your home.  But I was not sure if you still lived there, although I felt it in my bones that you were.  So, I set up a little watch during my first night back and as I watched your bed chambers, I noticed that you had a late night visitor.”

 Silvia blushed.  “Our families did not know of us.  And I do believe I remember having horrible nightmares as a child.”

 Quentin went on as if she had not spoken at all.  “I was the one who caused your horse to throw you from your saddle, and when my brother showed up to help you, I felt such strong emotions emanating from him that I was frightened into my disappearing act.  You see, I did not fully recognize who Keelan was until right before he broke the spell on me.”

 “Keelan was the one who helped me that day?” Silvia said to herself.  “I had no idea that he saved my life...Why did you spook my horse?”

 “I was playing with you milady.  I wanted to scare you into a crazy despair of sorts.  I enjoyed terrifying people then.  Watching people get frightened and provoked tickled my fancy.  But I digress.  I was listening outside your window the next time Venicius visited you.  I heard when and where you were going to meet again, and I went there before you.  I was attempting to horrify you with his infidelity.  I wanted to do anything I could to break you down and make you miserable.”

 Silvia’s eyebrows furrowed behind her veil.  “But...but it was a woman!  I mean, I remember looking back one last time and seeing your white cloak, but before that—“

 “I was a woman.  Yes, yes, I know.”

 She looked at him strangely, confusion and mild amusement playing on her face.

 “I know that it must sound a bit odd, milady.  But the cloak has an unusual power: I have the ability to shift my appearance into anyone or anything that I have taken the life from.”

 “Is that how you were able to speak to me through Venicius’ body the day I started on this journey?”

 “In a way, yes,” Quentin said.  “When you saw his body you fainted.  I was watching you from the woods and as soon as you fainted I leapt into your dreams.”

“What about the night I had my first dream with Keelan?  He said you were in my room in the waking world.  What were you doing?”

 Quentin thought deeply.  “Because I realized something: Knowing for certain that you were alive and that you were old enough to think for yourself, I knew a danger would be upon me if someone were to find you out.  Hapshamin would have realized that I lied to him about you and he would kill me for it.  That is why I tried to steal your memories while you were dreaming.  I was going to kill you afterwards, but Keelan had been keeping an eye out for you, and I am glad that he did so.  He entered your dream and as he took you back to safety and protected you from my spell with his power, I was countered; my spell became more dangerous for myself than for you and I fled as fast as I could.”

 Silvia thought on this for several long moments, then said, “Why not just kill me right away instead of taking my memories? And when I fainted in front of Venicius’ body, you must have known somehow that I was traveling to Darkania and that I wanted to face your master sooner or later.  Why did you not stop me then?  Why not kill me as soon as you had the chance?”

 “I was a creature of habit, and taking memories was a strange addiction for me.  As for when you were on your way here and confronted me, you angered me and weakened me so that I had to go and hide to gather my strength.”  He stopped at that, too humiliated and terrified of losing what trust she had to tell her of the massacre at her home.  Perhaps she would demand his life in return for his atrocities on her homestead.  One day soon he would have to tell her and take his punishment.

 Silvia took this quiet time to think about everything that he had told her.  She tried her best to perceive the situation as from Quentin’s tired mind and eyes.  It was hard to do though she had acquired a pity and sympathy for Keelan’s brother.  She knew he hated everything that he had done while under Hapshamin’s influence and that he was silently grieving over his past.  His immediate turnabout of ways had given him a very large burden to bear.  All the same, she felt a cautiousness of him.  It was not so much that he had been a murdering servant of evil, but that she was afraid some part of Hapshamin’s spell still remained hidden in the folds of the white cloak, listening to every word.  It was a frightening but perfectly logical thought for Silvia.  After all, why had she been invited to the King’s supper?  It couldn’t possibly be because he wanted to know more about her.  He might be planning to make a formal apology for what Lano had done in his courtroom.  But her imagination ran amok and she fear the worst likely scenario: She would walk in, sit to feast, be told that her secret was known, and her head would be lopped off right in the middle of dinner.

 Silvia sighed inwardly and tried to refocus her mind.  To Quentin she said, “How is it, exactly, that you and Keelan can enter one’s dreams?  Do you have to be asleep too?”

 Quentin noticed that their subject of conversation had lightened a bit, and he talked easier.  “Sometimes we do.  I am not sure of how our images get into other’s minds; all I know is that when I want to do it, I just think of the person whom I want to ‘dream visit’ and I just magically appear there.  It is really a strange feeling and it’s remarkable that it can even be done.”

 “I have to admit I was astounded when I first realized that Keelan was an actual man,” Silvia said, and tried to stifle a giggle as she went on.  “I thought he was an imaginary person my mind had made up so I would not feel so alone.”

Quentin thought he saw something past the muffled giggles.  Lowering his voice, although it was doubtful that the others could hear them over the sound of the trotting horses, he said, “Milady, pardon my asking this—I’m not meaning to be nosy.  Do you care for my brother?”

 She was slightly startled.  Not expecting that sort of question, she didn’t know how to answer.  She had tried not to think about her feelings for Keelan because it was too soon after Venicius and because it would hinder her from thinking about what she had come here to do.  Carefully choosing her words, she softly said, “Keelan has helped me out a lot.  I consider him a dear friend and a good person.”

 Quentin noted her body language had changed, as well as her voice and rightly guessed that the topic had been closed.

 Silvia realized then that they must have made a turn somewhere.  The cobblestone road had gone, and they were now following the lead of a little-used dirt path.  Large oak trees lived on either side of the road, but did not close the carriage in all that badly.  The shade provided was most welcome in the warmth of the day.  They hadn’t been on the tiny road over a quarter hour when a residence appeared.  It was off to the left side of the road and beside a small row of pines.  Unlike most of Darkania’s homes, this one was made not of stone, but of wood.  The front of the house bore a large front door, two windows, and a small porch with two chairs made of wicker.

 Keelan pulled the reins to the left and stopped the horses under the shade of a group of pine trees.  Silvia heard the sound of a large stream nearby and could almost see the crystalline water spilling over the rocks and pebbles.

 “Stay out here for a moment.”  He climbed off of the driver’s seat and walked up to the house.  He made three sharp raps upon the door and took a step back.  When the door opened, the figure of a tall old man stood there, leaning on a cane.  He beckoned the young man to enter and walked back inside.

 They waited much longer than a moment.  Several minutes had passed by before Keelan returned.  Hans had started grumbling about young men and certain actions they took which led them to untimely deaths.  Clearly, he disliked Keelan to an extent.  

 Finally, the door opened, and Keelan exited.  He led the others inside; Silvia wished to remain for a few more minutes to be with the horses and collect her thoughts.

  

  

  

 Keelan quickly went over everything that had happened in the past several weeks, for he hadn’t seen Zander in over a month.  Zander knew all of the secrets of Keelan’s life, and so he never had to hide anything from him.  Here, his conscious was at rest, and his frayed nerves mended in peace.  The introductions were made quickly.  No grudges were held against Quentin for his past actions for the old man knew how dark magic worked, although he did ask that Quentin remove his cloak before coming in.  Zander took a particular interest in Frero, seeing him as a new friend of about the same age, and they also appeared to hold several things in common, such as gardening.  Hans seemed to warm up to Zander as well, though he fired some unreadable expressions at Keelan.  He wondered why Silvia was still outside, and kept looking out the window at her, always the vigilant guard.

 Not seeing Mary anywhere, Keelan asked if she had gotten over her sickness she had had the last time he visited.  The look on Zander’s face told him all he needed to know, and he felt as if he had been punched in the stomach.  Mary had been a sweet woman and he knew Zander had loved her very much.  His heart ached for the old man’s loss and he didn’t know what to say.  He had thought of her as a good person who was always ready to accommodate the needs of others.

Frero said, “My wife died when she gave birth to our second child many years ago.  I tried my best to take care of the poor little thing, but he died at two months old.  It broke my heart.  My first child has already married and has three children.  She comes to see me every so often.”

 “Mary and I never had the joys of children; she was not able to conceive.  That is why we were always so fond of young Keelan here.  He has been like a son to me.”

 “Yes, he appears to be a good lad,” Frero commented.  “He and his brother are smart as foxes in their young age!”

 The brothers shook their heads and smiled.

 Zander chuckled.  “I say, where is Her Majesty?  Surely she isn’t afraid of an old coot like me!”

 “You never know,” laughed Keelan.  “She just may be!”  He went outside to fetch her attention.

  

  

 Chapter Twenty: Stone-Bearers

  

 “Milady?”

 She turned around, a serene and strikingly lovely smile behind her veil.  “May I have something to drink?”

 Keelan nodded.  “Zander will see to your beverage.”

 “Do you think he might have a bucket so that I may fetch these poor creatures some water?  It’s a stifling day, and I’m sure they must be thirsty.”

 “I’m positive the horses will be watered before we depart.”

 Silvia smiled again and walked past him to the porch.  As she went by he could smell her sweat and a trace of perfume, and the scents made his loins considerably warmer, so that he began to sweat too.  He followed her and went inside.

 Frero (whose obvious passion for plant life controlled his conversations) had become engaged in another talk about gardening with Zander, and were comparing their ways of making flowers bloom faster.  Keelan cleared his throat and asked for a glass of something to drink for Silvia.  Moments later, water had been poured from an earthen pitcher into several cups for everyone as he introduced her properly.

 “I must say it is one of the biggest moments of my life: I have never met a Queen before,” said Zander as he bowed.

 “I am not yet a queen,” Silvia protested, holding up her hand.  “So you have yet to meet one, sir.”

 “On the contrary, you are, my lady,” Zander countered.  “You were born a princess, and as soon as your parents passed away, you became Queen.  Not a queen, but the Queen.  It does not matter who is sitting on your throne because it is not theirs.”

 “Well, thank you.” She inclined her head.

 “May I ask how you plan on improving the city when you assume your rightful position?”

 “I honestly haven’t considered what I would change,” she answered, a little embarrassed.  “I must first retrieve my crown from Gregorich’s filthy head, and that will prove to be quite a task.  I haven’t even found out anything about the city, other than the homeless shelter has been burned repeatedly.  I would most definitely like to remedy their dire situation.”

 The old man nodded his head in agreement.  “One thing at a time...I don’t expect you will be telling him who you really are?”

 “No.”  Quentin answered for her.  “The King does not know she still exists.  If he knew her true identity he would slaughter her, claiming her to be an imposter (or some other such lie), thus securing his throne permanently.  Queen Silvia has already been introduced to him as ‘Lady Serena of Alwak’.”  He quickly explained the morning’s episode at the palace.

 Zander went wide-eyed and looked hard at the girl.  “You are in a bad position, milady.  Much caution is warranted here.  One cannot be too careful.”

“That may be,” she said, “but I came to Darkania with expectations of bad things.”

 “A wise woman.  You will make for a wondrous queen.  But you will require much help along the way, and I cannot neglect this need.”  He suddenly stood and went out his back door.  Puzzled, they waited for him patiently.  He returned a bit later with a large, dust- and mud-covered rock the size of his fist.  He looked under a table near the door and took out a bucket.  In this he placed the rock and poured the rest of the water from the pitcher over it.  The bucket was placed on top of the table, and Zander rolled up his sleeves.  As the rest of the group watched with undisguised curiosity, Zander began to wash the rock.  When he finished, he took the bucket outside and emptied the water from it.  Upon coming back he said, “Now I don’t want to see a greedy look in any eyes,” and lifted the rock for all to see and behold.

 Everybody gasped, for it wasn’t a large, dirty rock any longer.  No, before them was a sapphire of the most beautiful shade of blue, and every bit of six inches across and seven inches thick.

 “Isn’t she a beauty?” he said, and without waiting for a response, he mumbled something, smashing the gorgeous sapphire as hard as he could on the table.  Silvia cried out in dismay as it was broken into pieces.  Zander ignored her, speaking more quiet words over the broken jewel.  His eyes were closed, and his breathing became ragged.  He stopped, then said, “Don’t touch the stones.”  Leaving the room again, he went into another part of the house, via a tall skinny door.  Minutes later, there was a sawing, as of rope being cut with a dull blade.

 Whilst they were waiting, Keelan and  Frero carried several buckets out to the stream behind the house, where they were filled with clear water and taken around the house to where the horses stood lathering.  When the men went back inside, Zander was just coming out of the skinny door.  He went straight to the table and separated the stone pieces.  One by one, he set each jewel fragment on the end of a necklace, made out of a silken, thin piece of thin, braided rope.  A sapphire piece was placed in the middle of the silken rope, and then a long section of extremely thin, flexible wire was wrapped around it, binding it to the rope necklace.  Next, a worm-thin stretch of expensive lace was entwined about the wire, making the wire disappear beneath, and gave the sapphire fragment a rich, fancy look.  When he finished, he lined them all in a row on the table: five beautiful gems in five quaint, but suitable necklaces.

 Silvia was looking at the jewelry with a questioning stare.  “May I ask how you managed to break the stone into a quintet of stones?” she asked.  “Under normal circumstances I would imagine that when it was broken it would have left fragments of different shapes and sizes, not to mention tiny flakes and chips.  But I see none of these and, strangely, the broken pieces are extremely similar in shape and size.”

 “Oh, my!  How remarkable!” Frero exclaimed.  “My old eyes didn’t even catch it!  You are a very observant woman, Your Majesty!”

 “I am not yet a queen, Frero, so please refrain from using such words for the moment.”

 Zander shot Silvia an ill glance at her words, but said nothing.

 Quentin spoke up.  “If you please, how did you do it?”

 Zander had a charming smile, even though several teeth had taken leave long ago.  His eyes seemed to twinkle.  “That is a trick of the trade, my boy.”

 Silvia gaped at him.  “You mean you’re a—“

 “Sorcerer?  Wizard?  Witch doctor?  Yes, yes, there are many names by which I can, or may be, called.  I prefer ‘practitioner’.  Both my parents were as such—they run heavily in my family.”  He stopped in surprise as Silvia stood up, a queer expression on her lovely face.

“Silvia, what’s wrong?” Keelan asked worriedly, also standing.

 “Milady, I am sorry if I’ve said something I shouldn’t have!” Zander said.  “Please, forgive and old man!”

 She blinked, then looked around, abashed.  All eyes were wide and on her person.  Staring and wondering what, exactly, had upset her so badly, they waited.  She became swiftly ashamed of herself, and felt her cheeks redden beneath her veil and her eyes began to shed tears.  She let her gaze fall to the floor.  Her voice sounded hushed as she spoke.  “May you all forgive me.  It is I who needs to be sorry and apologize for interrupting...but I am afraid I cannot.  That bastard who declared himself King is a sorcerer, and my mother and father are dead because of him.  I just can’t be in this room right now.  Please excuse me whilst I collect my thoughts.”  She abruptly turned and hurried to the front door, shutting it quietly behind her.

 Seconds later she was in the carriage.  Hans had followed her outside, but had seen that she need some time alone.  He went to check on the horses, glancing back at the carriage often.  Her shoulders heaved up and down as she wept.  

 Silvia did not know why she was crying, but it felt so good to let all of her frustration out instead of bottling it up.  And to make things even worse, she realized she hadn’t brought a handkerchief with her and had to use the bottom of her voluminous dress to wipe her tears away.

  

  

  

 Zander had stood up and was gazing imploringly into Keelan’s eyes.  “Keelan, I do not wish to have the kind Lady Silvia’s anger upon me for another sorcerer’s deeds.  I cannot help what I am—it’s all I know!  Please, will you speak with her?  I only want to help.  I mean no harm.”

 Keelan nodded.  “Right now she had her mind on what you were doing, but when you said you were a man of magic, she thought immediately of Gregorich.  He’s caused the poor girl so much pain, and everything’s coming down very hard on her all at once, it seems.  She hasn’t dealt with any other sorcerer besides him, so it might be hard for her to picture a person of magic that does good and not evil.”

 The old man sat back down.  “Yes, I see your point.  It must be a very hard time for her right now.”  He paused and then said, “Is there something else that ails her, by chance?”

 “What have you in mind?”
              Zander hesitated, having seen Keelan’s interest in the startling young woman.  “Well, I was wondering if there were else on her mind.  Is there something else going on besides what happened today?”

 “I don’t believe so.  What is it that you mean?”

 “She is at a ripe age for a betrothal, lad.  Is there a fixed marriage in her future?”

 Keelan’s proud shoulders slumped a bit.  “I had not thought of that.  It will be a wonder if her foster mother hasn’t found a suitable husband for her yet.”  He sighed.  “Oh, how my heart aches at the very thought of her being engaged to any man other than...” He mumbled the sentence, and then did not finish it.  But the other men knew what he meant.

 Quentin and Frero were shocked at the amount of pain in his voice, for neither of them knew he felt so deeply for Silvia, and neither expected him to voice his affections in such a forthright manner.

 “Go and talk to her lad,” Zander said softly.

 When Keelan left the room, Frero asked, “Has he ever been in love before?”
              The other one sighed.  “No. But it was bound to happen sooner than later.  I only hope I was wrong in the girl possibly being betrothed.”

 

  

  

 Silvia heard footsteps nearing the carriage and tried to wipe away the tears.

 Keelan walked up and climbed into the carriage, sitting across from her.  Minutes passed in awkward silence.

 Finally, she said, “I hope I didn’t anger your friend too greatly.”

 “Actually, my dear woman, he asked for you to send your anger for him away.  He cannot help who he is, milady, and he doesn’t use his powers to do bad things.  Zander is nothing like Gregorich.  He’s the one who gave me my powers.  You have nothing to fear from him.  Besides, whatever he is doing I am sure he’s only trying to help you.”

 “I feel badly about acting so petty,” Silvia admitted.  “A queen I may be by birth, but my mind seems to belong to that of a child.”

 “Nonsense, and no one is angry at you Silvia.  But they are concerned, as am I.  We all know you’ve a lot on you right at the moment, but I was wondering if there was anything else that we don’t know about that could be troubling you?  It would be just between the two of us, of course, if you wished to share anything.”

 She rolled her eyes upwards and blinked.  Fresh tears fell.

 “Silvia, please tell me what’s bothering you.  I hate to see tears fall down such a lovely face.”

 She did not smile at his compliment, but decided to give him some sort of answer.  “I feel so much...pressure.  I mean, look at what all I’ve been through recently. I learned that I am the rightful heiress to the throne of a city unknown to me.   My lover was brutally murdered in an act of betrayal.  I traveled here and immediately got one of my servants murdered by a cold-blooded drunk, and upon going to court I got your brother and myself stabbed by the same knife!  And now I have to go before the King again—the very one I plan to usurp.  Oh Keelan, my life seems so full of purpose—like avenging my parents and getting the throne.  But all the same, it is going to pieces.  All the things that should not be happening are occurring on a regular basis for me!”  She sobbed openly now, hugging herself and sniffling.

 Keelan sat silently for a moment.  “Is there anything else upsetting you?  Anything more personal?”

 Silvia looked at him.  His face was full of concern and pity.  His eyes almost had a clear view into her very soul.  She breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly.  Silvia did have feelings for him, and that was the only other thing that was bothering her.  But she didn’t want to explore those feelings to see how deep they went.  She couldn’t, and wouldn’t, tell him this.  If she did she knew they would become emotionally attached and in the situation all of them were in, they could all be killed if she was found out.  The very thought of anyone, especially Keelan, getting murdered over her was too much to bear.  No, she could not let him know of her feelings; it’d only be putting him in more danger because he’d want to protect her night and day.  Her life was not worthy of his love.

 So, she whispered, “I would rather not say.”

 She could not have known the pain that seared Keelan’s heart at her words, for he hid it well.

  

  

  

 When they rejoined the others, Hans begged to stay outside, for it was rather warm in the small cottage.  He also said he refused to wear one of the necklaces Zander had made to help them, saying that he didn’t need one to do his duty to Silvia.  Frero, Quentin, and Zander were already wearing theirs (Zander wore the one that Hans had turned away).

Zander bowed deeply to Silvia.  “My lady, my Queen, please forgive me for whatever I have done,” he said.

 Silvia glanced at Keelan, whose head was hung low.  “You need not ask for forgiveness when you have done nothing wrong.  You cannot help who you are, as I cannot help who I am.”  She looked at the two remaining necklaces still lying on the table.  “I assume those two are meant for Keelan and I.  What is their purpose?”

 “Whoever wears these needs only to grasp the sapphire or set it next to bare skin and speak, and the others who are wearing the rest of the sapphires will hear you.”
              “How?” she asked.  “I mean, how will we hear each other?  Will the voices speak aloud?”

 Zander chuckled.  “No, Silvia.  What would strangers around you think if they heard voices coming from a necklace?  Why, we’d all be accused of being necromancers!”

 “That’s an odd word,” Keelan said.  “What does it mean?”

 “It means,” answered Frero in a thick voice, “that you can speak to the dead and have the deceased do your bidding.”

 “My gods!  How revolting,” he exclaimed.

 “Yes, it is, and very dangerous,” said Zander solemnly.  “But to answer your question, you will hear each other through your minds.  The voices will not be out loud, but in your head.”

 “Do you have to speak out loud when you are the one trying to get a message to the others?” asked Keelan.

 “Yes,” replied the old man.  “It may be possible, however, to hear other people speaking around you too.”

 “Do you have to be holding the stone or have it on your flesh to hear the others?” Quentin asked.  “And will the same voice reach all of us at the same time?”
              “No, you just have to be wearing your stone.  And the voice or voices should reach each of us at the same time.  It is magic, remember?  But do not take these off if you can help it.  Falling into the wrong hands could get us all killed at this point.”

 “Can you hear them if you are asleep?” inquired Frero.  “I know at my age I like to take a nap or two on most days.”

 Zander’s eyebrows furrowed in thought.  “Of that I am not sure.  But I don’t see why you wouldn’t be able to hear them.”

 Silvia was thinking as well as listening.  Zander appeared to be a good man, wizard or not.  So, she decided no harm could come at the moment for her to wear the necklace.  After all, it was a gorgeous gem.  Besides, what could it hurt to try a little bit of good, harmless magic?  She breathed in and spoke.  “All right.  Keelan, if you would be so kind as to put the necklace on me so that I do not mess up my veil?” She stood still as he put the necklace on her and adjusted her nuuisaket over it.  “Thank you.  Zander, we really must head back to the Home Away From Home soon.  I’d like to eat something light and then rest a while before I have to go back to the palace.”

 “Very well,” Zander said.  He picked up the remaining necklace and placed it over Keelan’s head.  Then he walked around to each of them and whispered words no one could quite make out over each of the stones.  The mood in the room was a somber one.

 Silvia’s necklace reached all the way to her breasts, and as he mumbled over hers she felt warmth spread from her heart and run throughout her body. She closed her eyes as it filled her. Despite the warmth of the cabin and the heat from the stone, goose bumps flew up on her arms and a shudder ran through her.

 

  

 Chapter Twenty One: Words From the Dead

  

 Her eyes opened to the painful rays of sunlight streaming through the curtains of the bedroom.  For a moment, one blissful, cherished moment, she forgot who she was and where she was, and sank into a deep peace.  Flowers blossomed everywhere she looked and bluebirds chirped happily as they flew in lazy circles above her.  Distantly, a doe and her fawn leapt through the swaying grass of the meadow.  She breathed in, taking in the sweet air of harmony.

 But then she heard a dog barking and harshly snapped back into her miserable reality where the family dog, Juke, was licking the palm of her worn and wrinkled hand.  She gazed at the dog with nothing less than pure hatred as hot, salty tears stung her already reddened eyes.  Juke whimpered and lay down beside the bed.  She immediately regretted the spontaneous bout of loathing for the animal.  After all, if it had not been for him, Venicius might not have been found for several more days.

 Raena sighed remorsefully and sat up, swinging her legs off the bed.  She bent over and scratched the black and white mutt behind his ears and didn’t even bother to wonder why he was not on a chain.  On the other side of the bed her husband rolled over and mumbled something unintelligible before he began snoring again.

 Ten minutes later Raena had dressed and tied her gray hair up in a scalp-stretching bun.  She turned to Juke and said, “Come on boy.  This day’s been put off for a while now, and that room needs to be cleaned out.”

 Juke stayed at her heels as she wound her way through the old house.  The boards under her feet groaned and creaked in protest of her weight, which wasn’t more than a brittle hundred and ten pounds.  Raena sighed again as she thought of the rotting wood she had already found in many parts of the old house.  The boards would have to be replaced soon or else they would have to tear down the place and rebuild it.  The idea of doing that so soon after her grandson’s passing made her stomach ache.  Besides, the cost alone would hurt them badly, and Venicius wouldn’t be there to help replace them.

 Down the skinny steps she went and through the small hallway.  She passed Tracey’s room (another grandchild) and stopped at the next door.  Turning the knob, she pushed the door open quietly and stepped into the dimly lit room.  A small dusty bookshelf rested its back against the wall to the left of the door and a large desk with bleached wood sat in the corner beside it.  Papers were scattered all about it.  Paintings—nice, although rather cheaply done—hung on the rest of the wall.  Straight ahead of her was a long, narrow bed.  Its cotton sheets were all askew; no one had touched the room since he had disappeared.  The two pillows had large lumps in them from Venicius trying to fluff them repeatedly.  Above the bed was a shuttered window.  Light struggled to fight its way in through the cracks of the shutters but did not succeed very well.  Another window shut out the light at the foot of the bed.  The wall adjoining Tracey’s room was cluttered with two small chests of drawers, and clothes were strewn on the floor around them carelessly.  She smiled a little as she remembered how he appeared neat and clean to everyone…until they saw his bedchambers.

 Raena drifted over to his bed in a daze and seated herself primly on the edge.  Memories rushed over her and she returned to the past.  She remembered Tracey racing into her room to tattletale on one of her older brothers as best as a ten-year-old knew how.  That was how Raena and Geremy had heard of him running off.  While she tucked the little girl back into bed, Geremy had gone outside.  He called for Venicius for a few minutes and then gave up, thinking his grandson would be back by the early hours of the morning.  When they were nestled back in their bed and almost asleep again, they heard a scream shatter the stillness of the night.  Geremy bolted out of bed and sat up all night waiting for their grandchild to return and be all right.

But Venicius never came home.  When Raena awoke from a fitful sleep she found her husband dressed and nearly out the bedroom door in a hurry.  There had been no need to ask what it was that he was going to do: He went to look for Venicius.  Evening came and Geremy hobbled into the house.  Sweat stains were all over his clothes and his face was ashen.  He was weak with worry and hunger, and lack of sleep.  Raena’s own worry increased, knowing that something was very wrong.  Venicius had not done this before, and he wasn’t a rash young man.

 She made her husband eat despite his protestations that he couldn’t stomach the food.  After dinner he went upstairs to bed, not even bothering to bathe.  He said he would search again in the morning.

 The next day and night were the same as the first—searching all day, eating, then sleeping.  By the third morning he was getting desperate and took Venicius’ younger brothers.  Brandic was fifteen and Hemfield was sixteen.  All together, they went in search of the missing young man.  Juke, tired of being left behind while the family conducted its endless searches, broke his chain not long after they left and went after them.

 An hour afterwards, Brandic returned to the house.  He would say nothing except, “Juke found him.”

 Raena’s heart shattered as she watched Brandic retrieve a shovel from their cellar.  He started digging beside two graves that were about a hundred feet away from the house in the backyard.  Crying silently she gathered two spare sheets from the linen closet and took them outside.  In front of the house she spread both sheets side by side on the ground and waited.

 Then, to Raena’s surprise her sister that lived a mile or so up the road stopped in.  Grace glanced at the sheets on the ground before explaining that Geremy had come by her home the day before looking for Venicius, and wanted to know if he had come home yet.

 “He is coming now,” Raena had replied.

 Grace had not questioned her further; she grabbed her sister’s hand tightly and they waited.  Before long, Hemfield appeared out of the woods, tears running down his dirty face.  Behind him came Geremy, with the dog at his heels.  Geremy was holding Venicius in his arms, straining from the weight.  The naked young man was laid upon one of the sheets and covered up with the other one to hide his grotesque body.  Raena could not get his face out of her mind.  She allowed Grace to hold her as she sobbed for her grandson.

 When Tracey went outside to see what everyone was doing she took one look at the sheets covering the body and began screaming.  Directly after, a party consisting of Mistress Dessica’s daughter and her servants—people who lived several miles away—had pulled up in covered carts.  Raena had made quite an embarrassing scene, after which the party of people had come over to gaze upon the tortured body of her grandchild to pay respects.  The Mistress had screamed and fainted, and when she came to she requested to depart immediately.

 The rest of the day had been dreary.  Grace insisted upon staying for the children’s sake.  Venicius was buried beside the graves of his parents, who had died of a strange illness seven years before.

 Everyone went about their mourning in different ways.  All were silent and wore black for days.  Last night Raena had decided that it was time to clean out Venicius’ room.

 It was five days since his body had been found and buried, but to Raena, the pain was strong and grievous.  She looked around the room somberly.  She was surprised to find herself weeping again.  When would she run out of tears to cry?  Her eyes were swollen and itchy, and it ached when she wept, physically and emotionally.

 “I need to calm down and get this done,” Raena told herself in an unsteady tone.  She stood and walked over to her late grandson’s desk and began going through the papers all over the top of it.  Some of them were little drawings and doodles made from ink or lumps of gray chalk, but most were bits and pieces of poetry.  All of it was thrown into a small pile to be burned.  The book-shelf she left alone.  Her other grandchildren could decide amongst themselves who got which book.  Next, she gathered the dirty clothes from around his chests of drawers and dumped them in a pile beside the door.  His bed was then stripped of its sheets, which were also thrown into the dirty clothes pile.

But as she was taking the pillowcase off of the second pillow, her hand bumped something with an edge.  Curious, she examined the pillow out of its case.  The seam along one of the ends had been cut open, but was now kept shut with several straight pins.  Raena plucked them out and opened the end of the pillow.  She slid her hand inside the cotton stuffing and touched something.  Slowly, she grabbed it and pulled it out, dusting the feathered stuffing off of it.

 It appeared to be a book of some sort.  The cover was leather and a string was tied around it in a bow.  She undid the bow and lifted the leather cover.

 She stared in astonishment for several long moments.  “I never knew he kept a diary,” she muttered softly.  Venicius had always been so open with her and Geremy, ever since he was a little boy.   Why, he had even confessed to her after his very first lie!  What could have been so important to him that he would not tell one of them?

 And so, agitated, she began to read.  She read and read and read.  The diary was long, and the pages thick.  There weren’t any dates, and she had a lot of trouble discerning how old he had been when he wrote the entries. She recalled some of the events, and knew it to be at least ten years old, give or take a year.  The last pages caught her attention, however.  He had written of staying with Grace for several days to help her plow her field.  Raena knew that had been only a month or two ago.  But it wasn’t that which caught her attention—it was the next entry:

  

 Diary, she is the most beautiful when the moonlight strikes her hair!  My god, you should see her!  We met again last night in her bedroom.  As soon as I climbed through the window she had her clothes off, waiting for me in her silken bed.  Such a perfect body...  Her breasts are large and full, with nipples that always stand erect ...Why, I should be jealous of any child she ever has, for it will stay at those lovely breasts for months on end!  Her long legs wrap around me tightly during our midnight romps.  Her womanhood is ever ready for me to take it and is always moist with desire.  Just thinking about her arouses me so that I have to quit writing and do other activities before I explode.  We meet again in three days...

  

 Raena was absolutely horrified beyond belief.  Her hand had flown up over her mouth as she gasped at her grandson’s evil mischief.  She had not had any kind of sexual conduct until she was married to Geremy, though they had married quite young.  That was the proper way for good people.  Silently, she prayed that Venicius be forgiven by her god.

 And just who was this heathen girl that had successfully seduced his innocence?  Surely Raena’s precious Venicius would not have strayed from being so good all on his own.  Whoever this girl was, she worked for all the evil beings in this world; Raena was sure of it.  She bent over the diary again.

  

 We talked tonight instead of making love, for she was on her monthly schedule.  We agreed that I would visit her again in...

  

 The entry was cut short.  Raena’s eyes skipped forward to the next.

  

 Our visit before this one had been like any other, and my dear love was just fine.  But tonight I learned that something horrible had happened—my beloved had been thrown from her favorite horse!  She appeared to be okay, but she had numerous bumps and bruises.  We are to meet in the woods in a week.  It will be her first time meeting me outside of her bedroom.  I am scared she will get caught, but still...I cannot wait.

 

 Raena looked up from the leather-bound journal.  She remembered hearing word a couple of weeks ago about a young woman being thrown from her saddle.  But who was it?  Who was the girl?  Raena strained through her memories, trying to get the girl’s name.  She thought it began with an ‘S’, but she wasn’t very sure.  Her name couldn’t be hard to find out.  If Raena had heard about it then someone else had to have heard about it too, and they would know her name.  Quietly, she returned to the last entry of the diary, hoping it would explain more.

  

 Oh, diary, tonight will be the most important night of my life!  This evening I will ask for her hand in marriage.  I’m incredibly nervous, but confident.  I have plucked the petals off of all my grandmother’s red roses.  When I get to our meeting place, I will spread a blanket and sprinkle it with them.  I am hoping this will be romantic for her because my grandmother will kill me over the roses without a damn good explanation!  When my beautiful maiden arrives, I will propose a marriage to her, and when she accepts, we will make love on the blanket of roses.  I will give her a gift until I can afford a ring—a pretty white silk ribbon.  I know it is not much, but I hope she will accept it in good faith.  I do not even want to think of what will happen to me if she says no...

 But oh, my beloved Silvia, I pray that you will say yes.

  

 Fury ran rampant throughout Raena’s body.  Silvia?  Mistress Dessica’s daughter?  The Mistress Silvia?  Venicius had a relationship with her? Oh, sure Silvia was a beautiful young woman of excellent social stature, and she had always been very nice the few times Raena had met her.  How could she have started a relationship with her precious grandchild without anyone ever knowing about them?  No, no, no.  What they had had wasn’t a relationship; it was a horrendous affair.  Oh yes, Raena knew what had happened.  The little trollop had used her good looks to charm her way into Venicius’ attentions and made him risk getting into serious trouble by sneaking out to meet her.  Apparently he was the one who went to see her every time, except the last.  My god, Raena thought, if he had been caught her whole family would have been ruined.  Her stomach twisted as she thought of what the consequences would have been.  Her other grandsons would marry into poorer families, as would Tracey, and Venicius would have had to marry the lowest of the low as society’s punishment.  Raena would have been shunned from every tea party and social gathering for the rest of her life, and they would be the center of the rumor mill.

 Yes, the Mistress Silvia had lured him into evil ways.  Sneakiness, seduction, betrayal of family...And her roses!  Raena’s gorgeous roses!  They had bloomed early this year, but had thrived nevertheless.  Their petals always spread wide and full, and when early morning dew fell it looked as though each rose were made of velvet.  Raena had taken superb care of her roses, but her ‘reds’, as she fondly called them, were her prized possessions.

 She jumped up, slipping the diary into a pocket she had sewn onto her dress years before.  The top of the journal stuck out of it.  She turned to go out Venicius’ bedroom and saw Hemfield in the doorway.

 “Grandmother, you are pale.  Would you like a cup of tea?”

 Raena shook her head.  “I must see to my garden.”  He moved out of her way quickly, for she had been neglecting them since Venicius’ disappearance.  She brushed past him and a minute later was standing in front of her roses, a look of despair upon her face.  Only the pink, peach, and white roses remained.  Not a single red rose had been left unplucked.

Tears welled in her eyes, and she angrily wiped them away.  She gazed at her other roses for a long moment, and noticed a small dash of red on one of the white ones.  She extended a trembling hand and picked it up from the white rose.

 The last red petal.  It looked like a large spot of blood in her palm, and this brought a sudden, strange thought to her mind.

 Venicius had wrote that he was going to give the wench a white silk ribbon...That was what had been tied around his wrist when he had been found.  So…Silvia had refused his offer of matrimony, maybe hoping to meet a richer man (if she didn’t have one already).  But the girl felt that she couldn’t just leave it at that.  She wondered why: why not just refuse and be done with it?  It wouldn’t have been hard.  Venicius was a very compassionate, accepting individual.

 Raena pondered on this in her garden of flowers.  Then, when the answer came, it was all too clear: The little tramp hadn’t wanted Venicius to ruin her chances of marrying a wealthy man by blabbing his mouth.  If he had spread the word of their sexual midnight rendezvous, Raena’s family wouldn’t have been the only one ruined.  Silvia would never have found even a half-decent suitor.  So that was it!  She murdered Raena’s favorite grandchild out of selfishness to secure her own future.  

 Mistress Silvia was a murderess.  Raena’s eyes filled with fury. 

  

  

  

 Geremy was scrubbing the few dishes he had dirtied up for breakfast when Raena ambled into the kitchen a little while later.

 “Good morning,” he said, not really feeling that it was so.  He just wanted something to say to break the interminable silence around the house.

 “I-I’m leaving,” Raena said, staring blankly into space.

 “What?”  Geremy stopped scrubbing the dishes, threw the washing rag onto the counter and dried his hands on his untucked shirt.

 His wife turned to look at him, reminding him of how she had changed since Venicius’ death, and not for the better.  Sometimes he wondered if she were going mad.  Even now her eyes glazed and he wasn’t sure she had heard him until she said, “I have to leave.  This...place suppresses me.  I feel suffocated.  I have to go.”

 Geremy was more than surprised, but thought he understood.  “Raena, honey, this is a hard time for all of us.  I know you’re hurting right now but you aren’t the only one and you need to realize that.  The best thing for everybody is to be together.  We need to feel each other’s love so we can get through this time of pain.  It’s what Venicius would want us to do.  We will prevail in our sorrow.”

 Raena’s glazed expression became a glare.  “We need to stay together, eh?”  She chuckled, but not in a way that Geremy liked; it was too dark and knowing.  Deceptive, even.  “Well if you think we should stick together, why have you been taking day-long walks nearly every day?”

 Geremy stared at his wife of thirty-six years.  “Honey, why are you acting—“

 “Answer my question and I’ll answer yours.”

 He swallowed.  “Well, uh...I just needed time—“

 “Exactly!” she hissed.  “Exactly what I thought you’d say.  You needed time away from everyone and everything.  That is what I want, and that is why I am acting the way I am.  Now, I’m going to Mistress Dessica’s home for a quick visit, and then I will be going to Grace’s for a week or two.”

 She stalked off, and he assumed she was going to pack for her trip.  Geremy wiped the tears from his eyes.  This was the closest thing they’d had to a fight in almost ten years.  He had not known Raena was hurting so badly.  He followed her, hoping to make amends.  When he entered the bedroom they shared, he found his wife had already packed nearly half of her summer clothes out of her wardrobe and was trying to fold them neatly enough to close her small trunk.

“My dear,” he started, but she cut him off with a glare.

 “You cannot change my mind.”

 “I wasn’t going to try, Raena.  I was just wondering why you’re choosing to visit a woman you do not even know well at such a time.  Wouldn’t you rather just stay here or go straight to Grace’s house?”

 “I have my reasons, and no, I will not stay.”

 Geremy tried a different approach.  “Would you like me to accompany you?  I feel very ungentlemanly about you travelling alone.”

 “I have no wish for company,” she answered curtly.

 He hesitated before asking his next question.  The very thought of it made his fingers twitch and turned his palms sweaty.   “Raena, is this...your way of leaving your husband?”

 Raena looked up briefly, but her expression did not soften.  Wisps of her mostly-gray hair floated around the thin curves of her face.  “This is not the time to worry over such matters Geremy.  What an immature thing to say.”

 Geremy felt as if his heart had been stomped on.  Not the time to worry over such things? he wondered.  Why was she acting so cruel?  Had death really changed her so much?  He decided to try and make her stay long enough for lunch, and to his astonishment she said she would.

 Soon, he was in the kitchen, cooking again.  A little under an hour later Raena came down the stairs and entered the room.  A wonderful aroma beckoned her to take a seat at the table. Brandic, Hemfield, and Tracey were already seated and enjoying their meal immensely.

 A large plate of spiced eggs, smoked cheese, sugared bayberries, and onion bread was set before Raena, as well as a bowl of chicken broth and a small cup of prune and lemon sauce for dipping the bread into.  A half-sweet watered wine was placed to the left of her plate.  He was hoping this would calm her a bit.

 Geremy gave his wife several minutes to dig into the food, then told his grandchildren, “Your grandmother is leaving today after lunch.  Make sure you tell her good-bye.”

 Hemfield swallowed the cheese in his mouth and said, “Why?  Do you not love us anymore?”

 Raena nodded, her face reddening.  “I just need a little time to myself, dear.”  She avoided looking at her husband.

 “Why don’t you take long walks like Grandfather?” Tracey asked.  “It seems to help him.”

 Geremy saw that his wife was getting uncomfortable, but didn’t stay the questions.

 “Well, honey, people mourn their loved ones in different ways, and this is mine.”

 Tracey snorted.  “I think that you are running away and running away from things is childish—you’ve said so yourself many a time.”

 Raena threw a stare at her granddaughter that made the girl shrink in her seat.  “I am not running away.  Even if I did, Venicius’ death would follow me wherever I went.  So what would be the good of it?  No, I am leaving so that I may come to terms with his death in a peaceful, quiet way.  That, I cannot do in this house.”

 Geremy studied his wife.  He had noticed that she kept her eyes to her plate for most of the meal, which was a bit unusual.  Normally her eyes were roaming everywhere, taking in everything from how many dishes needed to be washed, whose clothes were hanging on the line to dry, to the weather and what needed to be done in her garden.

 Brandic spoke up.  “May I take care of the ‘reds’ Grandmother?”

 Raena almost choked on her wine; she dabbed at her mouth and chin with a napkin where the liquid had spilled.  She realized that the children didn’t know of what had occurred in her beautiful garden because it was outside the back of the house, and you could easily see Venicius’ grave from there.  The kids had stuck to the front yard or had just stayed indoors.  “That will not be necessary.”

The grandchildren stopped eating and gazed at her in shock. Their grandmother had always chosen one of them to care for her roses when she went away, even if it were only for a day.

 “Why not?” Brandic ventured.

 “Because my beautiful ‘reds’ are gone!  All gone!” Raena snapped, staring down at her plate.

 Horrified expressions regarded her warily.

 “W-what happened to them?” Tracey asked.

 “What happened to them?  Why, they were taken to an evil place and scattered like little drops of blood.”

 The table went silent.  One by one the grandchildren stood up and left the table, unnerved by their relative’s behavior.  After they had all left the room and went about their own business, Geremy’s eyes flashed angrily at his wife, who had continued eating as if

 nothing had been said.  He had noticed the disappearance of her reds the day before Juke had found Venicius’ body.  But the day the dog had led them a mile and a half away from their home to his grandson’s bloody corpse, he had immediately known what had happened to them.  The smell of the body masked the rose petals’ scent, but they were all over the place.  Why, he did not know.  The boys hadn’t known because he had refused to let them close enough to see.  And he never told Raena they were rose petals; he had told her they were just flower petals.  But now it seemed as if she knew.  How?  He was suspicious now.  Did she know something he didn’t?  If not, she sure was acting queerly.

 “How did you know?” he asked.

 “Know what?” she responded flatly.

 “You know bloody good and well what I am talking about Raena, so don’t kid with me.  How did you know that your roses were found with him?”

 She quit eating, picked up her wine, and drained it.  She began speaking in a low, haunting voice.  “Do you know how it feels,” she said quietly, “to find out that a person you love leads a second, secret life?  To find out that...they did things you wouldn’t believe they’d ever do?  To find out they sold their soul to some demon or other without knowing it?”  She fidgeted with her hands as she started crying.  “If you can imagine the pain...then you know how I feel right now.  You’ll understand why I have to leave.”

 “Raena,” he said slowly, “what did you learn about Venicius, and how did you come to know it?”

 She extracted something from her dress pocket and slid it across the table without a word.  Geremy opened it to the page that she indicated and began to read.
 

 
Chapter Twenty Two: Angry Accusations

  

 By the time Geremy had finished reading, Raena was back upstairs.  He went to find his grandchildren and told them in hushed voices that he was going with their grandmother to keep a watch on her sanity.  He told them to pack a week’s worth of clothes and walk to their great-aunt Grace’s and stay there until they heard from him.  Then he went upstairs and convinced Raena to leave her luggage at home until she returned from Mistress Dessica’s home.  He also told her that Venicius had been his grandson too, and he was going to be travelling with her.  So, he packed a small bag and set it next to hers by the front door.  Then he hitched up one of their horses to a small cart and they departed.

  

  

  

 Dessica had been busy.  Troy’s grave had been dug and he had been buried.  The stable boy’s home had been scoured and cleaned out.  The library had been straightened up; everything was returned to its proper place.  All the doors and windows were unblocked, and things had just about returned to normal.

Except that Silvia was still gone.  Except that several servants were gone too—one of them dead.  Except that she knew that an innocent little girl had been murdered.  Except that Michelle’s memory had not returned.

 Michelle had, in fact, been taught to use the chamber pot once more.  But she had to be reminded to bathe, brush her hair, and eat.  Why, this morning she had come out of her bedroom in nothing but a sheer nightgown, her dress in hand, asking the first person she came upon how to put it on.

 Otherwise things were fine...until the afternoon visitors arrived.

 A cart came down the dirt road right after lunch and pulled up in front of the house.  A man and woman climbed out and spoke to each other quietly before approaching the front door.  Dessica answered the door herself, swinging it open and peering out at the couple.

 “May I help you?” she said.  She thought that she recognized them from somewhere.

 The man was wringing his hands, as if unsure of himself, but the woman came right out and spoke.  “My name is Raena, and this is my husband Geremy.  We would like to speak with Mistress Silvia.”

 Dessica was stunned.  “Well, she is travelling at the moment.  What is it that you wish to speak with my daughter about?”

 Raena faltered for a moment.  How stupid of her!  The day Venicius’ body had been found Silvia and her party had been heading away from their home.  Why had Raena thought they would be back already?  By the Dark Moon, this wasn’t going well.

 Trying to recover herself, she said, “You are Mistress Dessica, yes?” 

 Dessica humphed.  “I am she.  Now, what do you want?”

 “My...our grandson was Venicius.”

 Dessica’s eyes flickered between Raena and Geremy; she was becoming impatient.  “And?”

 Raena drew herself up and said, “He was murdered several nights ago, and we believe the murderer is a member of your household.”

 Geremy rolled his eyes.

  

  

  

 The house was gorgeous.  Beautiful tapestries and great rugs clung to the walls with a desire to brighten all the rooms.  The furniture was mostly big and bulky, but at the same time fancily designed and rare.  Torches and windows shed light into every corner and there were hardly any shadows laying in wait.  The ‘tea room’, as Dessica called it, was large.  It was nearly forty feet long, thirty feet wide, and twenty feet tall.  There were two luxurious couches facing each other that were shaped like horseshoes, with plush, vividly colored pillows littered atop of them.  There were several beige loveseats with flower prints, and many a cushioned, high-backed chair.  A large fireplace was set into the wall, and a great stone hearth was before it.

 Raena and Geremy were motioned to sit down, and they chose a spot at the end of one of the long couches.  They sat primly, backs straight as boards.

 “I will go inform the servants to make some tea,” Dessica stated, and left the grand room.

 When the Mistress was out of earshot, Geremy said, “Raena, dear, I really don’t believe this is a good idea.  I mean, I have never heard a bad word about anyone in this household!”

 Raena cast him a dark look, and then glanced away.  “Evil takes on many disguises, and Silvia could more than easily be one of them.”

 “She never did strike me as a murderess.”

 “She’s not supposed to.”

 Just then Dessica walked in and took a seat in one of the high-backed chairs near the couple.  She set each hand on the curved and polished arms of the chair and gazed at the man and woman before her expectantly.

“I believe you said your grandson was killed,” she said when the couple did not speak.  “I am sorry for your loss.  Please, tell me how it happened.”

 Raena cleared her throat.  “Our grandson Venicius disappeared into the woods in the middle of the night eight nights ago.  We found his mutilated body three days later with a white ribbon tied upon one wrist.  He had been cut up very badly with some sharp object of sorts.”

 “As I said, I am sorry for your loss,” Dessica repeated.  “But I do not see a connection between his death and my household.”  She thought of the evil figure in the white robe and the people who had been murdered on her property.

 The other woman ignored this comment.  “This morning I decided to clean out his room.  As I was stripping his bed I came upon a diary he had secretly been keeping.  Evidently, he had been seeing, as well as sleeping, with your daughter.”

 Noruna came in at that moment carrying a tray with cups of strong, sweet tea upon it.  She took the tray to all three people and then left the room without ever saying a word.

 Dessica waited until she thought her servant was out of earshot before speaking.  “That is preposterous.  I will not have such nonsense spoken about my daughter.”  Her voice rose dangerously.  She was extremely angry and felt threatened by the crazy accusations aimed at Silvia.  She did not need to look at the scars on her hands to be reminded that Silvia was to be protected at all costs.   “I want proof.  Show me this so-called diary.”

 As Raena turned her face down to fetch something from a pocket sewn into her dress, Dessica caught a flash of a malicious grin.  Seconds later a leather-bound book was thrust towards her.  She untied the thin strips which kept it closed and flipped through the pages, until she came upon one marked by a single rose petal.  She started reading there and didn’t stop to sip her tea or look up until she was finished.  When she was, she still sat staring at the last entry, trying to think.  How could she not have seen this?  Had Silvia really been sleeping with this boy?  The thought made her curl her toes.  She was a queen, and although Silvia had not known it at the time she still knew how to act like a lady.  What had come over her?

 “I admit,” she said cautiously, “that it does sound like they were having an affair.  But the fact that they were supposed to meet the night he died does not mean that my daughter killed your grandson.  Besides, you said he disappeared to ‘meet her’ eight nights ago?  If that is so, then Silvia could not have killed him.  She was still being watched during the night from her fall off Rituel.  A servant went to her room every thirty minutes to an hour all night long to make sure she was all right and sleeping properly.  If she happened to be gone on any night I would have been notified immediately.  Immediately—do you understand?  Silvia is the queen of my heart and I know everything there is to know about her.  She is not a murderess.  Also, he could have been killed the night after that—one cannot know for sure.  So you cannot go pointing fingers.”  She lifted the red rose petal between two fingers.  “What is this about?”
              Raena’s expression had grown grim.  “That is the last of my beautiful red roses that Venicius took to flatter your daughter.  He also took her a white silk ribbon as an offer of marriage, as you should have read.” She stood up and began a slow pace around the huge couch.  “This is the way I believe Silvia murdered Venicius: They went and met at the appropriated spot, after she paid off one of your servants of course.  She allowed wickedness to overcome her body and practically threw herself at him, offering herself to him to be taken.  Venicius was an ordinary man, and temptations often tend to slip below righteous ways.  He was seduced.  After their bodies were satisfied, he proposed to her and offered a marriage.  Silvia did not want to marry my grandson, but she also didn’t want him to spread rumor of their scandalous affair.  So, she either had her fingernails sharpened to a point, or she carried a small knife, either of which she slashed at him with.  Now, being a caring, devoted soul, Venicius probably kept pleading with her, promising never to tell a soul about them, or pleading for her to accept his offer of matrimony.  He didn’t know that she meant to kill him and made no move to defend himself.  When he was at last dead, she tied the white ribbon around his wrist to mock our family.

“Now, considering what I have just told you, Dessica, do you not think it possible that Silvia murdered my precious grandchild?  Don’t you think she could have opened her soul to a demon?  I mean, only whores in brothels offer themselves without marriage...but they at least get paid for it.  Your daughter only wanted to use him and throw him away.  She just wanted to ruin his idea of love and marriage and burn all of his dreams to ashes.  How many others has she done this to?  Hmm?  How many men has she let ravish her so she can destroy everything they believe in?  She’s a whore, Dessica, and nothing but!  Do you hear?  Your daughter is a murdering whore!  A slut of the devil!  She’s a horrible, good-for-nothing tramp!”

 “Enough!” Geremy yelled, jumping up and backhanding his wife so hard that she fell to the floor.  “I have never in my life seen such irrational behavior from you!  By the gods, you’re my wife, but you are acting like a crazed woman.  How would you feel if someone came into our home and insulted our family like that?  They would be banished from our home, and you know this!  How dare you insult this woman and her daughter like they were no more than the scum of the mankind.   I see many, many holes in your perception of what you believed happened.  There is no way a young woman brought up in a house of respect and love could ever kill someone in cold-blood for proposing a marriage.”

 Raena started to get up, and he saw that the whole side of her face was ruby-red, and that her mouth and nose were both bleeding.  But he did not regret what he said, for the look in her eyes was surprisingly clear: suspicion and hate.  She sneered at her husband.

 “Geremy, give me a handkerchief; it’s the least you could do.”  He dug in his pockets and produced a blue square of cloth.  Raena snatched it from his hand.  “I will be waiting outside,” she spat, and turned her heel.

 After a few moments, Geremy turned around to face the lady of the house.  “My apologies, Mistress.  She’s not usually like this...I am very embarrassed by her, and I apologize for my actions as well as hers.”

 Dessica had risen to her feet and stood tall and proud.  “She is a grown woman.  Apologies need not be made for her.”  The tone of her voice stated her feelings for Raena clearly.

 “We were both upset when Venicius was killed, and then she found that damn diary.  Now she’s...I don’t know what she is.”

 “Geremy, if I may ask without further upsetting you, are you sure she found that diary this morning?”

 “What do you mean?” he inquired.

 Dessica proceeded without delay.  “What if she didn’t find the diary today?  What if she found it a while back, say, a couple of weeks ago?”

 He chuckled darkly.  “Milady, that would mean that Raena had known for a bit now that Venicius had been involved with someone...” His voice trailed off, and the humor left also.  His face went slack with the understanding of what the woman was implying.  “But, why would she keep it a secret?”

 Dessica shrugged.  “Maybe she wanted to take care of the situation herself.  After all, she couldn’t let a trollop mess up any chances of her grandson marrying well.”  This last statement was heavy with sarcasm and more than a touch of bitterness.

 His initial reaction was skepticism; but what if her behavioral changes were due to some kind of intense guilt?  “If she had wanted to do that, why did she kill her own grandson?  That doesn’t make sense.  Why didn’t she kill your daughter, if that was who she held accountable for the affair?”

 Instead of becoming angry at the idea of Silvia being murdered instead of her lover, Dessica breathed in deeply and seriously pondered about it.  What Geremy said did make sense.  What if Dessica had caught Silvia and Venicius?  She would have definitely punished Silvia, but she would have had Venicius hunted down and hung by his extremities from the tallest tree.

“Punishment...that was it,” Dessica whispered, remembering something she had once read.

 “Excuse me?” he said.

 “She may have killed Venicius to punish him for his sins.”

 Geremy tried to keep an open mind.  “Well, I admit that is a way to think about it.  Her mother was deeply involved in the religion of Armanthian, believing in Faltis as being the good god, and Jorgul being the devil.  Her mother was devoted to this religion.”

 Suddenly Dessica had an idea.  “Has she ever read the book of Faltis?”

 He shrugged.  “I would be almost positive of it.  Why?”

 “Maybe there is a part of her who still remembers what her mother preached about the religion—rules and commandments and such—and she is somehow keying in to that information without realizing it and acting on it.  Follow me.  I have the book of Faltis in my library somewhere.  I read it long ago, but I remember enough about it to be reminded of a saying that is in it.”

 “What does it say?”  He was panting after her up the stairs, but had to await the answer of his question until they were in the library and had found the book.

 “Here it is—the saying I was reminded of,” said Dessica.  She held it up for him to see.

  

  

 “I am a fair God, and I believe Vengeance can be used to call forth righteousness in many ways.  For instance, if a child has been bitten by evil or has committed him- or herself to an act of evil, then the kin closest to the child should fulfill an act of vengeance against Jorgul the Devil and Procurer of Evil. Since the child has been infected with the touch of the Bad One, the child is to be slain by this closest of kin and is to be bled of all evil.  Only in this way can the child be buried with dignity, respect, and love…

 And being bled of all evil will prevent the child from Rising after Death to do the Devil’s deeds.”

  

  

 Geremy gaped at her.  “By the Dark Moon, maybe she did kill him!  He was cut up very badly, so she probably tried to ‘bleed him of his evil’.  And she could have sneaked off while I was on one of my walks and killed him.”

 Dessica said nothing.  She pitied this man from the bottom of her heart.

 “What am I going to do?  What will I do with my wife?”

 “I simply would not claim her as my wife,” she said acrimoniously.

 Geremy collapsed into one of the chairs, tears rolling gently down his weatherworn face.  Finally he said, “But that passage you showed me doesn’t have a place for Silvia.  I mean, from Raena’s point of view if she follows that book—there should be no reason to go after Silvia.”

 Dessica sighed.  “If Silvia really was in this affair with Venicius then maybe Raena believes...I don’t know.  Maybe she wants to hurt Silvia because she believes Silvia was the reason she had to murder her own grandchild.”

 “If she thinks that,” Geremy said, “and she’s already killed, I wouldn’t put it past her to hurt Silvia.  You know, now that she’s found out were Silvia is she might try to go after her.”

 “I know she is your wife, but if Raena tried to touch Silvia, I would kill her first without hesitation.”

 “I honestly would not blame you,” he said.  Then he jumped up, knocking his chair over.

 “What?” Dessica asked, alarmed.  She stepped back, wondering for a moment if he was going to attack her.

 “How could I be so dense?  She said she was going to wait outside because she found out where your daughter is and wants to get a head start!”

Dessica’s eyes widened and she ran out of the room, down the corridor, and down the stairs as fast as she could.  She threw open the front door when she reached it, but to no avail.

 Raena and the cart had disappeared.

  

  

  

 Half an hour later Dessica had two horses saddled with bags of clothes tied to them and had food from the kitchen packed as well.  She gave implicit instructions to her servants and rode off.  Geremy rode ahead to his home to tie his clothes onto his horse, and would also retrieve some extra food.   She met Geremy on the road leading to Darkania and pulled the reins to stop.

 “My grandchildren have not left yet and they said that Raena stopped by here on her way out long enough to grab her bags and a small sack of food.  They said that when she left she was driving the horse as fast as it could go.  They said her hair was flying all about, and her face was grim.  Her wild eyes never looked back, nor did she wave good bye.  She is intent on getting to Silvia as soon as possible.”

 “Then let us proceed just as quickly,” said Dessica, for Raena had almost an hour on them already.

 They rode the horses hard—Dessica atop Rituel and Geremy on Taman.  Rituel was clearly enjoying himself and whinnied in his excitement.  With his mistress gone, the stallion had not been ridden at all.

 No attempts were made at a conversation, for the wind would have kidnapped their voices and flown them away.  They had been riding for almost an hour, only giving the winded horses short reprieves, when Geremy pointed up ahead.  As Dessica leaned forward, squinting her eyes, Rituel went even faster.  A moment later she recognized Raena’s cart in the distance.  As if sensing his mistress’s urgency, Rituel pushed himself ever more, his eyes fierce.

  

 
Chapter Twenty Three: An Interesting Horse Ride

  

 The horses raced onward, catching up to the one-horse cart little by little.  Dessica’s dress was flaring at her legs, showing her dark gray divided riding skirt.  Her hair was flying wildly behind her, having mostly fallen out of the tight bun she had put it in that morning.  Sweat tried to trickle down her face, but the wind dried it before it could run anywhere.  She was leaning forward and could smell the musky odor of the horse.

 To her left, Geremy started motioning her over to the far side of the road.  She complied and quickly came upon the right rear of the cart.  As she moved up alongside it, she saw that the uncovered cart was bouncing and creaking dangerously.  The wooden wheels had become slightly misshapen and Dessica attributed this to the speed of the cart over the rocky dirt road.  The rather small horse pulling the cart was lathering and foam and spittle flew from its mouth.  How the poor beast had made it this far was beyond her.

 Geremy had ridden up on the opposite side of the cart, and the horse hauling the cart, trapped on both sides, became desperately frightened.  It ignored the orders given by the reins in Raena’s hands and began to weave right and left, panicking.  Raena screamed obscenities at the horse (who ignored these also) as well as at Dessica and Geremy.  Geremy was visibly hurt by his wife’s vulgar language, but angered too.  He steered Taman towards the lumbering, breathless animal that was between him and Dessica.  Dessica thought she knew what he was trying to do: make the exhausted horse either break away from the cart, or help to flip it over.

 Neither ended up happening.  For several frantic minutes Taman and Rituel kept the third horse pinned in the middle of them.  However, Raena driving so roughly and quickly brought her insane ride to a finish.

The back wheel on the left side abruptly broke into several large pieces and flew off the cart.  The unbalanced cart, still moving fast, could not take any more unnecessary roughness and the back wheel that remained shattered as well.  The whole backside dragging on the dirt and rocks proved to be too much for the small horse.  It fell down, stumbling, as if it had also lost a wheel and collapsed.  The wretched creature’s legs had folded upon it, and its ribs pounded up and down from hard breathing.  Raena had been thrown forward when the horse had fallen and had landed in front of it.  As Geremy and Dessica slowed to look back, Raena turned to gaze hatefully at the beast behind her and promptly kicked it in the face.

 Disgusted and infuriated at such cruelty, Geremy whipped his horse around and trotted back to his wife.  Lifting her dirt-covered face, she spat at his feet.

 “That damn horse was never any good...just like you.”

 He was enraged by this quiet remark from Raena’s lips.  Was this his wife?  Was this the same woman he had been happily married to for so long?  He had never been anything but good to her and she knew it.  Why was she being so rash?  Usually she was vibrant and jovial, with kind words pouring from her mouth day and night.  But ever since this morning she had been as vile as a snake’s venom.  The diary had not affected him half as bad as it did her, and he still didn’t see how she could be so riled up over it.

 Taman grunted loudly and farted.  Geremy turned the horse around and had it back up a little.  Thinking he was going to have the horse walk on her, Raena screamed angrily at him.

 “Who do you think you are, backing your horse on your own wife, eh? Answer me!  Just who—“

 That was as far as she got, for at that moment, her mouth still open, Taman defecated all over her upturned face.

  

  

  

 Taman and Rituel were driven on again, though at an easy canter to help cool them down a little bit.  A while later they were halted by the pull of the reins attached to their bits.

 “We should give these fellas a break; they have worked hard for us,” Geremy said.

 “I agree.  I had no idea they could go that fast,” Dessica said, and she started laughing as she dismounted.

 Leading Taman to a grassy area beside the road, Geremy asked what was so funny.

 Dessica let Rituel graze beside his horse companion.  “Oh, nothing...It’s just sort of amusing, the timing of the horse relieving himself.”

 Geremy laughed too for a few moments.  Then his face grew haggard, and his smile was lost.

 She quit laughing.  “I am sorry if I offended you.”

 “You were not the one who offended me, Madam Dessica.”  He paused as if to contemplate his present situation.  “I fell in love with Raena when I was rather young.  We have now been together for most of our lives.  Never have I seen her so irrational.  It disturbs me badly for I fear that her perceptions and judgments have clouded over.  Does she know right from wrong?  Or does that not matter anymore as long as her intentions are carried out?  I do not know and I am not sure whether or not I should care.  Please, don’t get me wrong, milady.  I love my wife dearly.  My problem is that the woman lying in the dirt back yonder is not my wife any longer, at least in mind.  I have to wonder if she has been possessed, for she certainly acts as though she has been.”  He stopped for a moment, trying to gather his thoughts and express them the way he wanted.  “What I am saying is that my wife has always had a happy soul.  What happened to it since this morning?  Last night she was her normal self, albeit rather distraught over Venicius.  I understood that perfectly, as I myself have been out of sorts…But today she is someone completely different and totally opposite!  I have done nothing to her except have a small disagreement over a young soul whom I personally believe to be innocent in the matter of our grandson’s death.  Yes, Mistress, I believe that even if your daughter had had an affair with our beloved Venicius, I do not think she would have had the heart, nor the mind to murder him in cold-blood.  Would you like to know the reason I think this?”  

He waited for an answer and received it in a silent nod.  He told her what had happened when Silvia and her party had stopped by his home.  

 “She had not the look of a murderess, I tell you.  She appeared so innocent and so bleak, that even at that time, with my grandson lying dead beside me, I felt for her.  I wanted to hold her and comfort her, but me being a stranger, she would not have had it.  I truly believe that she is not guilty, Dessica, which is why I ride with you to Darkania.  I cannot allow my disease-minded wife to murder an innocent in order to feel wrongly justified.  I want to find out what happened that night from Silvia.  I want to prove Raena wrong...By the gods, do I want to prove her wrong.”

 Both watched the horses graze for a couple of long minutes, and they pondered on what had been said.  Finally, Dessica brought to words her fears.

 “Do you think she will still follow us to Darkania?  Even after what Taman did to her?  I would imagine not, what with the condition of her horse and cart.”

 Geremy nodded.  “Yes.  She will have to get another horse and cart or walk, though.  That one she drove way too hard.  It can be of no good and will likely die.”  He went around to Taman and retrieved a flask from a saddlebag.  “Ladies first.”

 She took the flask, opened the cap, and inhaled a pungent aroma.  “What’s this?”

 “That, milady, is one of the strongest wines you will ever taste in these parts.  I made it myself.  Just don’t take too big a swallow at first, or it will knock off your shoes.”

 She smiled and took a good drink.

 “Venicius’ brother, Hemfield, claimed that it was so stout as to put hair on his bare chest!”

 “Ah,” said Dessica, “another good reason not to drink too much.  Hair upon a woman’s chest is a frightening thought!”

  

  

  

 It was almost the darkest part of the night when Dessica suggested they find a place to sleep.  Having traveled far, Geremy hastily agreed and they soon spotted a decent, flat grassy area a little ways off the road.

 Dessica unrolled two blankets that she had attached to Rituel’s back.  She saw Geremy flush in the moonlight, and realized he had forgotten a blanket on which to sleep.  She eventually convinced him to sleep upon one of her blankets, and when she lay down she was soon asleep.

 Geremy tried to sleep but couldn’t, and it wasn’t because of the cooling night.  He rolled over to look at how Dessica was fairing and noticed that she had curled up in a tight ball on her blanket, shivering in her sleep.  He got up and shook off his blanket, throwing it over the woman’s sleeping figure when he was done.  Chilly himself, he decided to build a small, warming fire.  He built it just a couple of feet away from Dessica and lit it by striking two pieces of flint.  He got the fire going good enough to last for a couple of hours, and then lay down beside it.

  

  

  

 Dessica woke early, just as dawn started to spread a pink-blue haze over the land.  When she sat up, she saw the blanket on top of her and Geremy asleep on the ground.  Beside him were the remains of a fire.  She smiled and rose, rolled up both blankets, and attached them to Rituel again when he was saddled.  He snorted and stomped a massive hoof on the ground, but otherwise stood still.  She was about to turn away when the stallion stomped the same foot again.  Curious, she knelt down and tapped his leg, encouraging him to place it on her knee so that she could inspect it.  Clumps of rocks were stuck in his horseshoe.

Dessica reached up and slipped her fingers into a small slot in the bottom of the stirrup above her and tugged.  A steel bar came out of it, making the leather where it had been hiding sag.  The steel bar was small, but extremely handy for cleaning out horseshoes.  Hoof by hoof, she knocked out all of the rocks and dirt clods from Rituel’s shoes, and then did Taman’s hooves as well.  When she finished she slid the steel bar back inside Rituel’s stirrup, making the bottom of the stirrup solid again.

 She located a package of cheese, a small flagon of water, and a big hunk of bread in her saddlebag and was turning around when she found Geremy behind her.

 “You are very quiet,” she said.

 He shrugged.  “Is that our breakfast?”  His voice was more grumpy than groggy and she guessed he had either hardly slept or had not slept well.

 Dessica nodded and they ate standing up, splitting the meal evenly.  Nothing was said, and they watched the world brighten around them as the sun began its course across the sky.  They mounted the horses and left right after they had finished.  Both were tired, but better rested.  Even the horses appeared refreshed.

 Geremy set the pace at a trot, explaining that they would be able to go for long intervals without breaks, whereas traveling at a full gallop would tire the horses out quickly.  And so, they journeyed on.

  

  

  

 Raena was infuriated.  No, infuriated wasn’t even the word for what she felt.  It was more like hate, formed by a seed of humiliation, and it spurred her on.

 She had gotten up and unhooked her horse from the trashed cart after Geremy and Dessica had ridden off.  The creature was so exhausted that it could not stand.  Despite her still-growing rage, Raena also felt ashamed at the way she had treated the beast.  She went to the cart, dug through several bags, and got out a change of clothes and a bar of soap for herself, and a bowl and a large flagon of water for the horse.  She set the bowl of water in front of the horse, making sure he could reach it in his collapsed state, and watched as it immediately set to the water.  Soon the bowl was bone dry.  Raena knew the horse would likely drink itself to death in its condition, so she left without refilling the bowl.  She found a decent-sized stream just minutes away from the road and without thinking twice she stripped and waded into it with nothing but her bar of soap.  She scrubbed every bit of her flesh, from her sagging breasts, pouchy stomach, flat bottom, to her manure-filled mouth and hair.

 Through bathing, she stood up and dressed in her clean outfit.  She didn’t bother to brush her hair, for she had left her brush in the cart.  She left her dirty dress where it lay on the ground and returned to find her horse still laying on the ground, not breathing.

 She forgot about being sympathetic towards the animal and got angry.  “Damn the day we got this stupid horse!”

 Not having any other way to travel, she gathered her bags and began walking towards Darkania.  She walked all day and all night, not stopping.  In the late afternoon of the next day, she took a nap for several hours.  She would have slept longer, no doubt, if she had not been woken up.

 Raena’s tired, red eyes slipped open when the man shook her shoulders roughly.  She jumped in surprise to find his face only inches from her own.

 “Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said.  “Just wanted to see if you were still alive or not.”

 “I am very much alive, thank you,” she replied.  She sat up, holding her back.  “Oh, how my back aches!”

“Is that your horse and cart layin’ in the road back there?” the man asked, and jerked his finger towards the way from which she had come.

 Raena struggled to her feet.  Her back was hurting horribly, sending rivulets of fire up her spine.  “Yes, he was my horse.”  She decided immediately against telling him the truth, still being angry and embarrassed. She hoped the smell of manure had been completely washed away with the soap the previous day. “He was pretty sick when my husband bought him,” she lied.  “I tried to convince him not to buy the blasted creature, but he had too much pity in his heart.  The horse was never good for anything, and now look at me: walking to get where I need to go instead of riding.”

 “I’m sorry to hear that madam,” said the portly man, who sounded as if he really didn’t care very much at all.  “But if you have a husband, why isn’t he travelling with you?”  He didn’t mention that it looked like she had driven the horse and cart too hard, for pieces were scattered all about the road.

 Raena tried and succeeded in sprouting real tears from her eyes.  “I am on my way to Darkania to tell my husband that our grandson has been murdered.”

 “Dire news,” the man commented.  He was silent for a minute, and then said, “Well, my name is Baird.  I’m going there myself.  Can I give you a ride?”

 Raena produced what she hoped was a sweet smile.  “Yes.  Yes you can.”

  

  

  

 Geremy and Dessica had ridden a good distance with only two short breaks and stopped not long after nightfall.  A fire was built and they ate salted pork and pieces of stale cornbread with water.

 “You haven’t said much today,” Geremy said.

 “Neither have you.”

 “Good point.”  He stared into the fire.

 Curious, Dessica asked, “When all is said and done, will you go back to her?  I mean, to be her husband again?”

 He sighed and his shoulders slumped.  “Who is to say?  I am afraid of what is to come.  I know that Venicius’ death was a terrible thing.  I know Raena’s actions thus far have been atrocious, and I don’t have a doubt in my mind that she will do something even more terrible yet.  But it is a good thing that Silvia left when she did, and wondrous that we are still ahead of my wife.” 

 “And what of me?” Dessica could not help asking.

 A strange look crept into his eyes.  “You?  I do not know yet.  When I first met you, I struck Raena for the first time in my life.  Because of you and your daughter, my wife and I are on different sides, opposing each other.  So, at a glance, it would seem as though our meeting is a bad thing.”  He looked at her on the other side of the fire and saw that her eyes were downcast.  “However, at a closer glance, it would seem lucky that I met you, for you showed me that my wife could have, and probably did, kill my favorite grandchild.  I am glad we met.”

 A smile played at the corner of Dessica’s mouth, and her face flushed.  After a while she said, “You have been very honest with me, and I respect you for it.  I think honesty needs to be met with honesty, so there is something that I need to say.  It must be said, really.  But nary a word of this reaches anyone else’s ears, or there will be great peril for my Silvia.”

 Geremy was intrigued.  “Go on.”

 She took a deep breath.  “Raena is going to cause problems for my child, who is already in danger.  I cannot let this happen.  Raena must be stopped.”  She looked at him hard.  “I’m going to tell you a story, Silvia’s story, and the first thing you need to know is that she is not my daughter.”

 

 
Chapter Twenty Four: Preparing For Dinner

  

 Before the group left, Zander treated Silvia’s and Quentin’s shoulders, nearly healing them.  As they were getting ready to leave, he gave everyone a reminder.

 “Remember your stones—they may come in handier than you think.  And if any of you should need me or should need me to do something for you, just tell me.”  To be sure the stones worked, they separated to different parts of Zander’s property and each had a turn to say something while touching the stones.  Silvia was comforted that by using them, the others could help her during the King’s dinner that night.

 Everybody thanked him for his generosity and kindness and went out to the cart.  Frero wished to drive up front again with Hans, so Keelan, Quentin, and the Queen sat in the back.

 “Where to, Keelan?” Frero said over his shoulder.

 “Back to the inn, my good man.”

 “Yes, sir!”  Frero turned the cart around and snapped the reins.

 Inside the back of the cart, Silvia sat on one side, and the brothers sat on the other.

 “Why do you really think the King wishes to see me again?” she asked.

 The two young men thought on this; as they did, Silvia marveled at their likenesses.  There were only a few differences between them, the most obvious being Quentin’s startling white hair.  Both had eyes that challenged the color of the sapphires they now wore, and they had the same build in their bodies and facial features.  And they were both very handsome.

 “That’s a good question,” Keelan said.  “I’ve been wondering the same thing myself.”

 “Well, I was in the courtroom with you,” said Quentin, “and I see no reason to believe that he has any inkling of who you really are.”

 “But if we’re not careful enough, he could find out quite easily,” Keelan pointed out.  “We must take extreme caution.”

 “I’m frightened that he will find me out,” Silvia said.  She was ashamed of herself to feel that way, but it was not something that could be helped.  

 “Please don’t be afraid,” said Keelan.  His heart went out to her, wanting to replace her fear with...what?  What did he want her to feel?  “We just need to be careful, as I said, and stay in contact with each other.  These stones around our necks should help with that.  Maybe this dinner will give us a clue as to how we can successfully kick him off the throne.”

 “That is definitely something to wish for,” she said.  “I wonder what sort of company he will dine with?”

 Quentin answered her.  “I’ve been in his dining hall before, but it has been a while.  From what I’ve seen he does the same as any other king—he likes the presence of wealthy men and women and sometimes other royalties.”

 “I suppose I will have to dress in my best,” said Silvia, looking at her dust-covered dress.  If she ever took the throne, would she get used to wearing extravagant dresses all the time?  She dressed as a wealthy woman anyway, but not like that of royalty.

 The afternoon was very warm, and so the breeze passing through the cart felt pleasant.  The ride to the Home Away From Home went quickly.  When they arrived, Frero let them get out and then drove the horses and cart around the back of the inn where the stables were.  He unhooked the horses and took off their reins and bits and such; then he led them into their stalls and pulled the heavy, covered cart inside the stables as well.  Finished, he went through the back door of the inn and made his way to the Mistress’ room.  He was expecting the door to be locked, but it wasn’t.  He let himself in, locking it behind him.

Quentin and Hans were attempting to bestow royal etiquette upon Silvia.

 “Your head needs to be held with dignity and hold your chin up too,” said Hans.  “This needs to be done constantly, and you’ve had good practice at home.  Just remember what you learned.”

 “Do not speak of politics or social matters unless you are well-knowledged on the subject,” warned Quentin.  “If you go on and on about things you hardly know about you will be laughed all the way back to this inn, or else start a heated argument.  I’ve seen many a fight started over ill-spoken opinions about politics.”

 Hans continued his share of information.  “Don’t put your elbows on the table if you can help it.  Ask for an extra napkin, so that one will be in your lap, and another beside your plate.”

 “Eat slowly and lightly,” Maura added.  “Women of high society are finicky eaters and are not expected to wield large amounts of food in their bellies.”

 “Another thing,” Keelan interrupted.  “Do not speak unless spoken to on the subject of marriage.”  Silvia looked at him strangely, so he explained.  “It is a dangerous subject in your position.  If you make up an engagement or a marriage while claiming to be a prominent member of Alwak, you will be asked who your husband or husband-to-be is and why you have traveled without him.  If you make up a name, they will know you are lying and will pressure you into telling the truth.  Or they could get suspicious of you, thinking you are running away with a lover and try to send for your ‘husband’.  Or they could look at you as a simple runaway, and fair game.  Liars, my lady, are not well looked upon in the King’s presence.  However, if you tell them you are not married or engaged, you may be courted incessantly right there on the spot.  But that may be the best course to walk, for you wouldn’t be binding yourself in another lie.”  Here he looked at her pointedly, but she stared back at him with something like admiration.  “So, if you are asked, you could say ‘My father has not found the most appropriate suitor for me yet’, or something of the sort.”

 Silvia giggled, and it was a pleasant sound.  “Oh, yes—then I could tell them to go stand in line to petition themselves at my father’s door when asked!”

 Everyone laughed but Quentin.  “That is something you might need to watch out for, my Queen.  Your beauty is not hidden completely behind that nuuisaket.  There just may be a man or two interested enough to send word to your supposed ‘father’, asking him for your hand.  They might get strange responses that could end you up in trouble.”

 Silvia sighed.  “I really do wish my father was here.  He could tell me what to do.”

 I wish he were here too, Keelan thought.  You wouldn’t be going through this mess...And if he were here, I’d be at his door first thing every morning and last thing every night to ask for your hand.

  

  

  

 Silvia requested a nap and everyone but Maura left the room.  Silvia unlaced her boots, took them off, removed her nuuisaket, and climbed into bed.  She fell asleep right away and began to dream.

 In her dream she was walking—no gliding—into a banquet hall, passing hundreds of people as she made her way to a long wooden table.  The people she passed kept grabbing at her dress and her veil, muttering incoherently.  When she made her way to the table, a pair of unseen hands grabbed her arms roughly and shoved her into a chair.  Slowly, the seats around her filled up, and she was surprised to see that she knew the faces of these people.  She recognized all of her household servants, those she had in her companionship at the inn, George and Stefan of the King’s Guard, and, of course, the King himself, who sat across from her.

A gong sounded somewhere in a nearby hall and an excited murmuring floated through the crowd.  Servants came in bearing tray after tray of bowls to the guests.  Everyone attacked the liquid inside the bowls as if racing each other to finish first.  Several people ignored their soupspoons, picking up the bowls to drink, spilling the liquid all over their chins, clothes, and arms.

 Silvia looked down at her bowl.  The stuff inside it was a dark, dark red, and rather thick.  The King leaned forward and told her that certain ingredients had been added to the soup to make it extra special, and he pointed at hers.  She peered down at her bowl again, seeing something at the bottom of it.  Picking up her spoon, she fished it out, cried aloud, and dropped her spoon.  It landed with a plop in the soup, the eyeball still in the gentle scoop of the silverware; the yellow iris rotated around in the spoon to stare at her, unblinking.

 She started to get up from her chair, but the invisible hands would not let her.

 “Ah, now for the main course,” the King exclaimed.

 Silvia followed his line of sight and saw six stout men carrying a silver platter of immense size.  The crowd that stood around the table parted to let them through, and a few seconds later the platter was set on the table—right in front of Silvia.  One of the men lifted the huge lid off of it and she saw that underneath it was the carcass of a horse.  The skin had been cut away, as had all four legs, and the meat was not cooked whatsoever.  The head had been left on, the skin stripped on it also, and Silvia noticed that both eyes were missing, as were the teeth and ears.

 Afraid of what she might see but not being able to stop herself, she gazed into her bowl once more.  The eyeball still stared at her, but now there were horse teeth stuck all around it, embedded in the soft flesh of the eye.

  

  

  

 Maura had been knitting for only an hour when the Mistress nearly fell off the bed, scrambled to her knees, and crawled to the chamber pot.  The knitting fell to the floor as Maura rushed over to help Silvia, who was purging her stomach of its contents.

 A knock sound on the adjoining door and a second later the men entered the room.

 “What happened to her?” Hans demanded.  “Is she alright?”

 Keelan, seeing Silvia on the floor, ran to her side.  She was sobbing as she wiped her mouth with a towel.

 “I was knitting when milady rolled off her bed to the chamber pot,” Maura said.

 “Are you all right Silvia?” Keelan asked gently.

 She managed a nod, and he helped her to her feet.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to disturb anyone,” she said.  “It was just a nightmare, and I feel really silly about it now.”  It was apparent that she was slightly embarrassed, for her cheeks were like roses.

 “Hans, would you be a dear and call for some water for a bath?” Maura asked.  

 “The innkeeper won’t be too happy about ordering water for another bath.  Only royalty bathes every day.  We can’t make them wonder.”

 “I do not care if they wonder.  I will pay them extra not to complain, if need be.  Oh, and purchase a good size bottle of lavender from the person who heats the water.  They usually stock up on oils in places like this; the ladies prefer to smell fresh.  Besides, lavender relaxes the body.”

 Hans nodded and left the room quickly.  Dilliby, feeling unneeded, went back into the men’s room, leaving the door open behind him; Frero and Quentin followed moments later.

“Tell me about your nightmare, Mistress,” said the maidservant, as she let Silvia’s hair down from its braid.

 Hesitantly, Silvia told Maura and Keelan everything she remembered.  She hadn’t wanted to think about it, but it felt good to let it out.  They were shocked at the vivid story.  It was dark and disgusting and both understood why she had gotten sick.

 When she finished, Maura scolded herself.  “I knew I should have gone with you this afternoon!  Terrible things always happen to a lady whose maidservant doesn’t accompany her!”

 “What are you about, woman?” Keelan asked harshly.  “Nothing bad happened to the queen in your absence!”

 Maura returned his glare.  “What did you do to her while the lot of you were gone?  You were only supposed to take her for a ride in the city, and yet here you come with strange necklaces, her shoulder is healed, and now she’s sick from having nightmares?  What did you do?  Feed her opium?  Make her drink a concoction of deridam?”

 “Hush your mouth!  I did nothing of the kind,” he spat indignantly.

 “Calm down,” said Silvia.  “I know of opium and its forms from books and not I or anyone else had any.  And as for deridam, I have not even heard of it!”

 “Deridam is a plant that grows all about the countryside,” Keelan said.  “Its leaves are a dark red and its blossoms are a sickly yellow.  You eat the blossoms and you won’t be affected in any way.  But if you crush or roll the leaves and eat, drink, or smoke them, you hallucinate and feel fine as rain at the same time.”

 Silvia looked perplexed.  “I still don’t believe I’ve ever heard of it.”

 “Good,” Maura said.  “Don’t ever have any dealings with it if you can help it milady; it can be lethal if too much is consumed.”  She eyed Keelan as she would a stray cur.

 Hans then returned to the room and handed Maura a large glass bottle.  He watched as pitcher after steaming pitcher of water was carried in, dumped in the tub, and carried back out.  When the tub was filled, Hans shut and locked the door to the hallway, went to the shutters to make sure they were shut and latched, and went into the men’s room with Keelan.  Maura locked the door from the women’s side.

 A good helping of lavender was poured into the bath water, and a rich, relaxing aroma filled the room instantly.  As Maura took to her knitting again, Silvia undressed.  She limberly stepped over the high side of the bathtub and entered the water.  She sat for a few minutes before wetting her hair and the rest of her skin.  She retrieved a bar of soap from the small table next to the tub and studiously cleansed herself.  After rinsing, she exited the tub and took one of the large towels off the table to dry with.  She took her time, starting from her small feet and working her way up rhythmically.  Her body dried, she wrapped her hair up in the towel.

 “Maura, I hate to bother you, but would you rub some of that oil on me?  It smells so delightful.”

 Her servant nodded, having done this many times before.  She was skilled at massaging and applying oils.  Dessica had often had Maura massage her back with a bit of oil to work out pains.  Now, the maidservant uncapped the bottle and poured a few drops into the palm of her hand.  As Silvia had dried herself, Maura started at her delicate feet and moved upwards, stopping every few minutes to pour another drop or two of oil into her palm.  They let it soak in for a little bit, then Maura took a clean towel and wiped down every inch of skin on her mistress’s body.

 Then Silvia went to her trunks to find her best dress.  She chose a sky-blue silk dress that was absolutely exquisite.  The sleeves were skintight and went past her wrists; a silver ring had been sewn on at the tip of the sleeves so that the cloth seemed to extend to the bottom of her middle fingers.  The inside of the dress had a scoop for a medium size pair of breasts, and when Silvia donned the dress, hers appeared to nearly spill out of the tiny compartments.  The blue cloth was not present around the neck all the way down to her overflowing cleavage; instead, an elegantly patterned white lace covered this part, though barely containing her.  The back of the dress laced up from her rump to her hairline, and Maura laced it just right so that Silvia could still breathe comfortably.  The waist was as tight on her as everything else, but below that the dress fanned out in a beautiful fold of the blue cloth with the white lace bunched up slightly on the sides.  White silk had been stitched in as well at the waist and this had the effect of a flower blooming, the dress spreading more and more as it went down.  Light blue shoes with low heels were placed over white silk stockings.

Having removed the necklace for her bath, Silvia now put it on.  It made her look as though the jewel had been born out of the dress, and looked perfect with it.

 Next, she towel-dried her hair vigorously and brushed all the tangles out.  She let Maura style it into six braids—three from the top layer of hair and three from the bottom layer of hair.  The top three Maura plaited into one big braid, and then did the same with the bottom three.  Then the large top braid was wrapped into a tight bun.  The bottom braid was then looped around the outside of the bun twice, and securely fastened with twelve different pins.  They waited until the last possible moment to put on the nuuisaket.

 Then it was Maura’s turn to dress.  She chose a simple gray dress that barely gave her plump body a figure, but made her appear respectable.  She also wore matching shoes.  Her hair was plaited down her back and minutes later a small ribbon was tied at the end of it to keep it from unraveling.

 A soft rapping was heard and Maura went to the men’s door, unlocking it and throwing it open.  One by one the men entered and one by one they stopped and stared.

 The oil lamps and the candles lit around the room did Silvia a divine justice.  She looked like a goddess.

  

 
Chapter Twenty Five: A Night at the Palace

  

 “Be still, my heart,” Keelan whispered softly.  He was struck, still as stone, by her beauty.  The lamps cast an orange glow all about her, and the sight reminded him of a delicate flower bursting in its bloom before a blazing, fiery sunset.  Even without a crown, she had every bit the look of a queen.

 He fell to one knee and bowed his head.  Quentin, who was not yet wearing his white robe, followed suit and so did the other men.

 Frero fell to both knees, tears sparkling in his eyes.  “My Queen!  You are your mother’s daughter in so many wonderful ways!”

 “You are, if I may say so, the very essence of perfect, milady,” Keelan said.

 Silvia was shocked and a heavy blush rose to her cheeks.  Even Maura had dropped to one knee.  A strange feeling bubbled inside her.  She didn’t recognize it until it had burst forth and spread all over her tingling body.

 It was pride: untainted, pure, and innocent pride.

 “I...I must say that I almost do feel like a queen,” she mumbled.

 The others rose before her and each came forward to kiss her hand in respect.

 “It is time to ready the cart,” Hans said.

 “How many of us are going?” Silvia inquired.

 “Why, all of us,” Hans replied.  “Ladies, especially queens, do not go anywhere without an escort.”

 Concern filled Silvia’s face.  “What if he should recognize Quentin and Keelan?  Or Frero—he was my mother’s gardener!”

 “Mistress, I will not be going in this form,” said Keelan.  “As for Frero, it has been more than a decade since Gregorich laid eyes on him, and I doubt anyone in the castle will remember him.  Quentin, of course, shall go as your protector and will invisible to the naked eye.  And if the King gets a little bothersome about anything, a little nip on the ankle would make him forget!”

 Hans looked over to tell Keelan that he was half-mad, but the young lad wasn’t there any longer.  In his place was a large red fox.

 “By the gods!” Hans cried.  “He is a shape-changer!”

 Touching Silvia lightly on the arm, Maura said, “Milady, how come you never informed us of his, um, ‘ability’?”

“You never asked.”

 Keelan transformed back into a man in the blink of an eye.  He was grinning from ear to ear, and Silvia thought his smile was rather endearing.

 Maura took several steps back and sat on the bed, staring in disbelief.

 “I say, Keelan, how come your clothes and such don’t fall to the floor when you do that?”  Hans’ curiosity was stronger than his surprise.  “You certainly do not wear clothes when you’re an animal.”  His usual look of mistrust for Keelan was once again etched in the lines of his face.  He stared eye to eye with the young man, who was every inch as tall as he was.

 “I do not know,” Keelan replied honestly, shrugging his shoulders.  He pretended to ignore Hans’ expression.  “I have never changed from fox to man and been naked when I wasn’t naked before.  I suppose it’s a good thing too—wouldn’t want to embarrass myself, now would I?”

  

  

  

 About an hour later, they climbed into one of their carts and urged the four horses towards the palace.  Dilliby and Frero rode in the driver’s seat; Silvia and Maura on one side in the back; Hans and an invisible Quentin on the other side.  A very well groomed Keelan lay curled up on Silvia’s left.  She had them stop at a jeweler’s shop on the way to buy something to make Keelan stand out as only a rich woman’s pet could.  She was only inside for a few minutes, and when she came out she looked thrilled.  As the cart continued on, she placed an onyx and diamond studded necklace around Keelan’s furry neck.  He barked his approval and lay down in her lap.

 “My lady?” said Maura.

 “Yes?”
              “Do you recall our conversation earlier today about my departure?”

 “I do.”

 Maura gazed at her hands, running a finger along the scars on her palms as she spoke.  “Well, the King’s message to Hans was that none of us were to leave without his permission.  Seeing as how he is not really a King, and therefore has no power over me, I could leave any time I want.”

 “That is true,” Silvia agreed.

 “I have thought on this all afternoon and I have decided something.”

 “What is that, Maura?”
              “I was hired on almost twenty years ago to be your personal servant, before you were even out of your mother’s womb, and I have to tell you that those years have been nothing short of remarkable for me.  Although I was hired to attend to you as well as protect your person, I have never found my job difficult in the least.  You and Mistress Dessica have never struck me or called me filthy names as my last master did.  I have a clean bed that is not in a stable.  I have been allowed to make my own clothes, and go at my own pace with my chores.  I get free meals as part of my pay, and I get to roam around the house in my spare time.  In short, you two have given me a peace of mind, Mistress, and that is something I can never pay you back for...But I’m going to try.  My…my scars remind me of what needs doing, and I’ll do it to the end. I cannot neglect the promise that I made long ago. I am not leaving your side until I die or you dismiss me.”

 Silvia was touched.  “That is so sweet of you, Maura.  I am honored to have such a friend in a faithful, hardworking, and wise woman.”

 The plump woman blushed bright red and waved off the compliments.

 Silvia looked down and realized she had been stroking Keelan’s red pelt and stilled her hand.

It’s all right, milady.  You are not touching anything you shouldn’t, and I’m enjoying this back rub!

 Quentin began laughing somewhere near Hans.  There was a loud thump, and then his laughing was heard on the floor of the cart.  Silvia knew that Keelan had placed his sapphire next to his skin before changing so that he could talk to her freely during the King’s dinner without anyone else noticing anything strange.  Now, though flushed, she found herself laughing too.  Frero, in the driver’s seat, was crying from his peals of raucous laughter, making the people walking in the streets look at him strangely.  It must have sounded rather funny to everyone else not wearing the stones!

 “What’s so bloody funny?” Hans asked.  He wore a bemused expression on his face and was looking around uncertainly for Quentin.

 But before any of the stone-bearers could calm down enough to answer him, another voice sounded in their minds.

 My dear Silvia!  It seems as if these necklaces work quite well for my amusement!  The voice belonged to Zander, although he was nowhere near them.  He had not felt he should go to the dinner because he did not know her majesty well enough to pretend to be her servant, and there was a chance someone from the city might recognize him.  How could he claim to be her servant if others saw him in the city often?  Did I hear Keelan say something about a back rub?  I thought you were going to the palace for supper?  What exactly are you two doing?  And if you’re handing out back rubs, send one out this way—this old body could use one!

 Silvia’s blush deepened, but she was still laughing hard.  She clutched her sapphire, even though he could hear her anyway through Keelan’s, and answered him.

 “Keelan and I are not doing a thing, blast you!  We’re merely riding to the palace right now for the supper.  Keelan is being a sly little fiend of a fox and is lying on the seat next to me.  I was only petting him when he made that comment!”

 Whatever you say, Zander replied.

 Silvia was so embarrassed that she bid Keelan to lie beside Hans.  He complied and jumped across the cart, landing beside the older man.

 “That’s what you get for cracking such a joke!” she told him, still giggling.

 Hans looked down at the animal beside him, and was returned a steady gaze of innocence.  “What did you do?” he asked.  Keelan cocked his, barked, and lay down.  “I am so very confused.  Why were you all laughing?”

 Quentin had reseated himself on Hans’ other side, and he obliged the older man by explaining the conversations to him.  Silvia kept slipping the fox dirty looks, but Keelan maintained his role, playing ‘innocent’.

 “I should’ve taken the bloody stone when the old man offered it,” Hans muttered, shaking his head.

  

  

  

 When they reached the palace it was not too long before nightfall, and torches had been lit and placed accordingly.  They lined the cobblestone road all the way to the mahogany doors.

 “Frero, Dilliby doesn’t speak the Common Language very well.  Will you knock at the door and tell whoever answers it that Lady Serena of Alwak and her servants are here?” asked Maura.  “And for your sake I would place that sapphire under your shirt—servants are robbed easily, you know, and we do not wish for any questions.”

 “Surely.”  Frero tucked in his necklace, combed his hair quickly, and jumped down from the cart.  At sixty-eight, he acted much younger.  He walked up to the door in the black trousers and white shirt he had borrowed from Dilliby.  He grabbed the iron knocker and slammed it against the door three times.

The door flew open and the same manservant that had led them to the court stood there.  He wore plain brown breeches with a matching overcoat, and his shoes were shined to perfection.  His white hair was swept back from his forehead and held in place with some sort of shiny grease that smelled slightly.  He peered at the cart suspiciously, and then looked at Frero in a squinty glare.

 Frero spoke loudly in a confident voice.  “I am to announce the presence of Lady Serena of Alwak.  She is here at the King’s personal request.”

 “Wait here a moment,” the manservant growled and slammed the door in his face.  Minutes later footsteps could be heard running towards the front doors.  The manservant threw the door wide open.  His face was flushed and he was breathing hard.  He bowed deeply to Frero and said, “My apologies, sirs.  His Highness was not expecting you quite yet.  The feast is not ready, so the King has asked that Lady Serena and her companions go to the inner garden and wait.”

 Frero nodded curtly.  “One moment while I assist my lady.”

 He went back to the cart and helped Silvia down.  Keelan hopped down and trotted alongside her.  Hans followed, and motioned Dilliby to come too.  Maura was on Silvia’s other side.  When they reached the front doors, the manservant moved out of the way to give the party more room.  Quentin passed undetected beside Frero.

 “My lady, is the dog yours?” asked the manservant.  His eyes flicked towards her veil.

 “What is your name, sir?” she said.

 He floundered with irritation, as this was not usually asked of him.  “Borys, milady.”

 “Borys, yes this is my animal.  But it is no dog!  There is a fine difference.  This is Keelan, and he is a fox.  Be as kind to him as you are to me, and you and I will get along fine.”

 “He doesn’t relieve himself indoors, does he?”

 “He is very well trained.  Do not worry, Borys.  He will let me know of his needs before he does them.  No carpet, rug or chair will be messed upon.”

 “C-chair, milady?”

 “Why, yes!” Silvia exclaimed, feigning shock.  “My fox dines with me, walks beside me, and sleeps beside me.  He will be placed on top of a cushion in a chair beside mine or I shall anger His Highness by leaving.”

 Borys frowned fretfully.  He was staring at the expensive necklace around the fox’s neck, with something of skepticism.  “Do you really hold this animal in such high regards?”

 “Yes, I do,” she stated firmly.  “Is there a problem with that?”

 “Not at all, milady.  This way please.”

  

  

  

 The lone figure stood in a window overlooking the front doors of the palace, looking down upon the king’s guests.  He was well hidden in the lengthening shadows of the day, for the window was in an alcove which faced away from the sinking sun.  

 His eyes, as always, were drawn to Silvia, radiant in her beauty even through the veil she wore upon her head.  Tonight would be a dangerous night for the young woman.  He hoped the fool king would behave himself, for her destiny was more important than all the Darkanians combined.  His eyes turned away as the small company went through the doors.  He would continue his unseen vigil and wait until the time was right to reveal himself and help her.

  

  

  

  

 Borys led the party at a much slower pace than he had that morning, as these people were not going to court, but were guests.  They went down the same long hallway as they had earlier, and turned right after a few minutes onto another hall.  This took them toward the center of the grounds, though Borys went through two more great hallways to get there.  At the end of the second of those halls, the walls disappeared and they were in a giant hole in the middle of the ground floor of the palace.  Nearly an acre of gardens and fountains stretched before them.  The halls, walls, windows, and doors of the surrounding floors formed the perimeter and enclosure of the beautiful place on all four sides.  It was a wondrous place, and with the sun starting its decent, it seemed all the more magical.

“I will come back when the banquet hall is ready to seat you for dinner,” Borys said, and he slipped away through a door that was nearly hidden by vines.

 “My word, how beautiful,” Silvia whispered wistfully and she began to slowly walk around, admiring everything in detail.  The flowers and plants were planted at different levels by way of dirt, large clay pots, clay troughs, and the fountains themselves.  Frero walked along beside her.  His eyes stung with the memories of long hours under the hot sun, working in all the flowerbeds, his fingers bleeding some nights from the thorns.  He could almost feel the dirt beneath his fingers, crumbling to the ground.  Whoever had been taking care of the garden had done a decent job, though he could see many signs of neglect in some of the beds.  If they were there under different circumstances, he would gladly throw away all his cares and dirty his hands in the rich soils.

 Seeing the young queen’s look of reverence at what was once ‘his’ beautiful garden, he took advantage of his knowledge and the spare time they had.  “These are called ‘flaming reds’,” he said and gestured to a collection of flowers with orange and red petals.  “I planted them here for your mother,” he added softly, in case they were being listened to.  “They bloom near the end of the day all year, and they look like small bursts of sunsets, as you can see.  Now, over here...” He walked to a plant with blue-green leaves.  “This is a bornebury plant.  I don’t know the reason for the name, but it has good healing powers.  The leaves of this plant are freshly picked, then placed on a person’s entire naked body all the way up to the neck for those who are between life and death and two leaves are placed over the eyes.  It is said that by doing this, you call the spirit back to the land of the living.  The leaves over the eyes are supposed to prevent the soul from seeing a way to escape from the body to the afterlife.”

 They went about the garden in this way, stopping and talking about almost every plant and flower that Frero knew of.  Silvia learned of poplees, dragonias, daisies, blooming tears, sunflowers, geraniums, poinsettias, copperfelds, spotted bluebells, tulips, and many others.  She was also told of the figures that were carved into the clay pots and troughs throughout the garden on the request of her mother.  The pots around the three large fountains were made of silver, and when Silvia asked why these were different, Frero lost his touching smile.

 “Zacharias had these made for Madeline.  The fountain on the left here is his fountain.  The silver bowls around it tell of his past up until he married.  The statue itself is not of him, mind you, but it represents him: It is tall, burly, with large arms and legs and a barrel chest.  The fountain on the right depicts a woman like your mother, and it has her past on the pots of silver, just like Zacharias.”

 “What is the third fountain of?” Silvia asked.  “Is it from after they were married?”  The male statue was in the midst of twirling the lady statue, both faces lit up with joy.

 “Yes,” said Frero.  “They are dancing and smiling just as they did when they were alive…before Gregorich.”

 “Is my brother anywhere on the silver pots?” she asked quietly.  She wanted to run to each fountain and see every carving, every inscription, every last detail of her parents’ lives.  If she only had time to study them!

 “Yes, milady.  His death is there also.”

 “Does it show Silvia?” Quentin asked into Frero’s ear.  He had passed through this garden more times than he could count, but had never had a reason to take interest in the statues and pots before.  Now he wished he had.

 Frero sighed, a deep feeling of uneasiness settling in the pit of his stomach.  “No one knows the meaning of the picture on the last of the pots.”  He looked about, then ambled over to one of the silver pots beneath the dancing figures, suddenly much older than his years.  Kneeling, he pointed to a detailed picture of a woman lying on a bed giving birth.

But the thing exiting her womb was not remotely human.

 Just then a torch appeared in a nearby doorway, bobbing up and down as someone approached.  The group stood from where they had been examining the pot and pretended to be gazing admirably at the stone dancers.  Which was good, for Borys entered the courtyard just then to lead them to the banquet hall.

 As they filed out behind him, Silvia held her sapphire and whispered, “I must see this place again; I have to understand what that picture meant.”  Her mind raced back to her dreams in the past week.

 Below her Keelan trotted with his head cocked to one side, his heart pounding wildly as his mind raced in circles.  What did that carving mean?

  

  

  

 The banquet hall was brilliantly lit.  Chandeliers of candles hung like great celestial lights near the halfway point between the floor and ceiling, with wax guards to prevent the wax from dripping onto the guests and their food.  Bright torches flared in their fixtures every six feet on the surrounding walls.  The ceiling was high, like a cathedral, and had carvings of angels, rearing horses with wings, and other fantastical creatures painted upon every inch.  The walls were decorated with extravagant tapestries much, much nicer than the ones that occupied Silvia’s own home.  Several beautiful murals had been painted right onto the walls as well.  The floor was a strange hue of yellow marble-like stone, and was smooth as glass.  It must have been washed and waxed recently, for the light from the torches and candles gave off the illusion that the yellow stone was really a window, in which Silvia was looking down into an identical room that was just as illuminated.

 The table was nearly sixty feet long, and four feet wide.  Black satin table cloths covered it, with candelabras every few feet; several candles were already spotting the black satin with slowly dripping wax.  Around thirty chairs or so sat around the table, all equally spaced.  The backs of these chairs had a slight curve at the top and were intricately carved.  The arms of the chairs curled into knobs at the ends, and had small pieces of plush cushion on each arm so as not to discomfort the guests.  The seats were well cushioned, the rich red color blending in with the mahogany wood in perfect harmony.  The King’s chair was obvious, sitting at the far end of the table.  Silvia could see from where she stood that it appeared to be made of gold.

 “My Lord,” announced Borys, “may I present Lady Serena of Alwak.”

 The King, who had been sitting in his grand chair, rose gracefully.  “Show them their seats.”

 Only half of the seats were occupied.  However, Silvia knew she was being watched already with peeking curiosity: Borys was leading her to the front of the table, dropping her servants off at the opposite end as they passed it.  There were four women and ten men already seated.  All were dressed extravagantly.  None of them seemed to have servants anywhere near them, and Silvia assumed it was just she and the King who had servants in appearance.  She uneasily noted that this fact would circulate around the table in no time, and everyone would take it into account that she was someone to take notice of.

 Silvia was led to a seat directly to Gregorich’s right.  She seated herself primly, smoothing down her dress.  Then she realized that Gregorich himself was standing over her, his hand extended palm up.  Silvia placed her hand in his, but did not stand, which caused a murmur among the other guests.

 “Forgive me for not rising Your Highness, as my legs are tired from walking about your magnificent garden,” she said in an airy voice.  In truth, she did not wish to stand up again just for his convenience or to give him respect.  She would give him nothing.

“My lady, it is not a problem,” Gregorich replied jovially.  “I relish in the idea that you have enjoyed my garden so immensely.”  He bent over and kissed the back of her hand gently, let his hand linger under hers momentarily, then disengaged himself, sitting down in his massive chair.  The chair, solid gold, was absolutely hideous, Silvia now saw.  It was decorated with the skeletons of hundreds of animals.  Silvia saw bears, deer, wolves, sudus (a strange animal with six legs, three toes to a foot, and a fine, shiny deep blue coat), chickens, foxes, rabbits, and, to her horror, humans.  Silvia looked away before she could lose what little appetite she had.  If she retook the throne that chair would be melted before anyone could blink an eye.  It was just as wretched as the creature who sat upon it, feigning innocence.  How could he sit there so calmly, knowing that it was not his table at all?  These were not his people, and this was not his city.  She scowled at him from under her veil.

 A wide stool had been placed between Silvia and Gregorich.  Two thick blankets and a lush green cushion were set on top.  Borys had picked up Keelan and put him on top of the green cushion, which brought out the fiery red coat of the fox.  Keelan looked around, seemingly uninterested, and then lay down.  His onyx and diamond studded necklace gleamed in the candlelight and drew attention from a lady seated across the table.

 “My, my!” the woman said.  “That is a very beautiful fox you have there!”

 “Thank you,” Silvia said politely. 

 “Is it a vixen?” she asked.

 “No, it is a male.  His name is Keelan.”

 “Is he always so well-behaved?”

 Silvia smiled.  “Usually.  But sometimes he acts a bit wild.”

 “Ah,” the woman said, as if saying that she understood.

 “I don’t recall seeing your fox in the courtroom this morning,” the King interrupted.  “Where was he, may I ask?”

 Silvia had anticipated this question.  “He was at the inn all day yesterday, since we arrived, of course, with my good servant Frero.  My little friend here was not feeling quite himself and needed rest.  Also, I did not know if he would be allowed in such a reputable court.”

 For the next several minutes, Silvia caught the woman from across the table staring at her while the King was talking to a man that sat to his left about cattle prices.  The woman was considerably older than she was—probably around thirty-five or so.  She was wearing a cream colored dress with no sleeves that cut into a deep V-line at her chest.  She was a lovely woman and very healthy.  Her large breasts, pushed up by her dress (or perhaps assisted by a girdle) were smooth and unmarked.  Her hands were also smooth, with small rivulets of veins that barely stood up.  Her eyes, a dark brown, wore very little extra coloring, and when she smiled tiny crow’s feet appeared at the corner of her eyes.

 Just a little bit later, Borys began announcing more guests and escorted them to their seats all around the table.  Silvia began to wonder who the last guest was, for the only empty seat now sat on her right.

 Drawing himself up once more, Borys called out, “Your Highness, Prince Dalton of Wexford.”

  

  

  

 A dashing man strode into the room.  He shrugged off a light, but exquisitely made silk cloak, revealing black trousers, a black shirt that tied at the neck, and a black overcoat, which flowed down to his thighs.  His hair, too, was black and was slicked back from a face that was handsome and well-tanned.  He scanned the table, saw the open seat beside Silvia, and waved Borys away irritably as he made his way to it.

It was only when he got to the chair that he noticed the stunning woman whom he would be sitting with.  The sky blue silk was so tight on her body that it almost looked painted onto her.  His eyes developed a mind of their own and flicked down to her chest, where a pair of beautiful, swollen breasts strained against the tight white lace.  He could barely see her face under her white veil, but he liked what he could see: bright eyes with nothing added to enhance their beauty, pouting lips, and high, soft cheekbones.

 Before he took his seat, he proffered his hand, which she took.  Instead of kissing her hand, however, he bent over and touched it with his forehead, as was his custom.

 “And whom might you be, milady?” he asked in a baritone.

 “Lady Serena of Alwak,” she replied.

 The prince decided he liked the sound of her voice.

  

  

  

  

 
Chapter Twenty Six: From Supper to War

  

 Silvia blushed a little.  Dalton was certainly a very good-looking man, and she knew she’d heard of Wexford before, but couldn’t remember from where.  Her attention broke as the King asked her a question.

 “So, Lady Serena, how is your shoulder?”

 She tried to decipher his tone.  Was that genuine concern or mockery?  “I received excellent care from my servants; my shoulder is a little sore, but fine.”

 “Did you have many a stitch?  I hope it did not go in too deep?”

 Not as deep as it would have gone if Quentin hadn’t took the brunt of the blade, Silvia thought.  “It was not as bad as it appeared.  No stitches were needed.”

 “What happened?” asked the woman.

 “Yes, I would like to know too,” said the prince.  He glanced at Silvia’s shoulders curiously.

 The King had made a subtle, yet catching start at getting his guests’ attention.  Gregorich launched into the story, even including the scene between the juggler and Lano, putting together the story nicely.  He seemed to be invigorated by the story, though Silvia thought that talking of murders and murderous attempts at a dinner table was revolting.

 “Do you mean to tell us,” said Prince Dalton after Gregorich had concluded the tale, “that your Guards did not check each individual upon entering your court?  That is absurd!  You are an assassination waiting to occur!”  He laughed darkly.  “It is a surprise nothing has yet happened to you.”

 The King glared at him.  “A leader cannot lead without trusting his followers, even if they do wish to stab him in the back.”

 “That may be so,” countered the prince.  “However, by not searching Lano and his companion, you put at risk the life of this beautiful, innocent woman and the lives of her faithful servants.”

 Silvia blushed at the sidetracked attempt of a compliment.  She looked down at Keelan, who was now sitting on his haunches, watching and listening intently.  The rest of the table was also listening to the debate.

 Gregorich opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Silvia said softly and firmly, “My Lords, might we banish the whole subject?  My appetite is quickly diminishing.”

 Both men backed off immediately and apologized.

 “Sorry to have offended your stomach’s want of food, madam,” Dalton said.

 The first part of the dinner was carried into the great hall just then, and as bowls and plates were set in front of everyone, Maura got up.  She walked the long way around the table to Silvia, for she didn’t want to anger the King by going behind his great chair.  Silvia said nary a word as Maura pinned up the bottom half of her veil.  She nodded her thanks as her servant returned to her own seat.  She would have to learn how to pin it up without someone there to help her.  Everyone watched, most likely wondering why Silvia had bothered to wear such a hindrance.  She ignored the odd looks, nearly sweating with anticipation of what would be served for dinner.  Her dream flirted on the outskirts of her mind, haunting her thoughts.

The appetizer turned out to be a bowl of lettuce, with chunks of goat cheese, bits of carrots, slices of radishes, with garlic sauce pooled at the bottom of the bowl.  A small serving of breadcrumbs was supplied for those who wanted them in their salads.  Rolls were provided on trays in the middle of the table at regular intervals.  Watered wine was the chosen drink of the course.  Silvia thought the wine had been watered down a little too much; it barely had a taste.  She ate slowly and in small amounts as she listened to the conversations around her with interest.

 Cattle prices were brought up again.  As Silvia knew nothing about cattle, or their going prices in the market, she did not join in talking of it.

 “I believe twenty-eight lisks per head is steep,” said the woman in the cream colored dress.

 “Nonsense, Eulonda,” Gregorich said.  “We are merely keeping up with the times.”

 “I don’t agree,” Eulonda said.

 “Neither do I,” Prince Dalton added.  “But it needs to be done.”

 A man sitting farther on down the table, near the middle, let out a peal of raucous laughter.  Many turned and looked towards him with curious eyes.  When he finished laughing he took a big swallow of the watered wine, shaking his head.

 “If it wasn’t for the higher market prices we would all be broke.  Penniless peddlers—that’s what we’d be!”

 “Quit your blabbering, man,” Dalton said, annoyed.

 “The market prices will drive more people into poverty.  Is that really what we want?” inquired Eulonda.  “As if the people of this city need to gaze upon more homeless.”

 “If it keeps some of us richer, then yes,” the man down the table replied.  “Some people don’t know how to manage their money; they’re meant to go broke.  What do you care?  I don’t see you out there plowing fields behind a mule, or giving money to the needy.  No, you’re sitting in a palace wearing a dress that probably cost as much as two cows to make!  What do you care of the poor?  You are a rich woman, and I hardly think the state of the city’s market will affect you.”

 Eulonda flushed.  “Do you mean to tell me that you want hundreds more in the streets, begging for food and money?  Do you wish to see filthy children, so starved that their ribs are jutting out, trying to eat crumbs off of the floors of taverns for their food?”

 “No, the very thought disgusts me,” said the man.  “But all the same, we have to keep money coming into this city.”

 “I understand that, but...”

 Gregorich said, “Right now we are tied with Wexford as being the most proficient and profitable city this side of Lordale.  As we all know, thousands have died in the war so far.  Wexford is gaining and losing money by helping the Lordalens with food and hospitality, which is more than they should be doing.  Wexford and Darkania have always had a heavy trading market.  However, Wexford needs to raise their prices to gain even a little profit from the Lordalens.  The war will slowly drag Wexford into poverty if prices aren’t raised.  That, in turn, would put a dagger through Darkania’s heart.  The war would close in on us indefinitely.  We would be driven to be destitute and Darkania would fall.”

 The table sat in silence.  Servants came to take the plates, bowls, and cups away.  Silvia felt horribly confused.  She knew nothing of this war, and was terrified at how close it seemed to be.  Who was fighting whom? And why were they fighting?  How long had this been going on?  The questions ran through her mind like a galloping horse.  They left her feeling uneasy and trampled with anxiety, not to mention completely lost.

More servants entered the banquet hall, the torches’ light reflecting off of the golden trays like beams of sunlight.  Lush, dark red wine had been poured for all the guests.  Silvia tried a sip as the food was being set on the table.  Several choices were laid upon the table for dinner: a small-sized bear, a sudu, seven suckling pigs, and twelve waterfowl.

 Silvia chose against the bear without even trying a taste of it.  She had heard that bear meat was fatty, gristle-filled, greasy, and very unpleasant.  Silvia had never cared for fat—it was slimy and revolting.  But the main reason she chose against the bear meat was because it would take a lot of salt to make it taste right, and salt made one very thirsty.  The wine was too strong and sweet for her to drink much.  She had no wish to become a giggling drunk by the end of the meal.

 She took a helping of sudu and a helping of waterfowl.  Both had been stuffed with savory vegetables as well as bay leaves and oils made from olives.  She also ordered one of the servants to bring her another small portion of goat cheese (which she had thought delicious), chunky applesauce, and turnip greens.  A roll was placed on top of her greens.

 Silvia!  Have them fix me a small plate! came Keelan’s voice in her mind

 Silvia called over another servant and asked that the fox be fixed a plate of food as well.

 Surprised, the man asked what he would like to have.

 The waterfowl with cheese, potatoes, and onions would be good, Keelan said through the sapphire.

 She relayed his food order to the servant, looking at the different foods as if she were deciding for him.  “Also, please get him a bowl of the red wine; I’m sure it will be to his liking.”

 The man came back a moment later with the requested food and drink.  “Would he like any eating utensils, milady?”

 “Don’t get smart with the guests!” Gregorich snapped.  His eyes held a clear warning of the consequences.

 “It’s quite all right,” said Silvia, giving Gregorich Hapshamin a glare.  “He was only trying to be nice.  Besides, how do you know my precious fox can’t use a fork?”

 Laughter erupted from the table.  The servant glanced around, uncertain of whether or not to smile.  The King tried to smile, but failed.  He sent the servant away with a wave of his hand.  Keelan was sitting on his haunches, straining his neck to reach the plate of food and bowl of wine.

 “How smart is your fox?” the king asked Silvia.

 She put down her fork and knife, and picked up a cloth napkin next to her plate.  She wiped the corners of her mouth, as a proper woman would do.  “Why, as smart as you or I.  That is why I love him so.”  She reached over and patted Keelan lightly on his head.

 Hapshamin peered at the red animal, chewing a large bite of bear meat.  When he swallowed it he drank a big swig of wine, wiping his mouth afterwards.  Leaning towards Keelan, he said, “If it would make you more comfortable sir, you may place your front appendages upon the table to commence eating.”  He took a bite of a sudu leg and leaned back in his golden chair, with the hundreds of skeletons gazing out around him.

 Without hesitation Keelan deftly reared up and placed both front paws on the table.  The table immediately applauded vigorously, and a lot of the guests were laughing and pointing.  Eulonda giggled like a child, her cheeks rosy.  Maura and Hans exchanged a meaningful glance and smiled, their hands tapping together politely.  The King was still leaned back, giving the devious fox a very thoughtful glance.

  

  

 

 The desserts were served as the last of the dishes were collected.  Chocolates, fudges, nuts and berries, blueberry pie, custard pie, apple pie, a cherry cobbler and assorted fruits were laid before the guests.  Silvia, although nearly gorged on the wonderful dinner preceding the desserts, chose a couple of small chunks of fudge.  They were rich, sweet, and melted on her tongue smoothly.  She savored each piece, briefly closing her eyes, and finished with several gulps of the red wine, which had been poured into her cup for the third time since the appetizers.  She felt jubilant, a little too giddy, and so she hardly spoke for fear someone would notice.  Best to just keep quiet until some of it wore off.

 Keelan had declined the desserts and was curled up on his cushions.  He appeared to be asleep, but Silvia knew better.  His ears were pricked up and she had heard his voice reverberating in her mind more than once, commenting on how boring the dinner had turned out to be.  Apparently she had done well with the dinner, for he had not needed to correct her or help her so far.

 When everyone had finished dining and adjusting their belts, the King stood up and spoke.  “I hope dearly that everybody has enjoyed this splendid meal that my cooks prepared.”  He paused, appreciating the murmurs and grunts of full stomachs, then went on.  “Have a safe journey to your homes and come again when you feel the need for real food.”  Chuckles were heard as the crowd stood to depart.

 Maura made her way quickly around the table, followed by Hans, Dilliby, and Frero, and unpinned her mistress’ veil.

 Eulonda and the man she had argued with earlier about high market prices seemed to be at it again.  To Silvia’s dismay, the two turned and walked up to her.

 “Lady Serena, what do you think about the war and the high prices we’re having to pay?” Eulonda asked nonchalantly.

 “I-I’m afraid that I do not know enough about this war to have an opinion,” Silvia answered.  “I must be behind the times; I did not know before this evening that there was even a war going on.”

 “My, my,” Eulonda tutted.  “Well, you shall learn of it soon enough.”

 “I will?  How so?”

 “Why, didn’t you know?  We’ve all been invited to the King’s sitting room to discuss all about the matter,” the man with her stated.

 Silvia’s face burned.  She couldn’t hide the touch of bitterness in her voice when she next spoke.  “How is it that everyone knew this but me?  Why was I not told?”

 “I suppose His Highness wished it to be a surprise—we only found out a few minutes ago,” said the man.  “I wouldn’t be offended if I were you—I’ve heard he holds spontaneous ‘meetings’ all the time.  Keeps him entertained.”

 “Ladies and gentlemen?”  Borys had approached the group of people unnoticed.  His hair shone brightly under the torches.  “If you will follow me please?”

  

  

  

  

  

 Silvia had Hans carry Keelan.  She did not trust Borys to carry him and didn’t want him to be trampled by anyone.  A light squeeze from an unseen hand upon her own told her Quentin was right beside her.  The King’s sitting room was quite a lot smaller than she expected.  The room could only sit about eight people comfortably, with a small space for entertaining.  Borys asked that Silvia’s servants abide in a good size antechamber across the hall from the room.  She reluctantly agreed, and as they parted, she received warning looks from everyone, even Dilliby.  She didn’t question the meaning of the glances, knowing already what they meant: Be careful.  Don’t be fooled into saying who you truly are.  The King isn’t trustworthy.  Call if you need us.  Keelan, of course, stayed with her, trotting along gaily after Hans put him down, and Silvia thought she noticed an unusual breeze and knew Quentin was in the room with them too.  She seated herself on a luscious, soft loveseat, and Keelan sat beside her.

Prince Dalton was sprawled lazily in a large, wing-backed chair.  The King was lying on a reclined chair, hands resting on his stomach.  Eulonda and her argumentative acquaintance chose different seats: The man sat in a small wooden chair and leaned forward while Eulonda asked Silvia if she could please sit beside her.  Silvia obliged by saying, “Keelan, come,” and patting her lap.  The fox rose gracefully, padded onto her lap, and lay down.  She tried not to think about the fact that it was actually a man sitting on her thighs.

 “Now that we are all here,” Gregorich said, “I will make sure everyone knows each other.  Prince Dalton of Wexford has come to try and work out the market prices and to inform me of the latest occurrences in the war.  Sir Grant of Crider is here for the same thing, as Crider gets most of its market products from Darkania and Wexford.”  The man in the wooden chair nodded at Silvia.  “Madame Eulonda is of Darkania and is here because she enjoys politics, food, and good debates.  And last, but most certainly not the least is Lady Serena of Alwak, who is here at my own request.”

 Silvia blushed behind her veil as Prince Dalton raised his eyebrows at her curiously.  His eyes moved over her smoothly, taking in her features, before glancing at the King to see if he had noticed.  She started rubbing Keelan’s fur, trying to calm away her sudden feeling of anxiety.

 “Where shall we start?” Sir Grant asked politely.  His thick brown hair was cut very short, and though he may have appeared stocky, a closer look revealed muscles massed beneath his loose green shirt.

 “Lady Serena has said she knows hardly a thing about the war,” said Eulonda.  “Let us start at the beginning so she won’t be lost in our talk.”

 “That sounds reasonable enough,” Gregorich complied, although his facial expression showed he was surprised at her lack of knowledge concerning the war.  He turned to the prince and said, “Dalton, if you would be so kind?  You are closer to the brunt of the war than we are, and you no doubt know more of it than we do.”

 The prince nodded his head and thought about where to begin.

 “Lordale is a month’s journey from here by horse.  It’s a large city—about the size of this one—and is usually very peaceful.  But one night, nearly half a year ago, about twenty drunken peasants meandered over to a small town a couple of hours outside Lordale’s city boundary with the intentions of stealing some livestock.  The town, called Gordic, only has about two hundred inhabitants and is very poor.  Everyone there has to scrape by for what they have.  Well, the men arrived and roped nearly thirty cattle, which was most of the cattle in the town.  Little did the men know one of them had lagged behind, having spotted a plump teenager coming out to investigate some of the noises they were making.  He kidnapped her, throwing her over his saddle and catching up with the rest of the group.  The cattle were herded back to Lordale and crowded into one of the peasant’s pastures near dawn.  That’s when the other men noticed the teenager on the man’s horse.  They hefted her off, hoping to have a little fun.”  He glanced at Silvia to see if she knew what he meant.  Seeing her wide eyes behind the white lace of her veil, he knew she had caught on.  

 “But when the hair was pushed back from the teenager’s face, they discovered a chunky boy with long hair, not a young girl.  The men were outraged at the kidnapper for being so dull, and strapped the young lad to the man’s horse, sending him in the general direction of Gordic.  He arrived home in the late afternoon the next day, as the horse wanted to go any way but the right one, and told his story.  Word reached King Rordar of Lordale, and he sought out the stolen animals.  He sent all of them back to Gordic with a very elaborate written apology.  The apology wasn’t accepted, however, because the teenager, wanting more attention, made up an abominable story of...sexual misconduct that the men supposedly bestowed upon him.  That week, fifty men of Gordic rode into Lordale.  They exhibited their revenge by taking hostage twenty young women and girls, as well as the man who had kidnapped the teenager in the first place.  Many husbands, brothers, and sons tried to stop the men and dozens were injured or killed by the hands of the Gordic men.”

“What did King Rordar do?” Silvia asked when Dalton paused in his tale.

 “He traveled to Gordic himself the next day and met with a man named Tyrol who was looked upon as their leader.  The lying boy was brought forward to the King, who questioned him intensely in front of a small council consisting of men from both sides.  The boy finally admitted to lying about the sexual wrongdoings and Rordar insisted on him making a formal apology in front of Lordale as punishment.  The boy accepted his reprimand, at the direct order of Tyrol—who was furious with him.  But mad though he was at the boy, the leader of Gordic wanted a guarantee of the boy’s safe return.  Rordar reluctantly agreed to the condition that the captured women could stay as prisoners while the boy was gone, but that all the little girls would leave with him as reassurance that the boy would return unharmed.  Tyrol agreed to an extent, letting all the girls under the age of sixteen go, though there were only six of them.

 “The boy made his public apology that afternoon in Lordale, but the relatives of the women and children were outraged that such drastic measures had been taken on Gordic’s part because of a few measly lies.  All of them said that everything should have been handled much differently.  They broke through the guard surrounding the boy in the Town Commons and beat him severely.  When the King returned him to Gordic (after he had been seen to and bandaged up by the King’s own doctors) he was still unconscious.  The leader of Gordic was enraged, despite the fact that King Rordar had punished all those that had taken part in the beating.  Tyrol had the man who kidnapped the boy in the beginning brought to him, where he promptly slit his throat.  Rordar angrily tried to explain what happened so that the leader would see it was no one’s fault but the boy’s.  The man wouldn’t listen and was in the mood for vengeance, with murderous intents.  He sent the King away, telling him they would discuss the women prisoners in the morning when both of them had calmed down.  Rordar had a bad feeling about doing so, but did not wish further conflict with Tyrol.  He assumed his instincts were riled up from his nerves and that the women would be all right for one more night.  However, when the King returned the next day, he was told that the women had lost all hope of being saved and had committed mass suicide.  Rordar would not believe this and demanded to see their bodies.  He was led there by smiling scoundrels of men and the sight before him was so terrible that he fell to his knees and cried like a child.”

  

  

  

 Chapter Twenty-Six: A Cigar and a Generous Offer

  

 The prince stopped and addressed Gregorich.  “Would you please send a servant for some wine?  My throat is a bit parched.”  In truth, he looked as though he were going to be sick.

 Gregorich clapped his hands.  Seconds later, a large jug of wine was brought forth and set on an end table.  The servant poured wine for everyone and left the room as silently as he had come.  All waited patiently, sipping their wine, until Prince Dalton was ready to speak again.

 He sighed heavily.  “Lady Serena, do you wish me to pass over this part of the tale?  I would understand completely.”  She shook her head no, so he went on.  “The women had quite obviously not committed mass suicide.  They had been butchered.  Blood and gore...there was so much of it.” Dalton’s voice got quieter and strained.  His eyes were distant, with a hazy anger floating in the irises.  “The bodies were strewn about the floor in the old stone building they had been kept in.  Their faces were frozen in eternal screams; fingernails were completely broken off in trying to escape...It looked as if a shower of blood had rained upon the women, there was so much of it.  There was never any suicide, although I believe if the women had known what was coming they might have seriously considered it.  It was a damn massacre.  It was...indescribable.”  He paused, drained his cup and filled it with more wine.

Silvia felt queasy.  Those women...those poor, poor women.  “Prince Dalton, how did you find out all these details?”

 He looked at her, the anger in his eyes melting into sadness.  “I was visiting Lordale at the time.  I stayed in King Rordar’s palace as a guest but I was there to see family in the city.  My aunt and cousin were among those women kidnapped.  I saw them.  I accompanied the King that day, you see, and...I saw all of those innocent women.”

 Silvia felt her heart go out to the prince.  How horrible it must have been for him!

 “My aunt had been stabbed so many times in the neck that she was nearly decapitated.  Her body was lying in an awkward position and her skirts were bunched up at her waist.  She had been violated in the worst possible ways, and so had many of the others.  My cousin still lives, although she was barely alive when we found her.  She was the only survivor and had been raped by what she said had seemed like a dozen of men.  She was also beaten, choked, and stabbed in the legs and arms and even in the chest.  She will never be able to bear children; she was injured too badly.  When I saw her last it was right before I journeyed here, and she looked pitiful and had not spoken a word since that night.

 “As for the King—he was devastated to a degree that I do not think anyone fully understood.  He ordered the women to be taken by his Guards to his personal carts for transportation back to the city for proper burials.  Meanwhile, the King and several others, including myself went to the leader of Gordic once more.  Tyrol smiled as only a mad man would as we walked in.  Rordar asked him why he had lied and the man replied that he had not lied, just stretched the truth: Only one of the women had actually took her own life.  King Rordar told the man that every single man in the town would have their lives taken if they did not surrender to punishment for the heinous crimes done to the dead women.  Tyrol laughed as the King left without a surrender from Gordic.”

 “Forgive me for interrupting, but is the war between Lordale and Gordic?  If so, Lordale could wipe them out in merely a couple of hours,” said Silvia.  “You said Gordic only had two hundred inhabitants.  And what of the women of that town?  Surely they could not have condoned such behavior from their own husbands!”

 “If only it were that simple, my lady,” he said.  “First of all, the townswomen were like prisoners themselves and wanted to take their children and leave Gordic.  Their husbands and brothers did not allow this.  Also, little did we know that the day the King went to talk to the trouble-making boy the town leader sent out a message by carrier pigeon.  It was sent to the only person who would ever have supported Gordic.  The letter arrived in the Realm of Rohedon and told all about the incident, including the boy’s lies.  Lord Rohedon is a powerful man, and one of the most well-known sorcerers of this age.  His realm is so vast it could swallow Darkania and still have room for another city of the same size.  Rohedon is cruel and heartless, even to his own people.  He has spent his whole life teaching his people to train for battle, and they have been all too eager to practice.  Anyway, the letter got to Rohedon himself within two days and being a man who loves war and death, he sent an army out immediately to protect Gordic.  The army traveled quickly and arrived the evening of the day the bodies had been removed.

 “King Rordar’s biggest mistake was that he waited a couple of days to attack Gordic.  He didn’t want the women and children to be hurt as the ones from his city had and hoped that they would smell the frenzy of the oncoming battle and flee to safer grounds.  Tyrol did, in fact send the women away the second day, but only to the Realm of Rohedon.  I am not sure what happened to them after that.  King Rordar did not know this, or he would have attacked as soon as they were out of sight.  He also did not want to attack during the evening or the nighttime, for fear of an ambush.  The King didn’t accompany his men on the attack, and for that matter, neither did I.  Instead he sent his highest general to do the attack.  General Eldon set out at dawn and hit the town under two hours later.  They were all overcome by Rohedon’s men and women, all except General Eldon.  He jumped onto his horse and sped off towards Lordale. He claims one of Rohedon’s woman warriors stepped out in front of his horse, causing the horse to rear up and stop.  She told him that the ‘great Rohedon’ had his heart set on Lordale and that it would fall into his domain.  Being the last man alive, General Eldon felt a duty to tell his king what had occurred and went around the woman without harming her.”

“And this was the start of the war?” asked Silvia.

 “The Lordalen War, yes.  It’s been going on ever since.  Thousands have died so far.  But King Rordar and Lord Rohedon are very strong opponents.  Neither will give up the fight, although both of them have taken considerable losses.”

 Here the prince stopped, and Silvia concluded that this had been all he was content to tell.  Indeed, he reached inside his overcoat and withdrew a rectangular box.  Opening it, he extracted a long, thin cigar and a small tinderbox with matches.  Before lighting his, he gave four cigars away—one to each person.  Silvia had always wanted to try a cigar, but Dessica had been dead-set against smoking; she had said proper ladies did no such thing, although Silvia had met several who seemed to enjoy it.  She waited her turn as Prince Dalton lit the cigars, setting fire to his own last.

 Eulonda leaned over as if to whisper a womanly secret and said, “Just puff on it dear, and don’t inhale.  I inhaled a puff of my first one and nearly choked.”

 She chuckled and Silvia smiled.  She had to lift the bottom half of her veil to take a puff off the cigar, for Maura was not present to pin it up.  The cigar was sweet and left a dry, but pleasant taste in her mouth.  After a few moments, she noticed that Eulonda was looking at her with amusement.

 “Is something the matter?” Silvia wondered aloud.

 “Have you ever smoked a cigar before, my dear?” Eulonda asked.

 “No.”

 The older woman smiled, her crow’s feet dancing at the corner of her eyes.  “Do you realize you’ve been inhaling the smoke?”

 Silvia blinked and looked down at the cigar sitting between her first and second fingers.  “No, I hadn’t realized.”

 Eulonda gazed at each of the men in turn; they, too, were staring.  “Inhaling on a cigar is an admirable trait in a woman of stature.  Most who try it merely puff on it.”

 “I thought I’d gag to death on my first one,” said Sir Grant, laughing.  “I threw up until my stomach hurt.  But we must get on with the subject we were previously discussing.  Now, three cities have stopped trading with King Rordar because they don’t want to be pulled into the war.  Those cities are trying to remain neutral at all costs even though, put together, they would be a formidable enemy to the Realm of Rohedon.  Cities like that should be made aware of their potential.”

 “That’s very true, and it would add a lot more men—men that are already experienced from the Battles of the Flunders,” Prince Dalton added.

 “Also very true,” Gregorich Hapshamin agreed.  “So the Lordalens are only able to get supplies from Wexford and Darkania.  If they win this war, which would be a miracle, then our two cities will be looked upon with admiring eyes.  We will be turned to in times of need, and rewarded, glorified, and fortified in times of strength and victory...But if they lose, there will be no pity.  We will be taken mercilessly for aiding Lordale.”

 “How are we aiding them from so far away?” Silvia asked.  “It sounds a bit difficult.”

 “Because we are still trading with Wexford when no one else is and it is keeping them alive.  Right now we have to worry about how to keep money coming into both cities, or everything will come crashing down.”  Gregorich tapped his cigar in a tray on another end table that was beside his chair.  “The main way we are doing it is raising the cattle prices.  Twenty-eight lisks per head of cattle isn’t a horrible fluctuation.”

 “It is too!” Eulonda countered.  “It was just twenty lisks!”

 “How else will it happen?” Hapshamin snapped at her.

 “What he means,” Sir Grant said in a softer tone, “is do you have any suggestions as to what we can do?”

“If I may?”

 All looked at Silvia in surprise, and she was motioned to speak.  “Well,” she said, “why don’t you charge a certain small amount of money at your city’s gates?  It could be what would seem an insignificant amount.  Then you could lower the price of the cows by three or four lisks, which would make the sales jump up to an almost normal rate.  It won’t make the money problem seem as harsh if you scatter the raises in prices.  Make swine go up a lisk a piece, as well as chickens.  Why, I read in a book that in some wars where the food is scarce, the soldiers eat the lame horses; it’s better than starving to death.  Why don’t we pay a rock bottom price for all the lame horses in the city and send them to Wexford, who will then buy them and sell them cheaply to the Lordalens?”

 The prince stood up, clapping his hands. “Brilliant, my dear Lady Serena, brilliant!”

 “She is perfectly right,” said Sir Grant.  “That’s the best ideas I’ve heard so far.”

 “How did you think of such a thing?” asked the King, leaning forward.

 Silvia avoided looking at him.  She did not trust something in his voice.  “I was merely peeking at several aspects that were right before your eyes, my Lord.  You would have seen them sooner or later, I am sure.”

 “Maybe...maybe.  Are you always this competent with advice?”

 Silvia was not positive she knew the answer to that question or even if she should answer it at all.  However, she was not the queen yet and she could not ignore questions from the present king.  “No, not always.  Just some of the time, I’m afraid.  My mouth is a bit talkative tonight.  My apologies, Your Highness.  Perhaps I have had too much drink.”

 “Your apology is not accepted because it was not needed, and if drinking wine puts wise ideas in your head then I say you need to drink more often.  Honesty is a virtue that I like,” he said.  He suddenly got up and stepped over to where she was sitting.  He took her cigar and set it down, afterwards grabbing both of her hands.  “Lady Serena of Alwak, I would be honored if you would accept my offer of a stay at my castle to assist me in the matters of this war.  Your fascinating and refreshing thoughts are just what we need around here.”

 Silvia blinked, barely lifted her veil when her hands were released, and grabbed her cigar to take a deep drag.  She couldn’t help but to notice Eulonda’s expression had soured tremendously.

 What am I to say? she thought.  She hated this man, this creature, more than she had ever thought possible and now he was asking her to take residence in what was really her home for the whole length of the war?  Why, the war could last for months!  She would probably kill him herself before it was over with just so she didn’t have to listen to him talk!

 Finally she gathered as much steadiness as she could and placed it in her voice as she spoke.  “Your Highness, that is a very generous offer.  But I am young and inexperienced in such things as war.  I would hardly be of any service to you.”  Silvia fervently hoped that this would throw the King off and disappoint him.

 No such luck was to be had, however, as the King let the words go in one ear and out the other.  “Nonsense, my dear!  Even if you prove to be of no help in the politics of war it would be interesting to have the views and opinions of a vibrant young mind.  Please, Lady Serena, say ‘yes’.”

 “My mother and father would be too worried,” she said quickly.  Beside her, Keelan let out a low whine.

“That is not a problem; I can send them a letter of explanation by eagle first thing tomorrow morning.”

 “I really do not know, my Lord,” Silvia stalled, alarmed at the thought of him trying to find imagined parents.  “I was not prepared for any stay of great length.”

 “My lady,” Prince Dalton intervened, “at least stay until my departure for Wexford in three weeks.  When I leave here, I will escort you and your party halfway to Alwak.  If you are financially unprepared, I will pay for whatever you may need.  If you do not have enough clothes for such a stay, those can be bought as well.”

 Gregorich shot the man an unreadable glare, as if Dalton were butting in.

 Silvia almost groaned.  Why did something like this have to happen to her?  And why did the prince want her to stay also?  Nobody had even met her before today.

 Silvia! Keelan said in her mind frantically.  Tell them you’ll give him an answer tomorrow morning—it will give us time to think.

 She looked down to find his striking blue eyes staring at her intently.  He rose from his sitting position and whined almost inaudibly.  She took more cigar smoke into her lungs and exhaled slowly, buying herself a few more precious seconds.  “Tomorrow morning, Your Highness,” she said.  “I will send my answer then.”

 “Very well then,” Gregorich replied.  He gazed at his guests before going on.  “Now, who would like to go to the music chamber?  I have excellent musicians and several women with voices that rain gold upon your ears.”  He smiled, showing a set of slightly crooked, but healthy teeth.

 As Silvia stood to leave with the others, the King grabbed her arm and pulled her to the side.  She nearly shrank from his touch, wishing she could jerk her arm from his grasp.  “Milady?”

 “Yes, Your Highness?”

 He looked around as the others filed out of the room and then back at her, searching to find her eyes through her veil.  “I really must insist upon you staying here, Lady Serena.  I would be most displeased if you answered otherwise.” His voice held a dark undertone that gave her chills.  “Your presence here is more or less required, for I won’t be without it.  Think long and hard on it, my dear, and choose wisely.”

 Her heart stopped mid-beat, and a bad feeling spread through her body….

 A feeling of doom.
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