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Dedication
To my husband Otto. You are my star, my hero.
Prologue
Rain struck the lead-glass window in staccato bursts. It struck with such force that it drowned out all living sound, even the clanking of solders walking the passageways on their daily rounds. Grayness seeped through the stones of the castle along with the cold wet damp. Darkness, brought by the rain, chilled the bones of adults and children alike.
In the midst of this war of elements, a newborn babe, lay in a small rocking cradle. His mother had just died in a last major effort to birth him. A nurse rocked the cradle, crooning.
″You, poor sweet thing.″ she said. She had promised the mother during this hard birth that she would save the baby. The mother insisted over and over that this baby was in danger.
Everyone knew that the woman who had married the king aspired to be a real queen, not a consort. It would be hard for a new woman to realize that she would always be unloved. Married, but unloved. But the mistress was dead. It was time to look after the child.
The nurse looked behind her, and then picked up the baby. Glancing to the right and left, she looked hard into the shadows. You never knew what or who could be listening. She shuddered. This child was the key to power.
Gently she wrapped him tightly in a soft warm blanket, and placed him in a crude wicker basket. She tucked a small quilt over the basket.
Walking slowly through the castle, she prayed that the child wouldn't cry. But, he was silent. She wanted to reassure him, but he needed to stay hidden. No one must know that where he had gone. Her lips moved in a silent prayer as she walked through the hidden world of servants. She prayed that her arm would not give out.
The baby was heavy. The basket pressed against her forearm. No one must know what was in the basket. If she used her hand to steady the basket, some spy would be able to tell that she was not carrying bread. It must look effortless.
The nurse made it to the kitchen. In another moment, she would be gone. The tradesmen were at the door unloading the castle's daily supplies. She slipped through them like a dark shadow, headed through the open gate, and stepped into the city.
She walked through the maze of the city, looking for a certain alley. It was just off the market square. It was long before she found the little shop. Beads and brocade covered the entrance. Incense burned, inviting the shopper to step inside and sample the exotic goods.
She walked in and said, "Kinsman, may I speak with you?" The man behind the counter went to the front door and locked it. He took her into the backroom.
An hour later the nurse was on her way back to the castle. The basket was gone.
***
The messenger found the newly wedded Queen standing by the window, gazing at the city. Her crimson dress draped across her tall slight frame. It emphasized her dark brooding eyes. Dark hair piled on top of her head completed this picture of stark beauty.
"The nurse is dead," he said.
"And the baby?" She waited for his answer.
"The nurse hid him before we found her."
"Find the baby," she ordered. The death of the child was important for her plans.
The messenger’s eyes glowed red for an instant. Then, he faded into the shadows.
Chapter One
Shira Loesdotter sat on a on a large granite rock, overlooking the valley. Below her was a small city surrounded by patchwork fields. Dark dots walked slowly through the fields. Some were kine, a small cow about the size of a goat, and some were horses.
She sighed. Shira’s long legs hung over the rock. In the distance she could see the tent city of the Ahrah. She was tall and lean in contrast to the Ahrah, the people of the land. Her hair was as light as corn-silk and her eyes were a dark blue. It was obvious from her looks that she was not from the same people; the Ahrah were short and stocky with dark skin, hair, and eyes.
But even though she was not Arah, it did not stop her from participating in the Ahrah’s most coveted sign of adulthood: The Awakening.
No one knew why some children woke, while others never woke at all. After her awakening, Shira could see past the ordinary world into a world of sun and shadow. It was so real, so there, that once you saw it, this ordinary world became a little dim.
Shira had been ten.
Shira had slipped from her bed early. The window had beckoned with the scent of roses drifting from the garden. Behind her the other orphans were still sleeping. Underneath the window, the bushes burst into vibrant shades of red, pink, and yellow.
A sprite danced in the sunshine, praising the sun and flowers with her body. Energy emanated from every living object. It was like seeing a halo around every living object. Even the rocks had a silvery-gray sheen.
Just before the morning bell rang, her sight dimmed as chaos shattered the quietness. The sprite drifted away, looking for a more peaceful spot to bask in the morning sunshine. Her wings beat lazily.
As always, confusion reigned in the orphan’s quarter. Children threw pillows and blankets helter-skelter around the room as they scrambled to brush hair and teeth. They must be dressed before the headmaster entered the room.
Shira dressed, trying to recapture the moment of peace, but it was impossible to think through all the noise.
Soon the room quieted. Oor stood at the doorway. He walked towards Shira, holding out his hand. Everyone in the room turned to stare at her.
She saw a faint glow of blue travel from his hand to hers. They looked at each other—the little girl and the old man.
“Come,” he said.
***
It seemed so long ago. The trees swayed, sending the soft smell of fir. After the awakening, it was sometimes hard to focus. She closed her eyes to feel the soft wind as it brushed against her cheeks. Quiet. Peace.
She ducked. A stick swung past her head.
“Now girl,” said Oor. "You shouldn’t get lost in your thoughts.” There was a quiet chuckle in his words. He swung again.
Shira leaped off the rock and onto the ground. She stepped back, and she tripped on a stick. As she fell, she grabbed the stick and stopped Oor's next swing.
Crack. Ouch. Oor’s stick went smacked her on the ribs.
Oor laughed. “Come on,” he said. “Get to work and no cheating.”
She stood with a flair and stood waiting for the next hit.
Shira could cheat. She had a gift of calling the sprites of the woods when she was in danger. To the uninitiated, it seemed like magic when the sticks would jerk from their hands and fly away. Of course, Oor knew better. The sprites were also mischievous. They liked to annoy Oor.
Shira grinned. “It’s my best defense,” she said as she tried to keep away from the Oor's stick. Still unable to fight him on equal terms, she looked for tree to climb. Oor caught her across the back as she jumped for a tree limb. That would hurt in the morning.
After dancing around the rocks and trees, Shira slid and fell. “Ouch” she said on the ground. She watched Oor. He waited for her to get up.
“Don’t give up,” he said.
“Nope,” she laughed. “I think I am done. See my ankle is twisted.”
"That's the old twisted ankle ruse," Oor laughed back. "I have used that one in my time."
"No, really," Shira protested, trying to look small and defenseless. Even though Oor knew better, he leaned down to take a look. Using her supposedly hurt leg and anke, she knocked him on his backside. She enjoyed the picture of Oor on his back, taking deep breaths.
“Now, I’m tired.” Oor never admitted to tiredness. His job was to train her as a warrior. Now she was concerned.
“You need help?” she asked. “You won’t flip me?” Her voice trailed off when she saw his grin.
“That was the plan.”
“Truce?” she asked.
“Truce,” he said.
Shira crawled to Oor. They helped each other up, using the stick, trees, and anything else that they could lean on. Finally, they were both standing.
"Time for school," he said.
She groaned. Math, Reading, Philosophy, History and even Geography. Sometimes they would take time off for magic. She didn't get enough time to hike or be by herself. It was hard work and not much fun. She groaned again.
"If someone were watching," Oors eyes twinkled. "They'd think you had been beat by an old man."
As Shira and Oor limped back to the city, she tried to explain her strategy. Oor just hummed, "as in how to get beat strategy?"
She liked Oor, but he could be annoying when he was amused by her mistakes.
Oor was a quick, lithe man who had been a weapons master in Corsindor before becoming a servant of the Ahrah. He’d traveled many leagues and was fond of telling stories about their southern neighbors. One unlikely story was that there were cannibals down south. Oor insisted that they liked young soft female flesh. At ten, she had been scared silly of those cannibals. Now she just laughed at Oor’s stories.
By the time they reached the stables on the outskirts of the tents, Malkiah was waiting for them. He was tall for an Ahrah-as tall as Shira. But in every meaningful way, he was Ahrah.
Malkiah had never touched her except when they were practicing fighting moves. It was unclaeren to touch female flesh. Shira considered Malkiah silly. After all, they trained together. He could not avoid touching her when they were on the field hitting each other with sticks. Malkiah came from an old Ahrah family who lived by the old rules. His mother still wore a veil, which covered her face and left her dark round eyes uncovered.
Since the Council had taken over governing the Ahrah, many of the old ways for females and males had been abandoned. The elders and elderesses had warned of the danger of disregarding the rules of the gods. But, the new robes were less confining. And the girls liked showing their faces. The younger generation seemed disrespectful to the old ones.
Malkiah slid out of the shadows of the stables and touched Shira’s arm. Shira was shocked. She pinched the back of his hand. Malkiah grimaced.
“Stop,” he said. “Loesdotter, Oor.” He nodded to each of them. “The Counselor requires your presence.”
Malkiah lead them to Counselor’s door. Shira grimaced behind his back.
“Oor, you will wait here.” Malkiah motioned Shira to the door. She tried not to say anything to further anger Malkiah, but it was too much fun.
“How’s your mother?” she asked, then slipped through the door. Now Malkiah only had time to glare at her back. He turned away.
***
The Counselor stood as she saw Shira. Her white robes whirled around her. Shira walked towards her and bowed deeply.
“Child,” said the Counselor. "There is no need for that here.”
“What is do you need?” Shira knelt at the Counselor’s feet and looked up at her. The Counselor looked old and worn. Her skin was papery from an old illness. Eyes bruised. Shira felt her stomach clench. The news must be bad.
“You are still young,” the Counselor sighed. She peered into Shira’s eyes, looking carefully at the iris. She touched Shira’s cheek.
“I need to tell you your story." She paused, "when you awakened, we knew you were one of the great ones. But, we were confused. We lived in peace. We were guarded from our more bloodthirsty neighbors by the great veil.”
She continued. “We decided to teach you all of our secrets. We gave you our best warrior to be your mentor and teacher. In a few years, you would have been ready to sit on the Council.”
“But, I am not ready.” The words burst out of her mouth.
The Counselor smiled. The lines around her mouth and eyes eased and she looked younger. “No, you are not,” she said. “I have had a vision, which concerns you.”
“In my dream, I saw you running through the woods with a spear in your hand. You fought the Corsindor’s warriors. Under your feet were the skulls of the Ahrah. You were fierce, but eventually they pulled you down. A hairy man howled and pierced your breast with a sword.”
The Counselor laid her hands on Shira’s corn-silk locks. “Cut your hair. Burn the locks. Your destiny is not here.” A tear rolled down her cheek.
“You are to leave tonight after the banquet. Tell no one.”
***
The main tent held the banquet hall. As the sun came down, the tent went from yellow to gold. As the light darkened, the tent turned white. Inside were all the nomads of the Ahrah. Ahrah from the farthest ends of the country had arrived for the gathering that happened once a decade. It was a chance to sing, dance and tell stories. Many of the younger Ahrah met their mates at this gathering. It was a time of rejoicing.
Inside the tent, were large tables filled with goat and sheep dishes. Vegetables and fruits made the tables groan. They came from around the country plus some from Corsindor. Shira had no idea how the stuffs from Corsindor came into the country.
Shira walked through the tables, greeting friends and not-friends alike. She had not grown old enough to have enemies, Oor was found of saying. She was careful to nod to the more powerful Council members.
As Shira walked by the Council member's table, Cianne, Malkiah's mother, touched her. Shira stopped. It was not polite to ignore any of the older members. Cianne's face was covered with by a white veil. Her breath moved the veil back and forth slightly.
“Sit with me,” she said. Cianne was one of the more powerful faction members of the Ahrah. It was ironic that she wanted the men to have more powerful positions like the old days. But, because of the wars with Corsindor, many of the men had died. The veil had changed all that. Corsindor could not encroach on Ahrah land, and even better none of the Ahrah died more wars. Because of the shortage of men, most of the powerful positions were filled by women. In fifty years, the Ahrah had turned to a matriarchy. Another reason for the changes was the low birthrate of boys. No one knew the reason.
Cianne considered herself blessed because she had one of the few boys. It was never good when Cianne wanted to talk. She spent most of her time trying to persuade Shira to become more female. In her heart of hearts, she wanted Shira to marry Malkiah and give her many many grandsons. The new blood would do their family line a world of good.
But, Shira needed to relinquish her place as “God’s Warrior.” How silly that Shira being female would be considered a warrior. Shira knew what Cianne was thinking because her eyes glittered. It boded another argument.
Oor told Shira many times that politeness was a strategy. Since Cianne was a not-enemy, Shira should listen to Cianne.
Shira bowed her head and sat at the tables.
“This is Shira.” Cianne announced to other members of the table. The table was filled with older men and women of Cianne’s age. Shira bowed again to the table.
“She has been taught well,” said an old man, his beard hanging to his chest. The old lady next to him bobbed her head. She did not speak, but put some meat on the older man’s plate. “She is not one of us,” he continued.
“You need to learn the epistles of Canroh,” he said. “Woman is a bright jewel. Speak not. Her beauty radiates.”
“Man is the ox of his family,” said Shira. “He feeds and protects his family.”
Cianne’s eyes twinkled. “Canroh was wise,” she said.
Shira was wary. Cianne and her cohorts had spies besides Malkiah. But, they weren't rude or blunt. Maybe they wouldn't ask about her meeting with the Counselor. Shira tried to look unconcerned. Hopefully Cianne would not ask her outright. It was not the way. But, the old man did not seem to be of the same nature.
“You had an audience with the Counselor,” the old man said. Shira put some lamb in her mouth.
“Umm,” she said. She wiped her hands on a handkerchief, chewed, and then spoke. “She is kind.”
There was nothing more to be said. Even the old man could not ask her outright what had happened. Only Shira could tell. And the last words from the Counselor were not to tell anyone. She excused herself from the group. She could feel their eyes on her back as she walked across the tent towards Oor.
“The elders cornered you,” Oor said in amusement. Sometimes Shira wished she had Oor's humor.
“Yes,” she looked at them. They were still watching her. “I wonder, what has changed? Last week they wouldn’t talk to me.”
Oor nodded. They went to the tables to eat. Shira didn't know when she would have this much to eat again.
Chapter Two
“Is ambition evil?” Queen Mallory mused. “Have I condemned Corsindor with my own actions?”
The queen looked out the window at Corsindor, the same window she was so interested in two decades ago. She was as slim as she was then. It would have been easier if she had been with child when the bastard prince had disappeared. She had wanted to destroy his blood, but now the world was a little different.
If she had been wiser and guarded the bastard prince carefully, she would have had her figurehead — her road to power. Yes, she had put herself in this position. She had no one to blame but herself and maybe her accomplice. Who would have guessed that the king would crack at the loss of the child? And, he had not touched her. She may as well have been virgin.
The queen gazed unseeingly at the window. Her needlework clutched in her hands.
Maria. How she hated that name. The King had loved his little commoner mistress. He had acknowledged her child. But, but, now as queen she did not even have the power of a broodmare.
Rhali, a courtier, had gained her ear. His words had made sense. If the prince disappeared, he had said, and if the queen, your highness, was with child, you, my queen, would have the influence and power. He had bowed to her, leaning toward his lovely legs when he whispered this plan. It would have been something. She sighed.
But now, if her husband would only notice her, it would be enough. He spent his days and nights tucked into a laboratory that he had built from the ballroom. His magician brewed potions. All of this magic was powered by the King's hope to find the prince. The bastard prince, she thought spitefully.
“Your Highness,” said the under-servant, who had just entered the room. He walked toward her rapidly and stopped. The queen turned, her face still. He bowed. “His highness is calling for you,” he said. “I think something is wrong.”
The Queen picked up her skirts and walked rapidly to the king’s chambers. The king rarely called her. Her heart beat rapidly. As she reached his rooms, there was a faint smell of brimstone.
She opened the door. The under-servant was behind her.
In the center of the room was a pentacle, painstakingly drawn with white chalk. The king’s pet wizard kept this pentacle freshly drawn. She had seen him fuss when her skirts had broken the circle. That was before she had been sent from the room when she tried to reason with the king.
Ever since the loss of his son, the king and lost all interest in ruling the kingdom. Yes, all the reins of the kingdom had been in her hands. And the intrigues and whispers began immediately. No one wanted to be ruled by a foreign queen even if she was the selected bride of the king. No one.
The king stood in the center of the pentacle. Drool dribbled from the corners of his mouth. His eyes had that lost dim look of a mentally deficient child. “I have found him. I have found him. I have found him,” he repeated over and over.
“Where?” asked the queen.
“I have found him. I have found him…”
His lips stopped moving. His face lot all sign of intelligence.
“Guards. Guards.” She yelled. The queen and the under-servant grabbed the king under his arms and dragged him into the hallway. No worry about his royal person, they needed to save his royal ass.
The guards ran up and encircled the king. The Queen Mallory walked back into the room. She found the small room next to the main room where the wizard had kept his poisons. The room was cold. She shivered.
The wizard’s body was lying on the floor. She checked his pulse. There was none. A wind swept through the room, rattling the papers. One of the potions shattered. The under-servant had followed her back into the room. He helped her to drag the wizard’s body into the hallway.
The wind whistled through the main room and began to follow them out to the hallway. The queen grabbed the door and slammed it. She pulled out the key and locked the door. But, she knew it was not enough. Whatever was behind the door was supernatural and could easily slip through the crack under the door.
“Get him out of here.” She yelled at the guards. The guards and the under-servant took both the king and the wizard’s body down the hallway. She hoped they had sense enough to put the king in a safe place and take the wizard to a safer place until she could have her doctor examine the body.
Her attention went to the door. Red light began to glow around the door and a heavy smell of brimstone filled the air. She must do something, but what?
When she was a little girl, her mother would show her runes for binding and protection. She traced the rune from the cloth that her mother had made her embroider so long ago. It had to be perfect, her mother said.
She traced the rune in the air before the door. To her surprise, the runes glowed blue around the door. The glow around the door turned green. A scream or not-scream assailed her ears.
She walked backwards with her hand raised. One of the guards came running back. He picked her up and ran with her down the hallway to the stairs. He set her on her feet. “Take me to the head guard,” she said.
The guard took her to her rooms and called her servants. “I will bring him to you.” He said, and then left.
Her hair had fallen from its headdress. Her ladies pulled out the pins and began to braid her hair.
Sir Robert Astru walked in without knocking. He glanced around the room, noting the tapestries. He smiled at the young blossoms gathered around the queen. He was a handsome man and was noted for his taste in young maidens.
“What are you doing here?” Queen Mallory asked. One of her ladies put a hand over her mouth and giggled. Sir Robert bowed to her… the young girl, but not to his queen.
“You asked for the head guard.” He answered after he finished his bow. “I am he.”
She could not ask how he had reorganized her guard without consulting her. It was all too familiar topic lately. Many times lately she had to ignore how her orders changed. And how some of the members of the court tittered when she walked by. It was of no matter now. It was time that she pulled the court and herself together since the king could not.
“Guards must be posted at the king’s old rooms,” she said. “The King needs new rooms and a doctor. I need my doctor to look at the wizard's body.”
“As my queen wishes,” said Sir Robert. There were times that he was too beautiful for words, but now was not the time to be distracted.
“Where is the king now?” she asked.
“In the rooms next to yours,” he said. “If I am too presumptuous, tell me.”
“Fine,” she said. “Is there anything that I may have missed?”
Sir Robert looked thoughtful. He was the cousin of the king, but like all Corsindorians, he liked intrigue. But, now… the intrigue seemed more treasonous than fun. He rubbed his hand, feeling the scar along the left index finger. He loved to bate the queen, but maybe now was not the best time.
“How dangerous is the room?” he asked.
“There is something there so powerful that the protection runes barely kept it in.” She shook her head impatiently. “I need to know if it can break the ward on the door. Even so, we still have something evil in the castle.”
“And, it was whispering in the King's ear. He thinks he has found the prince.” The queen knew that it was not a good idea to talk of this in front of her ladies, but the rest of the castle would soon know anyway. It was better that they knew her version, or at least gossiped her version.
“I agree,” said Sir Robert. “We have something to worry about.”
Queen Mallory wondered if he worried about the evil or about finding the prince. It was hard to know what Sir Robert wanted. He kept his motivations hidden. This court had become more and more unruly as the king had slipped into his madness.
But she knew that if Sir Robert agreed with her that it would be done.
“And the guards?”
“I will have guards there in the next fifteen minutes,” he replied. “If it is stronger than your wards, you know that it could very easily overpower the guards.”
The queen nodded. “I have thought of that. My doctor can give them an amulet that will give them time to run before the door bursts. Also, when the door goes red, the ward is breached.”
Sir Robert looked at her. For the first time in her memory, he frowned. “Your arrangements are noted.” He turned and marched out the door.
The queen sighed. At least this one thing was going right. One of her ladies was missing. Rose was the snake in her garden. Well, at least this snake was spreading news that might save someone.
Chapter Three
The mountains rose around him in sharp peaks. It was nearing twilight. The sun had painted the mountains and forest in red and yellow and was showing its final colors before it faded to black. Silas Forster huffed as he walked up a small steep path. The loose dirt puffed around his shoes.
His real mission was to load the mule with wood to take back to the village. His master, the town’s blacksmith, needed a large amount of wood to repair pots, pans, knives, and plows for the villagers. Not every village had a blacksmith. Badendorf was richer than most. Or at least that was what his master said. Silas wouldn’t know. He had never left the village.
It was the first time his master had let him go by himself in the dark forest to collect the wood. Usually the blacksmith would hire him out to the woodcutter. Silas, he would say, was too scrawny to ever be blacksmith. Silas wondered why he did not just sell his apprenticeship to the woodcutter. The blacksmith was too busy with his work to answer Silas’ question. He would tell him that he had promised his mother. He would hold his mouth tight like he was keeping a secret. Who knew what the blacksmith knew? Silas believed that he just wanted to keep the apprenticeship money. But what did Silas know. He never met his parents. He had been apprenticed almost before he was born.
Silas continued trudging up the path, breaking the tree limbs that slashed at him. He looked closely for the mule’s tracks. He would deserve a twitching this time if he did not find the mule. Although coming back without wood would probably be a night without supper. And, he would deserve it.
He trudged. Brown hair, brown eyes, and skin browned by the sun. Silas would have looked like another villager if it wasn’t for his height. He stood almost a foot over the tallest man in the village. The blacksmith gave him a hat and told him to slouch. Silas found this funny. The other apprentices were told to walk straight and tall. And, he was supposed to slouch. Although the slouch made him look shorter than the other men of the village, after the last growth spurt his pants had crept up his shins. And despite his slouch he was actually taller than most of the men. It was better not to be noticed.
The trail greens and browns started to bleed to gray. Silas looked up at the sky. The sun was slowly sinking in the west. Darn. He needed to find that mule. Who knew what kind of creatures crept around here after dark. Not only were there large cats and wolves, but there were also magical creatures that liked to creep in the dark forest. The forest was kind to dark dwellers. Silas did not want to be caught in it.
The last villager who had been caught after dark was found almost a mile from the village. His throat had been chewed through. Any animal with those teeth and claws should be feared. After this incident the children were told to stay indoors when the sun went down. Stay in doors. We don’t know what kind of monsters are sniffing around out there. Then the adults would glance at each other and look away.
Silas knew from the looks that the adults had a secret and it involved him. But Silas was big enough now to take care of himself. Even the blacksmith had agreed that he was strong enough and big enough to handle most predators.
The leaves near the path rustled behind him. Silas never heard the rustles or even looked toward the bushes. He was sure that he would see an ambush coming. In fact, Silas fantasized about hitting a stick or a sword. A sword would be fine. The blacksmith had made one or two. The sword’s edge had gleamed when the blacksmith inspected it in the sunlight. Silas wanted, really wanted to learn how to cut and parry. How to fight with its bright edge. But once again the men looked at each other and then hid the sword in the back of the blacksmith's cottage, covered in a blanket. To have such a creation covered in something so mundane, Silas almost cried at the thought.
Silas walked a little faster. He could almost hear the mule’s footsteps as it stopped then started. If he walked just a little faster that he would have his hands on that recalcitrant beast.
Suddenly, Silas felt a net of pure energy envelop him. Where the energy touched his skin, he felt a burning fire. He screamed. In the corner of his eyes, he could see a dark figure approached.
As Silas fell, the sky turned from blue to gray to black. Well, well he heard in his head. A prince.
***
The back, side, and temples of Silas’ head exploded with pain as he gained consciousness.
“Where am I?” he moaned. He was tied, face down over his mule. He tried to open his eyes. The last bright burst from the day scorched them.. He moaned again, closing his eyes.
“Ah,” said a smooth male voice. “The prisoner is awake.” Silas could smell a sulpher smell like brimstone. The mule stopped. The stranger cut the ropes that held Silas to the mule. He fell. He was still a prisoner in his body because the bonds of the energy net kept him from moving.
He tried to lift his head so that he could look at the stranger. “Where am I? Who are you? Why am I here?”
The stranger lifted Silas to his feet. The man had a small downturned mouth in a face that had no wrinkles. The site of his face scared Silas enough that he started to tremble. How could a man age, but not age? The man showed his teeth in a parody of a smile. Silas shook harder. It was like facing a starving wolf.
“You are in the northern mountains above the Ahrah. You will make a suitable sacrifice. I am Rhali,” said the man. Rhali dragged him to a tree in a small clearing next to a gurgling stream. He lifted Silas onto a thick overhanging branch, then began to wrap a rope around Silas and around the tree. Over and under.
“While you were unconscious,” Rhali said. “I bound a piece of your spirit to mine. Anything that happens to me will happen to you.” He lifted an eyebrow. “If I die, you die. Unfortunately for you, the spell does not work the other way. I will not die if you kill yourself.” Rhali laughed.
Silas felt the hard bounds of the rope and tree. He felt the burning energy of Rhali’s net. His heart thudded. His stomach clenched.
“Why?” he asked. As if such a monster would answer a simple question, but Silas wanted to know what his death would accomplish.
“Oh, I need you alive now,” said Rhali. “You are meant to be a sacrifice. You will never know how good a sacrifice.” He hummed to himself as he completed trussing Silas to the tree.
“Don’t look down,” warned Rhali.
Silas felt that this was an unnecessary warning. He would have to strain his neck around the branch to see what was below him. If the ropes broke… he whimpered.
He felt rather than saw Rhali leave. The bark scratched against his cheek. He heard the whirl of the grasshoppers and the cry of a night hunter.
The moon rose, as beautiful as a young girl. It was round. It’s light glowed into the clearing. It was then that he felt the itching around his collar and face. To his horror, he knew that his hair was growing. He watched his bound hands change from human hands to paws with razor sharp claws. When he tried to cry, a howl burst from his lips. Too much. Too much. Too much.
The sun shone into his eyes—a new day. Silas woke to a violent headache. He sighed. Silas was still trussed up to the tree. Below he saw a horse and the mule munching on the short grass. Silas could almost touch Rhali’s gelding.
The ropes around his wrists were frayed. He jerked and jerked until the ropes broke. The rope slid down and he fell with them onto the ground. At the base of the tree was a note: “Bring the horse, mule, and backpack, and meet me at Hound’s Quarry.”
Silas watered the animals. He tied the horse and mule to the tree and rubbed them down. He put the backpack on the mule, saddle on the horse, and climbed onto the horse. He wasn’t used to riding something this big. Small villages usually had mules or feet. They couldn't afford better transportation.
His options were racing through his mind. If he ran back to the village, Silas could expect that thing—Rhali to follow him and maybe kill many of his friends. Or he could follow calmly like a steer raised for beef. He did have a third option. He could plan. It was a long way to Hound’s Quarry.
He kicked the horse in the flanks and started up the trail.
***
The next few days gave Silas the time to think. It was an impossible situation, but there was always a way around it. He knew from experience that if his master the blacksmith told him that he had to have the wood cut by dusk that he had enough wiggle room to disappear into the forest for a half hour or so. Some days he had some time to himself. It was just a matter of listening and reinterpreting the instructions.
Each night at sundown Rhali would appear, demand food, and tie Silas to a tree. He would then disappear to some unknown location. Every morning Silas broke the ropes, read Rhali’s note, and finished the chores and then continued his journey.
After the third day, Silas reached Hunter’s Quarry, but even then without spending time traveling, he never seemed to have enough time to finish his tasks. Always it took the whole day to accomplish even the simplest task. Sometimes he did not remember completing the list. Once he read Rhali’s note, he lost control of his only defense—his mind.
The day Silas woke up with a rabbit’s heart clutched in his hand was the day he took control. After wiping his hand in the dirt, and then washing them in the stream, he took inventory. He had his mind—sometimes. He had his hands, his backpack, his clothes, and his mule. Well, he was rich. Snort. He had no idea of the layout of the Quarry. No idea what kind of hiding places were around him. He knew that he was getting closer and closer to the sacrificial time, but he didn’t seem to care. Now. Today. He needed to care.
First, tomorrow, he would not read the note until he had searched the entire place. Today was too late. He needed to have the fish roasting over the fire before Rhali showed. Then he needed to take the time to make his decision. Rhali had not threatened his village, Badendorf. It was just a matter of time.
Probably, Silas was already the threat to his own village. He changed every night of the moon into that creature. It wouldn't be long before the moon turned from its crescent light to dark. Then, he would not be a night creature. But during that time he was a danger to his village. He could not go back. Not now. Not until he was cured, if he was ever cured.
The next morning he closed his eyes tightly and broke the ropes. He fought against reading the note. One step at a time he dragged himself to the stream. He washed the crud from his eyes and opened them. The water broke his spell. He felt clearer than he had for awhile. He kept his back towards camp and walked towards the rocks piled up in front of the quarry. He admired the stone cuts. There had been people here a long time ago. It was time to look for help.
Chapter Four
Oor found Shira in her room packing. Her back pack, clothes, food, weapons, and other gear were on top of her thin cotton mattress. She tried to roll her items into the bedroll. It must fit into a small package. Although after looking at her stuff, it looked like she wouldn't have room for all the necessities.
“You will need this,” he said. He handed her a small ebony knife. She wrapped it in a cotton cloth and placed it in a bag that hung at her belt. This bag held her specials.
“You aren’t leaving without me,” Oor said. He smiled at her grunt.
Shira finally looked up at him. She thought of him like a father. Oor had spanked her, humored her, and spent most of his days with her. He had taught her his tricks—dirty fighting skills that kept him alive. She hadn’t learned all she could from him. But was it fair to take him from his well-earned rest and force him to her mission?
“You think I am too old for the journey,” he said with a smile. “Our horses are waiting outside for us. Am I right in thinking you wanted to leave tonight?”
Shira was amused. Oor was always one step ahead of her. Oor grabbed her backpack. She followed him out the door, but he was still quicker.
Malkiah was waiting for them at the stables. He held two horses by the reins. A mule was loaded with supplies.
“Good luck my best enemy.” He handed her the reins of her horse and stepped back. “I will miss you,” he added. “You know that while you are gone I will convince the Councilor to make me the “God’s Warrior.”
Shira smiled at Malkiah for the first time. “Good luck with that,” she said. She would miss her best enemy too. Malkiah's handsome locks were bound in leather strips at the back of his head. “Keep Cianne in line.”
Shira slung her leg over the saddle and settled in. Malkiah frowned at her. He did not liked to be reminded that his biggest problem was his own mother. Shira smiled back knowing his thoughts.
Oor leaped onto one of the horses. It was a two-tone white and brown gelding. “Quit murmuring love words and let’s get going.”
“Oh hell,” said Shira. She leaned over the saddle and kissed him. He stroked her hair and stepped back. She turned the horse towards the road and didn't look back. They were going north.
As soon as they reached that forest, Shira knew that they would not go very far that night. The point of going under the cover of darkness was to confuse any watchers. They did not want them to know when they had left the Ahrah’s small town.
But, an hour after moonrise, Oor heard the first howl. They had already been found.
Shira looked for a suitable place that could be easily defended. There weren't too many places that could confuse the nightstalker’s ears or nose. If they splashed through the water, the nightstalker could hear them.
It was hard to see through the dappled moonlight. The forest had changed shape with the darkness, confusing Shira and helping the nightstalker.
Shira halted her horse when she saw Oor looking into the trees. Some of the tree trunks swayed slightly toward them.
Oor continued to look into the tops of the trees. Shira kept her eyes to the ground. She slid out her small sword and readied it. If she had to defend , then she wanted to have the advantage.
Rustle. Rustle. Rustle.
The trees seemed to have moved closer. Shira knew that trees couldn’t walk or talk, but these seem to have moved closer. In seconds they were surrounded by bushes about four to five feet tall. They had sharp spines in the branches and looked painful if a person tried to slide through them.
“Bushes?” she asked. Oor had that half-smile on his face when he was amused.
“Camouflage.” He said.
“I thought they were a myth?” Shira said.
“You are about to find out.”
A small man about three feet tall jumped out of the bush. He straightened his hat and spoke, “SPAKRSF.”
“SPAKRSF,” said Oor. He spread his hands, and then palm up.
The little man repeated the same gesture. “Mfad, golfelpms abkfms,” said the little man.
“What is he saying?” Shira asked.
“Listen with your gift, Shira,” Oor said. “This is not a first world language, you can’t learn it the ordinary way. Open your heart and listen.”
Shira tried to calm herself. It was impossible with the bushes around them and the nightstalker’s howls in the air. She finally closed her eyes. She felt her horse lurch under her.
“Ha, ha, ha,” said the little man. He was holding his belly. His face was turning red. “She thinks I’m a magic man. You need to teach her better, old friend.”
“Hush,” said Oor. “She’s never met a creature as ugly as you before. Remember when you met your first world creature? You screeched and ran away.”
“Well,” said the little man. “You were big and hairy.”
“Surely, I haven’t changed that much?” asked Oor.
“So, is this a reunion?” Shira asked. She wondered if learning the language was all that important if the pleasantries were like what she was hearing.
“She speaks,” said the little man.
“This is Stefan Gomez Alvirez Antonio McFarland. Shorty to his friends. I call him Runt,” introduced Oor.
“Don’t call me Runt,” Shorty said with a growl in his voice. Shira figured that she should obey this one directive.
A howl echoed from the woods. It sounded closer. Shorty looked around, then motioned to the bushes. They disappeared into the forest.
“Can we continue this conversation in a better place?” asked Oor.
Shorty whistled. Ropes fell out of the trees and several little people appeared on the branches.
“Hurry. Get off your horses,” he said to Shira and Oor. “We need to hide your trail.
Shira and Oor dismounted. Two of the little ones led the horses away. The mule followed docilely. Two large baskets were lowered to the ground.
“Get in,” said Shorty.
Shira and Oor scrambled into separate baskets. Several of the little band pulled and heaved until the baskets were hidden in the trees. Shira had not been this high before. For the first time, she felt real fear. Her stomach clenched. A wave of nausea went through her. She closed her eyes tightly.
The basket swayed back and forth. The reeds scratched her skin. The ride seemed to take an eternity although Oor claimed later that it was only minutes. Nevertheless, she was shaking when the little people helped her out of the basket.
She looked down at the forest floor. “Don’t look down,” said Shorty. He helped her into the next basket. It dangled from a series of ropes across the trees to a destination too far away for the eyes to see.
As the basket moved, the rushing air slapped against her face. She crouched down into the basket. Her muscles began to cramp. Her shoulders and calves hurt. Once again she kept her eyes tightly closed. Her hands clenched.
A howl of rage bellowed up from the forest floor.
***
Gently, swaying, the darkness deepened. A small spark of light glinted. A strong current swirled Shira towards a light. She saw an opening to a tunnel. Quick images of rocks, cave openings, and, hieroglyphics. A sensation of falling and then she fond herself in a small clearing in the woods.
The grass underneath her was short and velvety. The sun was at midday. She was here, but not here. “Where am I?” Shira asked. “Is someone there?”
A soft whispering voice echoed through the clearing. “I have called you,” it said. She felt a feathery touch on her lap. It felt like a small kitten rubbing her leg.
“At Hunter’s quarry there is a small cave. Go there. Guarding the cave is a nightstalker called Rhali. He has traded his birthright for destruction. Do not hesitate. Kill him. He hosts the soul of a young man.”
“Go with my blessings.” A whirling light touched her head. Sharp claws scrapped her hand. A small white pearl hanging from a gold chain was pulled over her head. The light became smaller and smaller.
***
“Get out of the basket,” said a small woman. “Oh you poor thing. You’ve hurt yourself.”
The little woman helped Shira crawl from the reed basket. She ushered Shira into a small tree hut where Shira crawled into the bed. The bed was so short that her feet hung over the sides. But Shira drifted towards sleep anyway.
As she fell into a deep sleep she thought she heard voices.
“She is a child of the third world,” said a male voice.
A light settled on the table. It parted showing a small gray tabby cat with green eyes. “She is called.” It said. A light breeze whispered, lightly touching her forehead.
Chapter Five
Rose slipped down the stairs away from Queen Mallory’s room. She needed to hurry before the Queen knew she was gone. It was an honor to be a lady-in-waiting, but sometimes it was a real bore. She ran her fingers down the blocks of stone that lined the stairwell. Her dark hair bound at the nape of her neck was her crowning beauty.
She hurried through the next level. This level was where the king had been found with his wizard. She shivered delicately. It had only been an hour maybe two since the king had been found. Bumps formed on her skin. It was delicious.
She passed at the king’s door. A green haze covered it. She barely slid by the door—not wanting the haze to touch her. The next door down the passageway was a plain wooden door. She sighed in relief and then slipped a white paper under it. Then tipping tapping she ran back the way she had come.
Rhali sat at a desk at the other side of the door. He already knew what was on that white page with black letters. What Rose didn’t know was that her soul slowly became his every time she brought him a report of the queen.
Rhali sighed in satisfaction. All of his plans were coming into fruition. A spy in the queen’s camp was smart. The queen was too smart for her own good. Rhali had tried to capture the queen's soul. He wasn't sure why he had not succeeded, but he had noticed her change of heart. It was inevitable that she would pull from him when she realized that even with royal authority even that none of her subjects were interested in following her lead. It was much more fun causing dissent among her supposed subjects.
Even if she was a good queen, she was not from Corsindor. It was easy to divert her as a young woman, but now… It was too late for the queen to stop progress. Even better, he now had his hands on the royal prince. The boy was common. And was now useful to his betters.
He laughed. The boy was no better than any number of boys born in the streets of Corsindor. The boy would make a perfect sacrifice so he would have enough power to take the kingdom. Maybe enough power to take over the Ahrah. If he could meld both kingdoms, then in the next few years he could sail across the seas and conquer the world. Those lands had no magic. But, the hard work was ahead.
The Corsindors and Ahrah did know what was beyond the seas. They were only interested in their small palaces and nomadic ways. He had secretly promised Cianne that her son would become the King of the Ahrah. So with his power, treaties were broken. He did wish that his intelligence was better than it was in the Ahrah’s camps. But people were people and power was power.
He thought of pleasant things—of smoke and kings. Then after a glance around the room, he vanished.
The mouse who lived in the chink under the desk, sniffled for his scent. It went back into its hole, dreaming of crumbs and cheese.
***
“Why won’t you listen this time,” Cianne whined to her son Malkiah. She brushed his cloak and straightened his headdress. Malkiah was dressed for his guarding duties.
Malkiah rolled his eyes. His mother, all hale, was conscious of her position. She never showed her face to anyone other than family. She was the widow of one of the greatest warriors every lived. Why did he not live up to her expectations?
Even on this most important of occasions. He was to guard the Councilor as she granted the judgments for all the tribes. He was her personal warrior. No honor was greater. At least not to him.
But his mother Cianne couldn’t help but want more. It was not their way to have kings.
“If you are so much into the old ways, mother,” Malkiah said, “then you would leave this be. Let me be a man.”
Cianne looked at him proudly. Yes, he was a man—tall, strong, and honorable. However, even honorable men needed someone to watch for opportunities.
“Alright,” she said. “Enjoy your day.” They walked out into the sunshine. Cianne hurried towards her friends and allies. Malkiah watched her, and then turned to the main tent that had been pitched for the occasion.
The main clerk sat at a table in front of the tent. “Name?” he asked. The clerk let Malkiah into the tent. The ceremonial tent was large enough to contain petitioners and observers. A priest stood by the Councilor, talking loudly.
Malkiah caught the last of the conversation, “But your honor…” he trailed off when seeing Malkiah.
The Councilor smiled at Malkiah, interrupting the priest “Here is where you will stand. Here is a stool if you need to sit.”
Malkiah knew what the priest had wanted to say. With Cianne in the opposition, Malkiah’s loyalty was in question. He straightened his shoulders. He knew that he was loyal. The Councilor knew that he was loyal.
Two hours later, Malkiah stood in his proper place, watching the people as they trailed into the tent. One tribal leader had complained that another on had try to take their summer fields. Councilor talked to each leader to find out why they had problems sharing when they had shared those fields for years. She had each tribal clerk name and count the newest members of family and flock. There had been more born than previously. Now it was time to divide the tribes. A new tribe was born. The old tribes still shared the field. New lands were designated for the new tribes.
“As you are now parents of a new tribe—mother and father,” the Councilor said. “You will teach and help this new tribe for five years until it can stand on its own.”
Each tribal leader pledged to help. The new tribal leader, a young man, was stunned. The three leaders walked out of the tent talking new plans and alliances.
One after another the petitioners came. Soon Malkiah quit listening. His job was to guard the Councilor. He watched each petitioner and entourage carefully.
Outside the tent a man refused to give the clerk his curved sword. The tent entrance rustled and flailed. The guards quickly grabbed the man and took him to a room where the man could sober up. It would only take a few hours and the ashamed man would probably kneel at the Councilor’s feet in apology.
“There are traitors in the Ahrah,” said a petitioner to the Councilor. Immediately Malkiah became interested in the petitioner.
“Surely you don’t mean that?” said the Councilor.
“Someone plans to set up a kingship,” said the petitioner. “I have listened to their plans. Let me tell you what I heard. Privately…”
The Councilor turned to the priest. “Do you believe this man?” The priest glanced at Malkiah.
Malkiah didn't even notice the glance. The petitioner could carry any or all types of weapons in his robes. Even though the clerks had taken all outside weapons, there were other ways to hide them. Oor may have been Shira’s mentor, but he had listened to the man closely. Oor was given due respect because he was a weapon’s master.
Malkiah spoke, “Let me search him first.”
“I cannot allow that,” said the Councilor. “I must uphold the trust.”
“Then if you feel you must hear him, let me stand closer to you. I can protect you.”
The Councilor nodded in agreement. “Come. This is as much privacy that I can give you.”
The petitioner bent low. He reached her dias and kissed her ring. She bent her head. He whispered in his ear. Malkiah watched his hands carefully. The Councilor sagged and covered her face.
Malkiah rushed to the petitioner. He threw him on the ground. “Councilor?” he said.
“Get off him. Let him go. I am alright.” She said.
The petitioner got to his feet, brushed his robes, and glared at Malkiah. “You will get yours,” he said. Then the petitioner marched out of the tent.
The Councilor face was gray then white. The priest helped her to her feet. “I am taking her to her room,” he said. “She is tired.”
Malkiah, the Councilor, and the priest walked to the tent opening. Malkiah in a lowered voice told the clerk that the petitions were over for the day. The clerk nodded his head then informed the petitioners. Many mumbled as they left. One asked if it would be opened the next day. When the priest didn’t know he turned on his heel and mumbled.
Malkiah watched the Councilor and the priest walk away. In the distance he saw his mother tittering with his friends. His mouth felt sour. A former friend bumped into him. The friend grabbed his after a jovial, “come with us.”
Malkiah pulled away and said, “no.” He walked towards the stables. It was too bad that he wasn't with Shira and Oor. The treason and betrayal swirled around him. It was the first time that he realized that he was a tool. He could be tool for his Councilor or for his mother… not both.
Some days it did not pay to be an Ahbib. He rubbed his horse’s nose. Yes, maybe a ride would help. He bridled and saddled his horse Storm. Yes, a ride would clear his head. To be one with an animal was to know true trust. He got onto Storm and galloped down the dirt road.
Someone watched him ride away. If he is not for us, then he is against us. Cianne need not know.
Chapter Six
I must find the way out of this mess.
It was midmorning and Silas had found at least two caves. Neither cave was very deep, but they could be good hiding places in a pinch if he covered the openings behind him with bushes.
After much searching, he found another opening, smaller than the other two, but large enough for a child or a small adult to slip through. He widened the edges and pushed himself through, scraping the sides of his torso. It was a good thing that he had not eaten much in the last few days or he would have gotten stuck. Evenso, a rock scratched his stomach.
Pulling out a candle from his pocket, he lit it. Since that night when he turned hairy, he had found some very useful skills. He could light small fires, using his right index finger and his will. It was a small thing, but it was helpful in the dark and for starting the campfires.
It could be useful for a larger fire, but never a forest fire. He had experienced a forest fire once. He had seen the animals race away not caring if they were deer, rabbits, wolves, or cougars. Even the snakes raced as fast as they could along the ground away from the heat. He had seen the beauty and dreadful destruction.
In his stupidity he had watched the fire come closer, until he had to jump into a small pond to get away from the flames. He had almost drowned, unable to breath, until the fire had surged away like a living thing. No, he could not use his small skill to kill a forest.
Through the flickering light of his candle, he could see shapes on the walls of the cave. In the light, they looked like they were moving, but on closer inspection they were pictures of cats hunting. Or maybe playing.
When he glanced away and then glanced back at the pictures, they seemed to have moved. One cat was jumping and the next moment leaping on a stag, catching its hooves.
He walked to the back of the cave, inspecting the pictures. At the eye-sight level, he saw himself. It was Rhali catching his mule. It was Rhali catching him. It was him changing into a hairy nightstalker. He saw Rhali sitting at a desk in a castle. Then he saw Rhali cut out his heart and eat half of it. The next picture the half heart was drawn inside Rhali.
“What should I do?” He touched the pictures with his hand. He saw Rhali dead, blood flowing from many wounds caused by a sword.
“But if Rhali dies, I die.”
“You must find his heart,” a breeze whispered to him. “If you have his heart, you can command him to give you your heart back.”
Silas knew that only wizards divided their hearts so. Some said that it made them more powerful. Others said it made them harder to kill.
“Where should I look?”
The wall flickered under his fingers. He saw a ruby-shaped heart stuck into the wall. He tried to dig it out with his fingers. He could almost feel it and then it was gone.
The candle sputtered. A small spark flew from the candle and landed on his forehead. He felt a small burning. It glowed for a minute, then went out.
“A gift,” whispered the breeze "It will help you find the heart".
Silas could feel that it was time to go. Small hands, paws maybe, pushed him out of the cave. The push was urgent. He had to get back. He had to finish the list before Rhali came back.
Silas crawled out of the cave. He searched for brush to cover the mouth of the cave. His woodcraft was getting better. Unless a person looked really closely they would not be able to find it. And, it would be hard to slither into it. It was the best he could do at such short notice.
I need to read the note and finish the chores. The sun was lower than he thought.
He brushed the debris off his clothing and headed for the campsite. He picked up pieces of wood and brush as he went. His mind was clear, clearer than when this adventure had first started.
“Where have you been?” Rhali asked. He stepped from the trees. “I have been watching you and you are not using magic.” Rhali made some finger movements. Silas yelped.
“Umm,” he said. “Your heart is the same.” He rubbed his chin. “Interesting.”
“Get some more firewood, boy,” said Rhali. “We will need a lot more.” Silas, shaking, walked to the edge of the wood. He tried not to look back at Rhali. He really tried. But eventually, he looked back. Rhali was examining the note. He flicked his finger then nodded his head up and down. Silas stumbled to the edge of the forest.
Rhali was suspicious. It was obvious to Silas. He had to make Rhali think he was still enspelled. It was the only way to be safe. He could not forget that Rhali had mentioned a sacrifice. No thinking person would want to be part of a sacrifice because it sounded painful and probably destructive. Silias’ destruction, most likely.
And how was he supposed to hide his new knowledge. He was awed and terrified of the man. How could a person do that and still live? Or was he something else? It was too much for Silas to think about. He had heard of monsters, but not of the monsters that could change shape. His mentor, the blacksmith, had talked about people monsters. Those people who could do evil things, but where shaped like people and acted like people.
It would make life easier if evil was misshapen.
“Psst,” said a voice. Silas jumped.
“Ah,” said Silas
“SHHH, lad, shhh,” said the voice. He couldn't move. His terror increased. A small man held his wrist. “There lad. There lad.” He said again. “We are here to help you.” The small man was dressed in several colors of green, the same colors as the bushes around him. A brown cap covered his head.
“Come,” said the little man. Silas shook his head no.
“He has my heart,” said Silas. “I must find his to free myself.”
“That’s tough, lad.” The little man said. “Get back to camp. Maybe we can help you yet.”
The little man handed him more brush. “You’ll need this.”
Silas took a long deep breath. He turned towards camp. How to find a heart… he needed a book, maybe a fairytale. It seemed like he had walked into several of them.
Chapter Seven
The wizard died between three and five a.m. It was hard to tell the exact hour. The better doctors and midwives had been watching the king die slowly. No one was interested in a two-bit wizard who had gotten himself involved in a hopeless situation.
Sir Robert Astru stood in the little closet that held the body. For form's sake, a scullery maid had been pulled from her duties of scrubbing pots to watch the wizard. She had fallen asleep next to a corpse.
It would have been nice if someone had at least watched the wizard's death. Just knowing how the wizard died would help them treat the king. Or maybe the doctors believed the king was dead already.
There were a few strange things about the wizard's body. For one, it looked like the wizard had woken up just before death from extreme pain. The cords of the neck were in sharp relief. His mouth clenched.
The scullery maid in her grease-spattered dress swore that she had heard no noises. Probably true. She had been so soundly asleep that the maid who had brought in breakfast for the wizard and his watcher had shook her awake. The upstairs maid had not wanted to touch the below-stairs servant. She thought a spell and been put on the girl. But, it may have been sleep-deprivation. The below stairs servants very rarely slept more than three to four hours in a night.
Another strange thing about the body was that when you touched the flesh it was hard as stone. If Sir Robert thought about this development, his head would ache. It meant that sorcery was involved. And along with this strange occurrence, the body did not smell of putrefaction. It had been six to eight hours before any of the servants had been brave enough to escort him to the small chamber. After looking at the body, he questioned the scullery maid and the upstairs maid.
It was time to get some help with this mystery.
Sir Robert went to the queen. After talking to the queen for a few minutes, she rushed into the king’s bedchamber and questioned the doctor. Yes, the king was alive. One of the attendants put a mirror next to his face. There was moisture on the glass.
"See, see" the attendant said. "Also feel here." He pressed the queen’s fingers against the side of the King’s neck. A slow and steady pulse. She was not happy, but he was still alive.
She sent one of the attendants with Sir Robert, saying that this man knew healing as well as signs of sorcery. The attendant was the Queen’s private doctor that she had brought with her from her home: Anleevan. He would be able to tell how the wizard had died if there were any clues.
Sir Robert bowed out of the Queen Mallory’s presence.
When he brought the doctor to the corpse, the doctor said, “Ummm. Ummm.” He tapped on the corpse, looked carefully into his mouth and pulled out a piece of paper. On the paper was a pentacle and strange writing.
“What is it?” Sir Robert asked. The doctor hemmed and hawed so much that Sir Robert was sure that he was not going to get an answer.
“A spell,” the doctor finally said. He was dressed in a white robe with a strange instrument around his neck.
“Is he dead?” asked Sir Robert. If it was a spell, who knew if the wizard was really dead.
“Oh, he’s dead,” said the doctor, packing up his things. He began talking of vital signs—heart and breath. “He is a healthy specimen though. He should not have died.”
“Do you think death magic?” asked Sir Robert.
“Certainly,” said the doctor. “Some one profited by this death.”
The doctor did not seem to want to say more. Sir Robert thought of all the people in Corsindor who could be willing and able to do this type of magic. The only person to come to mind was the Queen. The doctor had surely come to the same conclusion, which was probably why he was so tight-lipped.
If you did not know magic, then you had no defense against it. He watched the doctor walk out the door and probably back to the king’s bedside. This doctor could also be a suspect, although it would hardly be good politics to arrest him on such a flimsy excuse especially when he was keeping the king alive.
It was something to keep in mind.
***
Shira sat at a small wooden table. She dipped her spoon into the porridge that one of the small women had poured into her bowl. Oor sat next to her eating his porridge. He cut a piece of the home cooked bread, buttered it, and stuffed it in his mouth.
“Ahh,” he said in satisfaction. Shira noted the small drops of porridge on his shirt. “So what’s bothering you,” he asked as he reached for another piece of bread.
“What is a child of the third world?” Shira asked. She waited for an answer.
He sipped from a glass of water. Shira could tell he didn't want to answer, but after looking at the trees, he began to speak.
“It is a long story,” he started. The leaves whispered gently. “When the first world, our world, needs a protector, it calls a being from the third world. This protector can be very wise or very simple, but he or she is here to save the world.”
Shira digested the words. Her face wrinkled. Oor could see every emotion on her face. “I had a dream," she said. “We need to go to Hunter’s Quarry and rescue a young man.”
“So where did you hear about the third world?” asked Oor. He began eating again, who knew when they would have such a feast.
“It was nothing,” she said. “I’ll tell you later. I don’t understand it myself.” She dipped her spoon into the porridge and began eating. Oor knew that he wouldn't be getting much more from her. It was time to change the subject.
“I think we should talk to Shorty,” said Oor. “And get his help with the Hunter’s Quarry.”
Shira nodded her head. With a sigh, she finished the porridge. It would be a long day and she needed her strength.
They found Shorty in the middle of a group of little men. The conversation was loud enough that they could hear it from a tree over.
“We don’t need this kind of trouble,”
“Raul, you don’t want to be involved,” said Shorty. Several of the men shook their heads. Some mumbled that they had families and didn’t need this kind of trouble either.
“Well, if it means that much to you,” said Shorty, his face had reddened. “I’ll take them away, today.”
“And good riddance,” said a short dark man. The group turned away. Shorty watched them until they went into one of the smaller house trees. He looked up when Oor touched his shoulder.
“What's going on?” asked Oor.
“That Raul,” said Shorty. “Wants to be the leader and he's the meanest coward you have ever seen.”
“We need to talk,” said Shorty. They walked across the swinging bridge to the community tree. In the top of the tree were tables and chairs for those who needed some rest. Several men were playing cards. Shorty, Shira, and Oor pulled up chairs and sat at one of the tables. One of the smaller women brought them chicory tea. Shira sipped hers appreciatively. She listened to Shorty and Oor.
“I have some bad news,” Shorty said. “First, you are being hunted by the top assassin. He has put around the communities that you are his meat. No one will touch you, but no one wants you either. I must ask you to leave. You are endangering us by being here.”
“Understood,” Oor said. “Just provide us with supplies and our horses and we’ll be on our way.”
Shorty shook his head. "No, you'll need more assistance than that" Shorty took a sip of his tea and then continued, "I'm going with you."
Before Oor could say anything, Shira stopped him. "Why?" she asked.
“The rest of it is that the assassin plans to sacrifice Shira and the boy on the flat rock at Hunter’s Quarry at midnight.” He shook his head. “To have a child of the third world sacrificed in this matter will cause a rip in our reality. I will not be a part of it.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/53611 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!