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      In a world of uncertainty, step forward.

      Orak’Thune is a world of honour-bound knights and resilient citizens of all walks of life. True love lives here, the depths of which most only dream could flourish. Nyssa, Queen of Orak’Thune has made many sacrifices to protect her people and that includes anyone that asks. Even when faced with giving her own life to a magic that shouldn’t exist, her heart is iron-clad and her journey far from over.

      When heroes answer the call, again and again and again, some may ask what could it all be for? Why do they protect us, why do they fight? Why do they stand in front when they themselves have so much to lose?

      Nyssa never asks why.

      Join Nyssa on the epic journey of her life. Spanning centuries, Nyssa will doubt, stumble and fall, all to spectacularly rise again, unleashing her abilities to fight, wield magic, lead, mother and love in a story that will inspire and enchant you.

      
        
        Welcome to Orak’Thune.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Nyssa hadn’t expected the direction her life would take. But her first attempt at defying destiny had turned into an utter failure. Not only had she had to sacrifice the love of her life for duty, but her father’s murder ushered in her ascension decades before she thought she’d ever have to consider it. 

      And what of it? 

      Nyssa was a prodigy and princess. A child bred for combat, born some said to supernatural skill. Was it magic? Could it be her mother’s parentage of the mysterious Bough that endowed her skill to excel in the Military Arts beyond normal aptitude? She was a warrior without equal in a country that valued might above all else. She was unrivalled, and that’s all her subjects believed and wanted to believe.

      It mattered little in any scheme of things. She was a queen now and destiny had softened toward its child. A new wife, Nyssa was blessed and deeply fulfilled by her new path. A warrior queen with a consort on one side, loving and supporting: a first guardsman on the other, steadfast and loyal, honest to whatever end. In the middle, a brother as her brilliant regent, with a family expanding outward.

      All seemed perfect, save the burning eyes of her nightmares… Foggy and unclear, she remembered having them occasionally when she was very young, but her mother had always dismissed them. In a dark and thick forest, obscured by mist, a hovering flame awaited her, but she could not get closer to see its source. It felt ominous and threatening or was it cautionary—she’d never been able to understand. They would disappear in times of happiness and return when things were dire.

      She could not comprehend why they were back now. Things were finally settled, Rogun zealots who’d attempted to assassinate her were dead, her father’s murderer executed even, by her newlywed husband, Hedir. Things were calm, resolved. 

      Except Rogunites continued to plague her shores with small raiding parties, causing disruption and anguish among the rural population. If they were not there for her, what then did they wish to accomplish?

      Rogun. 

      Emperor Dascus would pay for his insolence. A decrepit, failed state of corruption, elitism and imperialistic superiority, they hated Orak’Thune for its power and influence, its wealth and comfort, its republic and its progression.  It had poked at its neighbour’s side with a rusty iron rod for centuries. Nyssa had enough. To the winds with the rumours Rogun’s disease was a hidden seat of dark sorcery. No such thing existed that she’d ever seen. Every villain, past and present, had been flesh and blood and Nyssa and her countrymen had seen to the justice of every single one. 

      If it were the occult of Darkness they favoured, a fabled threat of incomprehensible, imaginary influence, then so be it. Perhaps it was this idea of them scratching at the back of her mind that was responsible for her nightmares recently; she would ignore them. They were never more than mere nuisances before. To Orak’Thune, Nyssa’s Orak’Thune, life, liberty and the defence of all that was good and fair was worth the fight. Soon enough, she would seek the truth for their violation of her borders, and bring it to Dascus directly: bleeding, broken and on the tip of her sword.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Nyssa settled her seat in her saddle. Her journey home to Orak’Thune from the long sojourn in Bough was nearly over. She took a steadying breath and pushed the thoughts of action and revenge aside. It was a  beautiful day to be crossing her countryside, and she smiled to see the party that surrounded her. Her family, close friends and advisors, the idle chatter and relaxed pace cooled her blood and reminded her whatever they faced, she was in good company.

      Patrick, her brother and regent, along with her bridegroom, Hedir, had spent most of the time on the road in conversation. They had much in common, hunting and strategy, and Nyssa found Patrick asking her consort’s opinion on many matters. She smiled to herself: his happiness meant so much to her.

      They were joined by Hedir’s newly selected ambassador, Caston, whom Nyssa thought was a bit different for a Bough. He was energetic with a slight nervous energy, but he was elegant of speech and quite intelligent. Shorter than most men, he had the instantly recognizable Bough features, including the near white-blonde hair and fair skin. His frame was slight, his fingers long and his mouth seemed wide for his jaw. He knew a lot about the outside world; in fact, he was pleased to inform her he was an academic who studied foreign cultures and policy and therein she understood Hedir’s choice in him. A Bough that would travel was an unusual trait. Mostly, they were concerned with their Wood and how to preserve it, having long ago removed themselves from world affairs, save the treaty with their neighbours, the Orak’Thune.

      Nyssa liked Caston and whiled away the afternoons discussing with him policy and relations of the different provinces within the vast country she and Patrick governed. He had many questions, and she was happy to oblige.

      “Do the Orak always seek war?” he asked her. She blinked at him and frowned, searching for an answer at first.

      “Do you think we do?” she asked him in return. He didn’t seem concerned with the question and took his time to carefully consider it.

      “I suppose not,” he began, rubbing his chin with a gloved hand. “In the uprising of the third age, your ancestor quelled it with a conference of the provinces. The first, if I remember correctly, to which the tradition is now annually renewed,” he concluded and looked back to her for input. She was nodding and smiled in appreciation.

      “Yes, that is one example,” she agreed, “but Orak do not wage war. We aim to deter it, Ambassador. It can seem a fine distinction, perhaps, but I assure you, it takes a great deal of control and discipline to administer and we train constantly to stay ahead of it,” she said and winked at him.

      “So, the military service of your citizens, is it always mandatory?” he pushed on.

      “Civil Service is mandatory, Sir, not necessarily military service, though all Orak are trained in some form of defensive arts,” she replied patiently. This seemed to stump him momentarily.

      “So not all Orak serve with the armed forces?” he asked again. She shook her head.

      “Not as soldiers, but they serve in the forces in some way, depending on their abilities and their ultimate goals. I entered the academy at thirteen, though most recruits are restricted to fifteen, and completed my training in the military arts to serve immediately with my father by seventeen because that was what I wanted. Others will learn trades work, like smithing or farriers. Others become stock drivers who go on to be merchants, and still others learn to lead and teach and become school professors. We have medics and healers, and some choose a wholly military life, like I and many others,” she said proudly and lifted her hands to indicate the security entourage that escorted them.

      She was expecting a reply, but when he didn’t add or continue, she turned to see he was simply watching her.

      “Your brother, he went to the academy,” he asked then and she affirmed this question, “but he did not choose a military life,” he continued and she agreed once again.

      “No, Patrick is fully trained in the military arts as well, which include tactical training, strategy and leadership, but his interests led him in the direction of civil management. He was, therefore, additionally trained as an agent of the law and a civil planner. He is without equal in his breadth of knowledge and expertise on all things judiciary and of Orak state affairs,” she said proudly.

      She looked up to the two men, Patrick and Hedir, who were ahead of them on the road, deep in conversation.

      “I see,” Canton said simply.

      She thought he sounded disappointed. She waited for him to ask another question, but he didn’t. Wisely, he was refraining from saying what he really wanted to say, she thought. To make it easier, and to save him from bursting, she volunteered the answer.

      “I am queen because my people, my brother and my father chose me to be,” she said simply. “My father and uncle having had ultimate say in the matter of submitting my name to the council by vote. While Patrick is well-trained and the first born, his talents and his preference lay in the management of our country. I, on the other hand, preferred to serve my father as part of his army, a position that often takes the monarch outside of his capital. This inherently meant I was more suited to the figurehead title. It was my honour to serve King Madras in his army at only seventeen, and I would still be doing so had he not been murdered in his last attempt to quell the unrest set up on us by the Rogun Empire,” she said firmly, and she recognized that there was a valuable opinion that she wanted Caston to know about them now.

      She hadn’t noticed that Patrick and Hedir had slowed to join them, and Patrick now spoke up to add to her description.

      “Orak may be known throughout the world as a warrior people, Ambassador, but we have shed generations of blood in the pursuit of peace and maintain it now—in presence as much as necessary—to avoid bloodshed today. The Orak’Thune of today are testament to that and peace remains still its largest global commodity. We are the largest single kingdom in the entire world to pay fealty to one queen and her republican government. We rule with two heads and a council to ensure power does not turn into might,” he said and looked at her. “Make no mistake, however. Nyssa carries the heavier crown,” he added and she heard the gentleness in his voice. She shot him a disappointed look, nonetheless.

      “Our duties are different but no less important, dear brother,” she scolded him. But he only shook his head. Clearly, he disagreed.

      “Importance does not factor risk, responsibility and foresight, of which you carry the lion’s share, dear sister,” he replied loftily. She was about to dismiss him, but surprisingly Jara, her first guardsman, spoke up.

      “It is true, Ambassador,” he said, “our queen is always on the front line, whether actually on it or not,” he said and shifted uncomfortably when four heads swivelled to look at him directly.

      Moro, Nyssa’s own ambassador to Bough, but whom she’d not spoken to in months since her displeasure with his performance supporting her recently, had been riding obscurely several spaces back, but obviously within earshot. He moved up to add his own.

      “What our first guardsman means, I think, and you’ll forgive me, Sir Jara, is our queen is always the focus for our enemies, always the one looked to, to solve all our problems, and inherently relied upon to foresee and therefore steer us clear of all danger. It is an impossible position and we accepted Nyssa and Patrick because they are gifted in their leadership qualities and unmatched in their dedication and loyalty to each other and all of our way of life,” he concluded.

      Nyssa turned to look back at him. He bowed his head toward her, but let his horse drop back into the pack that was following them.

      “But how did you decide to be a monarchy?” Caston asked then, encouraged by the participation of the larger group.

      “The lesson goes that long ago, Orak’Thune tried a democratic approach but learned in a very short period of time that the mob is fickle and governments are corruptible. The country was not organized enough or unified enough, still young from many regional amalgamations, that elected officials were largely distrustful of each other and it often threatened civil unrest,” Nyssa began.

      “One senior and celebrated general was elevated as a supreme leader during one of these threatening periods. He was respected within the entire kingdom, and, just as importantly, outside of it. As a result of him being unanimously respected by the council, he basically ruled as their leader for the duration of his life. He had three sons, and he told them they would not inherit his seat upon his death, but he had publicly encouraged them to earn it.

      Surprisingly, the brothers worked very well as a team, and they were more or less all selected as co-regents by the next generation of Council of Lords. Two of their children after them, a son and daughter, cousins, showed promise to follow in their footsteps and were encouraged to do so, which they did with equal success. Then there was the Third War at the end of the fourth millennia. Orak’Thune battled and nearly starved for three years at the hands of a brutal king from Kitska, but in the end, they prevailed when one of the siblings rose up to steer the military and the other stayed back to keep leadership over basic civil functions. The One Hundred Year Peace Treaty with Kitska still stands today, and we renew it every one hundred years, but it was that co-ruling pair that set the example,” Nyssa said with pride.

      “So great was their success at the conclusion of this war and its subsequent treaty that the Council of Lords decided to honour the co-regents accomplishments—but also to control their success and popularity with the people—with a royal status decree. They realized the value of a figurehead, both to be recognized by foreign lands and in galvanizing their own people, but there was still the inherent risk in one person having ultimate power—even with the council firmly around to contradict it. They felt, should the seat of power always be shared, then more could be accomplished, and a second opinion would always be considered.”

      “‘Many hands make light work,’ the saying goes,” Patrick added, dipping his head a moment toward Nyssa, who now looked at him when he continued. “So, the council’s decree included: ‘that two shall govern not one, but one shall represent as leader of us all the title of ‘overlord’ to indicate authority to issue the final word on our behalf, and in martial matters, fulfill the role of ultimate commander to lead the armies who protect the innocent,’” he said, quoting the official language in the code of law, verbatim. Nyssa smiled at him.

      Caston was listening in full rapture of this telling of the Orak beginnings; the rare occasion it being delivered by two of its monarchs was no doubt not unnoticed. By this point, Nyssa saw that most of the party within earshot was also listening.

      “And so, we have today what was started then,” Patrick continued, “two—in our case, they are siblings—as co-regents, and who rule like a king and a queen. Unusual in our world, as foreign monarchs tend to be marital arrangements, but in our case, the roles are wholly functional.”

      “Have they ever been marital?” Caston asked. Patrick shook his head.

      “No, but probably because indoctrination begins very young by a family member, as any professional will do, and it is established well before marriage becomes a consideration,” he said matter-of-factly. “Although, it has happened where marriages have been arranged with other nations or regions to improve foreign relations,” he added. Hedir looked at Nyssa, but they laughed.

      “But it is still always in the eyes and hearts of the citizens, Caston,” Nyssa continued. “They have to believe in their leadership if we are all to prevail, and so far, their leadership has yet to fail them. My father ruled firmly and with great precision, while his brother managed the states’ affairs with equal commitment. Together they served our country with distinction, providing safety and security, growth and prosperity and all they knew and learned they taught my brother and me,” she said proudly.

      “The ultimate goal is what you see before you; generations of descendants understanding that the need to protect is always there, the need to be true leaders is always there, as is the reminder to let them know that they serve not by birthright, but at the discretion of their people, always,” Patrick concluded.

      “You cannot be dethroned, can you?!” Caston blurted out, the idea obviously having come to him suddenly.

      Hedir clicked his tongue in anger and he shrank back slightly, but Nyssa held out a hand to calm them. It was a fair question, and a fear she always kept close. The soldiers and support staff around them, however, shifted nervously in their saddles.

      “We cannot be voted out directly,” she said evenly. Patrick rode closer to them.

      “Only one can be demoted,” he clarified, “and even then, they have to do so on the command of the other,” he said and waited for Caston to understand.

      It’s not a subject they discussed in light company. Hedir was watching him with intense concentration. Caston’s eyes were darting between the two siblings and nervously avoiding Hedir’s.

      “I see,” Caston said, and Hedir was obviously hoping he had lost his interest in continuing this line of questions.

      “What that means is on the grounds of an unsolvable issue or dispute, a monarch is expected to step down, offering the crown to someone with more ability, forsaking pride for subservience,” Nyssa qualified. Caston nodded quickly.

      The crowd rode on in silence for a while. The Orak around them would’ve heard most of the history they had discussed in some form in their youth classes, but it was always an interesting lesson to hear it with clarity from someone who was bred to live its history as if it were something alive. It took on a particular dimension of reality.

      She looked over at Patrick, back in conversation with Hedir and Jara, and she knew her confidence was well placed. Aside from the comfortable relationship she had with her subordinates, Patrick was extremely popular with the citizens of Orak’Thune. In his five years as regent, tutored directly by their uncle, who himself had enjoyed legendary popularity, and who still helped now and then in his retirement, Patrick had expanded trade and improved civil works, like sanitation and education.

      One such example of which she was proud for him was that children before now were expected to go to school and then to the academy, but they were no longer forced to follow a path chosen for them. Tradition was that a farrier’s son was a farrier, and their only other option was a soldier. Now they were allowed to choose, and choose they must, but what was happening was a new generation of citizens who tried harder, were more likely to succeed at a usable level, and contributed more fruitfully than any generation before. It was just one example of the progressive thinking Patrick was capable of, applied with the gentlest of hand, of which he was most revered. His work in modernizing the code of law was also legendary, and she was even looking forward to the days and days of conference that lay ahead of them where he would need to discuss his changes with her and the council for his work to be approved and she could apply her seal.

      When the great walled city of Orak’Thune Capital rose high in front of them, they had been on the road travelling for nearly twelve days. They had been delayed by the slow pace of the baggage train that followed the entourage, but also perhaps because of the pleasantness of the company, so that no one was in any hurry to arrive. They had hunted for venison, wood fowl and hare to eat on the road and had enjoyed the activities as a group immensely. They were for the first time a family, and she was overjoyed to have had this time with her brother and new husband alone. They were also bringing a considerable amount back with them; the palace chefs would be pleased.

      Seeing her home city again after over a year gave rise to a lump in Nyssa’s throat. It was impressive, there was no doubt, with its high stone walls, sharp, square merlons and narrow embrasures, the entire length, dotted with flapping banners. She had missed it. She looked over now at Hedir, but his expression was unreadable. He was impressed, but was that happiness or distress? She leaned over to take his hand. He looked at it and then at her. She smiled at him.

      “Well, what do you think?” she asked him tentatively. He looked back toward it. The massive stone walls were interspersed with large buttresses all along its length that went around the city and beyond his sight. It was dark stone and very plain. Aside from the coloured pennants and massive banners hung at the gatehouse entrance, there were no adornments. A fine, thin grass surrounded the settlement on the outside, the closest cluster of trees a few hundred feet to the north.

      “It’s bigger than I thought it would be,” he said simply. But he squeezed her hand. He watched overhead as the party passed deep into the gatehouse and under the portcullis, the massive iron-toothed gate secured in the recess of its chase. Their horses’ hooves clattered loudly on the cobblestone.

      Once inside, the noise changed from empty echoes to cheers and celebration when the population met them in the massive area that opened wide when they were through. Ribbons of every colour, petals and music filled the air. Jara moved Nyssa and Hedir to be out front, though he and six knights kept a close perimeter. Humbled by their reception, Nyssa proudly took Hedir’s hand and moved to lead them at a trot through the parade. On a double-wide, long boulevard lined with rowhouses three stories tall, Hedir very quickly noticed the inner aqueduct, a massive stone structure that spanned the city, ruling over the cityscape. It bore intricately carved statuary, rearing horses and decorated knights at the piers, leaf and vine around the arches and across the spandrels, more scenes of figures in prosperity and peace.

      At the end of the boulevard, the party abruptly came to face a wall until they turned sharply to the right. Hedir saw the road now narrowed to a single lane that curved onward to the left and up. Walled high on both sides, the party moved to be two-abreast and the horses double-stepped to take on the slight incline. There wasn’t room for well-wishers on this stretch and he noticed Nyssa’s expression was reserved, her eyes forward as she urged Roan, her massive storm-grey destrier on.

      After several turns in a counter-clockwise direction, the lane opened wide again, obvious now they had arrived to a second level landing inside the city. Here, another portcullis stood open and more brightly dressed citizens greeted their returning queen and regent. Again, but now much closer, Hedir noticed the enormous banners that draped the sides of the second gatehouse. His eyes took in the deep burgundy with twin gold lionheads, back-to-back and the ever-present broadsword, point-of-place in the direct centre beneath the queen’s crown.

      He looked to his wife.

      Nyssa was an incredibly beautiful woman. Long, deep auburn hair was braided thickly at the nape of her neck and nestled around her hairline, a fine band of woven gold and platinum that glinted in the sunlight. Her blue eyes moved wide and quickly around the crowds and her full lips pulled the corner of her mouth in a generous smile. She held her reins lightly in one gloved hand and rested the other on her thigh between lifting it to wave, her posture relaxed but alert. The light armour she wore lacked some of the bigger protective pieces for ease of travel, but her breastplate and bracers, both blackened steel and etched with gold, bore not a scratch. Draped from her shoulders and clasped across the front in a heavy gold chain, a luxurious, deep burgundy cloak bore the same seal as the banners: elegantly stitched in gold thread on her back. All around them, ribbons twirled and tumbled through the air, now all burgundy and white. Her royal court welcomed her home.

      The party was met with a large amount of fanfare, organized by the overly excited and now very pregnant Lady Triana, Patrick’s noble wife. A small crowd fanned out behind her in the second inner court of the palace proper and Nyssa reined them in, tired and relieved to have arrived.  When they dismounted, Triana only had eyes for Patrick, whom she engulfed in kisses and embraces, almost frantically until he could calm her by standing with her in his arms.

      “You have nothing to fear, my love. I am home to you once more,” she heard him murmuring to her while he stroked her hair. When she was calm again and the tears wiped away, she straightened her clothing and hair, and came around to welcome Nyssa and make her introductions with Hedir.

      “Congratulations on your impending arrival, Lady Triana,” Hedir said and bowed low. He eyed her belly with surprise and genuine happiness.

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” Triana said, and she was slightly out of breath. “I am anxious to see it through, however. They get cumbersome to carry, after a while,” she said and patted it with care. Patrick moved over to stand behind her; he hugged her warmly and kissed her temple.

      “My Queen,” she said and curtsied first, but came instantly over to hug her fiercely. Nyssa found this awkward over the belly, but she was glad to see her again, truly and from the bottom of her heart.

      “Congratulations, Triana. On Hayden, I mean, and, well, on keeping on going,” she said, pointing at the imminent addition to their family.

      A sound like a grunt and protest came from behind her and Nyssa watched Patrick bend and lift a very small boy up and high into his arms. The toddler sported a riot of bright orange hair, brilliant sea-blue eyes and pudgy, rosy cheeks. Her brother smiled wide to him, and pulled his little vest back down where it had scrunched between them.

      “Hayden,” Nyssa breathed and smiled very broadly to see him. Her nephew, now two, gnawed on a fist, but his eyes were extremely wide and glued to hers. Patrick nodded and leaned to speak quietly to his son. The crowd had quieted likewise.

      “Queen Nyssa,” he said to him and pointed at her. She felt Hedir move in close behind. “Duke Hedir,” he added and his index finger moved to point behind her.

      Hayden said nothing, but turned to smoosh his tiny face against his father’s neck. Nyssa’s heart burst to see that he firstly remembered his Da and, secondly, that he had missed him.

      “I am pleased to meet you, Prince Hayden,” Nyssa said very gently, reaching a hand to rub a patch of exposed skin on the baby’s leg. He watched her carefully and then leaned slowly until he was away from Patrick and Nyssa had to raise both hands to catch him. He was warm in her arms and everyone stilled to see if he would cry, even though it was Hayden who had encouraged the embrace.

      “Come,” Nyssa said when it seemed Hayden was content. Patrick stepped back to pull Triana close at the shoulder. Both beamed at her with their son in her arms. She turned with the toddler against her shoulder, rubbing him gently on the back. She indicated the covered staircase. “Let’s get comfortable.”
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      Weddings are inherently complicated, the bigger, the more complicated, but Nyssa had to admit Triana had a gift. The Crown Hall, her dais and throne room, was waiting for her and she felt very at peace to be home.

      Triana had gone to great lengths to decorate the Crown Hall with spring flowers and many natural elements she thought would give honour to the Bough traditions. Garlands and trellises full of flowers in bloom and boughs of magnolia and fruit trees decorated the walls, doorways, arches. The smell was sweet and light, and the sun was low enough the stained-glass windows were contributing their own rainbow of colours on the walls and floor.

      As was tradition, Nyssa was presented as the sovereign ‘returned.’ She was announced at the grand entrance and walked elegantly from the back to the front, escorted by her brother. She wore her heavy state crown, made especially for state and formal occasions held only at home, and was robed in burgundy velvet and white glistening fur for the time being. Her long sword hung at her side, her new bracers glinting through the slits in her robed sleeves. Nyssa concentrated on balancing the heavy crown without showing it.

      Patrick walked her at a calm and stately pace, Jara fully dressed in steel and burgundy cloak and carrying her pennant behind her. Courtiers bowed low as she passed them. When they made it to the dais, Patrick helped her up the step, but didn’t ascend with her. He turned and waited for her to address the room from his one step below.

      Nyssa remembered feeling awkward the first few times she’d done this ceremony without her father. The funeral really wasn’t that long ago, but something had changed. She felt it. The room had turned to look at her then, and the silence had made her pulse quicken.

      But this time, taking a deep breath, she felt she was herself returned. This time she was a different woman. Previously, she had stood there a newly orphaned girl, young, inexperienced, being handed a ridiculously heavy crown. Back then, fulfilling her father’s wish had emboldened her; she would succeed even it killed her. This time, however, she felt the weight in a different light. She was the sovereign now and she was a wife. She was a leader, but she was also one of them, and she felt the support having grown around her. She belonged there.

      “People of Orak’Thune, give praise for the return of our queen and overlord!” said Patrick loudly from the dais and his voice boomed in the hall, shattering the silence.

      “All Hail, Her Majesty, Queen Nyssa! All Hail, Orak’Thune!” said the crowd thunderously in immediate, reverent reply.

      “Queen Nyssa bids welcome to our brethren from the west, the Great Wood. She bids welcome His Grace, Hedir, Duke of Bough,” Patrick said then, and the crowd began to buzz.

      Hedir, dressed finely in varying layers of green with gold embroidery on his sleeves and along his short cloak hem, walked lightly up the middle of the hall, the court bowing as he passed them, though not as low as they had for Nyssa, which was custom. When he arrived to stand before Patrick, he stopped lightly and waited. Patrick stepped aside and indicated Hedir should rise to the first step and stand beside him. He took his place, bowed in turn to Patrick and faced the crowd.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of Orak’Thune, I am honoured by your welcome, and bid you kind greetings from my King Baro and Queen Keerie, who send you blessings for your continued prosperity and long life,” he began.

      The court were all watching him with interest now and bowed their heads in acknowledgement of his forwarded greetings. Likely, Nyssa thought, he would be the first Bough some of these Orak would have ever seen.

      “I wish to convey to you my humble thanks for your warm welcome of myself and my ambassador. We are awed by your great city and inspired by its warm people and hospitality,” he said and covered his heart with his left hand. He bowed slightly and the crowd murmured with appreciation again. Caston smiled broadly and acknowledged the people who stood around him in the front row. Hedir straightened and continued.

      “On this day, I also wish to declare my intention, that I, Hedir, Duke of Bough, request the honour of your queen’s hand in marriage; that I will live by her side as her companion and protector until my last breath.”

      While he was saying this, Hedir had turned to face Patrick directly, and half-bowed, awaiting the reply.

      The courtiers began to buzz with excitement. Nyssa watched them closely and silently. Her court was made up of the usual wealthier representatives of regions in her country, the only remnant of a true traditional kingdom where courtiers were there by privilege and birthright and though these were meant to represent honourably their regions, Nyssa knew they often only ever served to entertain themselves and sometimes that meant behaving badly at visiting dignitaries expense. It was rare but it happened.

      She would not tolerate this today, and most certainly not if it was aimed at Hedir, who with his white-blonde hair, fine features, tall lean stature and soft voice, stood out from every Orak in the room like a dove in a crowd of ravens. She eyed them all carefully, but so far, the crowd only seemed pleased.

      Patrick looked at him and smiled in encouragement.

      “What say ye, my Queen? Have you your answer?” Patrick asked formally and she caught his smirk.

      “I do,” she said loudly and the room ceased all noise. “I accept Duke Hedir as my husband, and I offer him my companionship until my last breath,” she said clearly.

      Patrick turned back to face the room smartly, almost ignoring Hedir, who still stood half-bowed.

      “Her Majesty, Queen Nyssa, Overload of Orak’Thune, accepts the offer of marriage,” he said very loudly.

      The ceremonial guards standing to the side of the room and at attention behind her throne now banged their chest plates in salute. The resounding crash resulted in an emphasis in the announcement that silenced the chattering courtiers and officers.

      Two of these guards, dressed in white doublets and long bright red helmet plumage that fell long past their shoulders came forth and she smiled when she saw it was Chen and Dorn. They moved behind her and Jara stepped back to allow them to lift her robes from her shoulders. The court began to buzz again, this time with undeniable excitement.

      She was incredibly beautiful in a very form-fitting floor-length white silk and velvet gown that exhibited burgundy and gold accents interlaced along the skirt and long sleeves in a familiar vine pattern. Her bracers—gifts from the Bough—were ever present, though now newly polished, so the emeralds caught the light, as was the night sapphire given to her by Keerie, brilliant and deep against her white gown. Hedir held Summer East for the moment. Around her neck, she wore her mother’s leaf ruby, a wedding present from her father on their own wedding day.

      Nyssa held out her hand to Hedir, who took it and moved up to stand on the dais beside her. They faced each other, hand in hand. Still standing on the lower level, Patrick accepted a book handed to him, which was marked to the page he required:

      “People of Orak’Thune, heed the words of the Code of the Law:” he began loudly and in a tone that meant they should be silent. “By order of the Law, the queen has been proposed and announces her acceptance to that proposal within thirty days. Before all witnesses on this day, the proposal is now declared legal and binding. Therefore, the result of the acceptance is marriage; the queen accepts this man to be her husband, and he accepts the queen to be his wife, agreeing to protect her and honour her. I, Royal High Regent of Orak’Thune, and magistrate of these proceedings do recognize the declaration as binding and lawful from this day forth!”

      The room was silent for one split second, and then exploded in resounding applause. Nyssa leaned over and kissed Hedir lightly but slowly, and he gently pushed Summer East back on her finger. She turned to face her subjects, noticing Hedir swallow with trepidation, but Patrick turned back to them, clapping and winked.

      “Well done,” she thought she heard him say. And well done indeed.
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      Three days later, Nyssa stood at the conclusion of Hedir’s coronation. He turned to extend his hand to guide her down and she felt Jara’s presence at her shoulder while they left the Crown Hall. She felt reassuringly whole and prepared for maybe the first time since leaving the academy. When the doors closed in the green room, the private antechamber she used to prepare, she let out a huge breath of air, breaking the silence. Hedir turned to her in surprise.

      “Please help me with this,” she begged quietly. Sass, her maid, who had been awaiting her return, came quickly over. She had a large box in her hands and stood to the side so Patrick could stand in front of her.

      He lifted the crown from her head and put it in the glass-topped box. After it was secured, safely away by double key, Nyssa sat down heavily in a large and plush chair beside it.

      Hedir stood still in the middle of the room. She thought he seemed lost. Nyssa held her hands to him, which he came over and took. Looking him in the eyes, she did see it. A bit confused, a bit overwhelmed, maybe.

      “You did well,” she said to him quietly.

      He smiled lightly but bent to kneel beside her chair. Nyssa lifted a hand to move a strand of his hair back over his shoulder.

      “Tomorrow, at council you can introduce Caston officially,” Patrick interrupted. He was across the room in front of another vestibule, removing his heavier outer robes. “He will be able to sit for you on many of the council meetings, which will free up some of your time again,” he offered with a light smile. Hedir, who had turned to look at him as he spoke, nodded lightly.

      “I think he’ll like that,” Nyssa said, remembering Caston’s enthusiasm on the road.

      “He’ll need to be coached to refrain from sharing his opinions,” replied Hedir, though it sounded stern, and Nyssa looked back at him in surprise.

      “He’ll be fine. You’ll see,” she tried to say encouragingly and rubbed her fingers over the backs of his hands. Hedir’s expression turned pained. She held her tongue. He was clearly unhappy about something.

      “Yes, he will,” he said, but it was abrupt. Nyssa’s eyes flicked to Patrick, who was still watching while he undressed. They met and exchanged a concerned expression. Patrick motioned to Sass to leave, and followed her seconds later, gently closing the door with a barely audible ‘click.’

      Nyssa noticed Hedir didn’t move when it was clear they were alone. She let go of his hands and moved to face him more directly but spread out her skirts and refolded her hands in her lap, preparing to wait.

      “My love, I am sure you are overwhelmed with everything that has been presented to you this past week,” she began gently and tried to sound encouraging. Hedir breathed and his shoulders gave a slight shudder. He was staring straight ahead. “I just want you to know, neither Patrick nor I expect anything of you, until you feel ready.”

      She tried to put her love for him at this moment in her words. She wanted him to know she was aware of the weight of all the commitments he undertook. In truth, she was terrified he was regretting it.

      “I am not regretting anything,” he began. Nyssa’s mouth twitched at the corner as the same thought hadn’t yet left her own mind. “I am…,” and he stalled. He took another deep breath and looked at his hands. “Overwhelmed,” he said quietly. He rose and went to the enormous stained-glass window.

      Nyssa frowned, watched him a moment, but rose and went to take his shoulders and rub them, squeezing his upper arms a bit. She leaned into him, moving to place her face lightly against the back.

      “Lean on me, Hedir,” she whispered to him, “always when you feel this way. Know that I understand, and that I am here for you. All my power, all my soul, I will always be here for you.”

      She felt him move to turn around and looked up at him, her concern impossible to hide. It was clear he what she saw there; the doubt heartbreakingly close.

      “What if I fail you?” he said. She sighed.

      “It is not important 'if,’” she said to him. “All that matters is that we try. Together, we will never be disappointed in each other.”

      Nyssa hoped he understood what she meant. She never wanted him to feel beneath her, he was her equal partner whether in Orak’Thune or in Bough.

      “Your titles and roles, Hedir, are so other people understand where you fit on a line,” she said candidly, lightly touching his cheek. “But what matters, the only thing, is that you and I are bound. Bound by that one thing, that one question that we both answered at the pond; “I love you,” she said softly and put her head on his shoulder again. She closed her eyes and listened to the moment, empty except for just themselves.

      She felt him inhale deeply and his arms wrap around her to pull her close. He kissed her forehead. “It is more than I ever expected for myself, it’s true. But to love you, Nyssa, I have no regrets.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      It seemed like a lifetime ago that Nyssa had first married Hedir in his Wood. She marvelled at the ease with which her husband adjusted to his new life, but missed him because the life of a queen was never quiet and her court kept finding new and interesting things for a consort to do. She missed their conversations in front of the fire or walking slowly in the deep Wood, low and quiet and between only them. It was a rare occasion now and three months since their quiet nuptials seemed like an eternity.

      Now, if Nyssa found herself alone, she sought company with her sister-in-law, especially since her baby niece, Glenna, had arrived in the world. It was a busy apartment with two children now and Nyssa understood none of the chaos that had descended, but Triana welcomed her and put her to work. Hayden was her new best friend and she’d missed her sister while she had been away.

      “Are you well, Nyssa?” Triana asked. Her sister-in-law rocked gently in the wide rocking chair with her infant daughter feeding at her breast.

      Nyssa lay half on her hip, one arm straight to hold her upper half so she could move the wooden horses she and Hayden were playing with. The nursery was cozy warm, deeply carpeted with a small hearth that emitted the perfect amount of heat onto the floor.

      “I am. Why do you ask?” she replied calmly and bounced a horse toward her nephew, who mimicked her move, making her smile.

      “Hedir seems happy,” Triana went on. Nyssa nodded to agree.

      Hayden gave up on the game. He gathered the five carved horses into his arms and inched his way into her lap, forcing Nyssa to sit upright and take him more comfortably.

      “He’s tired,” Triana noted. Nyssa pulled her nephew close and rocked him a little. She noticed he clutched his little herd of beasts and calmed, his head resting heavily against her chest. “He is smitten with you,” her sister-in-law added.

      “I am smitten with him,” Nyssa replied warmly, stroking the baby’s brow and watching his eyes close as he drifted.

      “Will you take the time, my queen?” Triana asked very quietly. Nyssa looked up at her. Her sister was ever the petite, fine-featured beauty she remembered marrying her brother two years earlier. She had chestnut hair she wore up off her neck in ringlets and pretty brown eyes that shone with her gentleness. She knew she loved her brother to distraction and he her. Their little family, growing all around them, completed them and gave her brother a pride and glow she could never have imagined for him. He was an amazing father; he showered his wife and children with unabashed love, something their own father had vehemently closed off from them. She was proud of him.

      “I don’t think so, Triana,” Nyssa replied, a small shake to her head. She kept her eyes on the now sleeping baby in her arms.

      “Oh, Nyssa,” Triana chided her gently. “You can if you want to. You’re not a woman I know to refuse what she feels is right.”

      “Hmmm,” Nyssa murmured because words weren’t forming. A long silence stretched. Triana’s rocking chair made a light tick with every track back and forth.

      “Hedir explained it is rare for his kind,” Nyssa replied finally. “Which is appropriate, as I am no maternal figure.”

      “Posh, Nyssa,” Triana retorted though she kept her voice low to not disturb her sleeping children.

      Her daughter had finished her meal and Triana rocked her close and warmly now as she napped.

      Nyssa could only smile. She hoped it would hide her regret and trepidation of the subject matter.

      Of course, she’d thought of it. Holding Hayden close as she was at this moment, the smell of him, his warmth and the utter trust he had in her to care for him, to keep him safe, was a pull she hadn’t been prepared for. But reality was a cruel master. On the surface, Nyssa was a woman of responsibility and duty and her role was to work more often outside the comfort of palace walls. On the inside, Nyssa feared the role of motherhood more than any other.

      “Your mother would have cared for you and your brother, well beyond today,” Triana said to her, guessing her reason for the pause. “Patrick told me of her and I remember her a little bit from when I was a girl. She was so beautiful, Nyssa, and she loved you both. Anyone could see.”

      Nyssa nodded to agree.

      It wasn’t her own mother that caused her concern, but maybe the lack of. The risk to motherhood certainly made Nyssa tremble once to remember. Kara, Royal Mother to Nyssa and Patrick, had died in childbirth when Nyssa was only six. Nyssa had seen the graphic scene of her deathbed. It wasn’t very long afterward that her father had commanded her to begin training with a secluded war master at the age of eight, and that, it seemed, had sealed any and all ideas Nyssa ever had of what a woman’s body was capable. She’d had no close female friends in all her life, until Triana even. She knew nothing of the process, except the technical. It worked, it happened, it seemed frightening and dangerous. She was in awe of Triana and any mother for their courage now, but it was from that time onward, she’d grown up with one focus; to be the warrior her father envisioned and the queen the country one day expected. She had courage but of a whole different nature.

      Even love had mocked her once, until Hedir. It was perhaps a blessing now that Bough were less fertile. She could love and it wouldn’t cost them everything.

      “It’s fine, Triana,” Nyssa replied finally, moving to sit back against the toy chest to be more comfortable. Hayden neither woke nor stirred in her shuffling of him. “There are some pretty specific conditions a Bough and his mate adhere to if a child is expected. I cannot commit to those terms at this time, not to mention quite a few people here would expect me to stand down from the field if my condition were to change. I am not ready to. I just got back and I have much to do,” she added amenably, purposefully omitting anything to do with her flat-out fear of ever finding herself in that predicament.

      She looked back and smiled at the scene of her mothering sister-in-law, her baby in her arms. It was a soft sight, a warm and loving moment. It was nice, she admitted, and then imagined if Triana wore plate armour and swords clasped with heavy leather straps, while metal plated gauntlets tapped the infant’s bum instead. As she suspected, the image was not so welcoming.

      “I am a queen and a knight, sister,” she reminded her then, “and it’s what you need me to be.”
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      “That was the full contents of the packet, my Queen,” the messenger Brund was saying. He was filthy, sweating and obviously exhausted from a hard ride across country. Nyssa was listening, but she was looking for more.

      “I don’t doubt the report, Corporal,” she said finally and returned to looking at the letter and the map that he had brought for her.

      The seal of General Brack had been unbroken when it arrived. She trusted the information; she just couldn’t understand why it was so brief. She dismissed him, after thanking him and ordering him to rest, eat and bathe. She promised a return response the next day; he should be ready to leave at sunrise. The messenger saluted and left her.

      Nyssa handed the letter to Jara without a word and moved to the table with the map.

      “Brack knows what he’s doing, Highness. Why waste the paper if there is little change in the situation?” Colonel Cord said when the corporal had left. The tent flaps were opened for a moment, and the fresh air felt better. Nyssa turned from the map and went to the door. She indicated to her guards to tie them open. It was so stuffy in the tents.

      “Brack has more orders than observation, Colonel. I need movements, numbers, details and his opinion on situation awareness. This,” and she waved at the letter in her guardsman’s hand, “is inadequate. Brack is never inadequate.”

      Cord kept silent while his queen paced the front of the map. She stopped and took the letter back, glancing only once at Jara, but his expression was clear and he was with her. She read the letter again while both men waited.

      My Queen,

      The rebellious attempts at disturbing your kingdom’s peace seem to have exhausted itself. Small skirmishes here and there are quelled quite easily by our troops and I feel it is no longer necessary for our presence to be extended.

      Expect our imminent return.

      General Brack of the Royal 101st Regiment of Orak’Thune

      She looked up from the letter to Cord, fingering the blue ribbon that held Brack’s wax seal on the paper. She studied him for a minute and he felt uncomfortable under her gaze. He could see now she was getting more agitated.

      “Tell me, Colonel, would you write a letter like this to me, if it were you?” she asked him calmly. He swallowed hard and tried to think quickly.

      “I would have included numbers, my Queen. Skirmishes, fatalities, an account of remaining resources and a more thorough narrative to describe my observation of the enemy’s actions and intents, at the least,” he confided.

      He was sweating now; a big drop rolling down his spine made him swallow again. He hoped she couldn’t see his discomfort. She waited still, but then she nodded.

      “And I would have asked your permission to return,” he added finally.

      “Exactly,” she replied firmly and scooped both the letter and map from the table before turning to leave. Jara looked one more time to Cord while he’d held the side of the flap for his queen to exit first.

      Queen Nyssa had been consulting with her general rank on the mission General Brack was currently on, and on the most recent reports of surprise attacks on her southern coast. She had quietly been requesting more preparations in the outfield adjacent to the academy ever since Patrick had told her of Brack’s current missions and the never-ending reports of activities in the south. Nothing to alarm anyone, but she had just enough support to muster basic preparations in the event her hunches proved true.

      Dispatches were coming in too few at a time and she had assembled her staff that day to confer over their next best options. No one was particularly keen to send out troops to answer every report, but the dispatches were in nature, always after the fact, and someone needed to gather intelligence. Brund had shown up during the meeting, and she had dismissed all but Sir Cord, Brack’s liaison, when she’d opened it.

      Jara brought their horses around and they rode to the academy building, a mile from the preparing camps. The building was a large and sprawling, two-story complex that had a massive outfield at its centre and training fields on both sides and behind. She rode up the long pathway to the front, and as she knew they would be, the groom and the General Commander of the Military Academy and her advisor were waiting for her. The sentry duties, performed by cadets learning the tasks, began a half-mile from the entrance to the grounds. They would have seen her coming fifteen minutes before and sent word ahead of them via the elaborate flag system they implored.

      It was a marvellous system for alerting security preparations to a threat, and immensely convenient to save time for the queen and overlord to be met without waiting for her general rank to be found. General Commander, Sir Titus, smiled warmly at her from the top of the broad entrance staircase when she reined in.

      “Majesty, what a pleasure and honour to see you today. You are looking well, if I might say,” Titus said with a low bow as he descended the stairs to greet her and wait as she dismounted.

      She stopped in front of him and gave him a warm smile. She waited until the groom led the horses away and she pointed to the door, beginning her ascent up the steps. Titus acknowledged Jara, who returned the greeting, and a look of concern passed between them.

      “I need your counsel, Titus. May we meet in your office in private?” Nyssa asked and tried not to show the stress in her voice.

      Titus shifted at her request. A long and loyal friend to her father, he was her first and fiercest teacher. She respected and loved Titus. Aside from Brack, who grew to be also one of her closest friends, her brother, Jara and Hedir, she trusted no one more.

      “Of course, my Queen,” he said immediately and moved aside so she could precede them.

      Titus’s office was at the end of a long stone hallway; at each end were floor-to-ceiling windows, which let in a considerable amount of light. Nyssa appreciated that a learning centre should be so bright and open. Dark and dank places, she believed, weren’t conducive to open-minded and imaginative thinking.

      When they had arrived in the spacious rooms of his office, she heard Titus close the double doors to the outer hall, and they proceeded through the rooms, which consisted of three chambers: a private classroom, a secretarial office and finally his own work office in the back corner. There were no chatty students today, and his assistant was also absent. She waited for him to come around to his sitting area, two chairs opposite an exquisite wooden round table by the window, which afforded a very complete view of the training fields.

      “Do sit down, my dear. Tell me how I can assist you this morning,” he said and took the seat opposite from her. Jara moved to stand inconspicuously behind her, but well in Titus’s view.

      She took out the letter and map and wordlessly handed them to him. He took them and his spectacles from his coat pocket and laid them out while he placed his glasses on the end of his nose. He read them, re-read them and then folded them up again. He returned them to her and his spectacles to his pocket.

      “Brief, isn’t it?” was his comment. She agreed.

      “I would recommend you send Cord, if you insist on someone going in your place,” he said after a long while. “His loyalty is tested and confirmed, and I would give him command of a section of Elite operative troops so they can move quickly and with stealth. If General Lord Brack is taken or fallen, we need to know quickly. What we don’t need is another regiment in a trap or ruining the opportunity to understand what’s really happening in the region. I hesitate to entrust another general to ignore the signs and keep to the mission. Honourable and capable they may be, they might just try to help, entrapping themselves in the process, and not following your orders to your precise degree.”

      “Do you think Cord can handle the duplicity, should he discover Brack is, in fact, embroiled in something more serious?” she asked pointedly. Titus hesitated, but eventually, he nodded.

      “If you explain it to him,” he agreed. “He might need some extra insight into your intentions, but he will be able to handle the situation, should Brack be without explanation.”

      Nyssa thought about it, and the more she did, the more she agreed with Titus. Already she had had the idea to send one group of Elites, a highly trained, exclusive branch of her military, designated by the Order of Elite, the soldiers that took extra training to be the knights that underwrote their strict oaths and formed her executive officer rank. But her question to Titus today was which commander she should send to oversee them. She trusted his opinion of all her generals more than no other.

      “Cord it is then,” she agreed. “Thank you, Titus. Your wisdom in these matters is always invaluable,” she said and smiled at him.

      “It is my duty and honour to serve you, my Queen,” he bowed lightly, “but in whole truth, I find it just a sweet pleasure to see you again. I remember the cadet arguing loudly in that front room, and I can’t say I don’t miss it.”

      Nyssa smiled. She remembered that too. Many of the fonder memories of her time at the academy greeted her every time she came here now, less the hard and lonely times. It struck her that once she had found the academy a cold and difficult place, but now that she was its queen, of course, it would look completely different. When she had been a student, often she had wondered if one day she could be general of the academy. That was when she was more certain her father would have chosen Patrick over her to lead the country and she would have been given more Elite duties, leading his own general rank as his commander.

      She was always still surprised by his choice now. Patrick and Titus had been their king’s second voice to the council, followed by Brack and others. She had had strong support, despite her very young age and experience, and she was ever grateful to these men who continued shouldering her council in their continuing support.

      “Me too, General,” she said and reached over to pat his old hand. She rose, kissed his cheek and left him seated at his window. Time was of the essence and the Elites needed time to prepare for departure. Titus bowed to her and tipped his head ever so slightly to Jara by way of assuring him he would be close should she need anything more.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      It was May now, warm enough for any large campaign to get underway, but without a proven need for that size of response, she couldn’t justify the resources to muster her main forces. She hadn’t met with Cord yet. It had been three days since her meeting with Titus. The strategy of the mission continued to roll in her mind, not feeling completely right. She wanted to bring Hedir into her work now; she wanted to be able to discuss these things with him, but now, wearing training clothes and light armour, everything was different. She stumbled over every thought that crossed her mind.

      Nyssa was returning from the academy every day, clearly more agitated. She wrestled with the right time to bring Hedir into her role out there, but would he want to come? Would he allow her to continue now that her worst fear had happened? Would he force her to stay in chambers, with him in council meetings, perhaps insisting her brother take over because there could be a call to arms?

      Nyssa entered the palace stables at full speed with Roan pounding the cobblestones in agitated fury, mirroring her own emotions. The groomsmen scattered until she’d stopped and dismounted, only returning to take the reins when she stood there, impatiently waiting for them to do something.

      Jara, ever present at her back, arrived on her heels along with her, but could only shrug and apologize under his breath when he handed over his own reins; Nyssa had already gone up the staircase. He had to run to catch up to her, which had also become a habit of late; he as much as anyone knew something was bothering her but, for the first time, could not find out what it was. Nyssa had been curt with him too, annoyed at times that he was always there — it was clear she was struggling, but for all his coaxing, even he could not bring it from her. He’d gritted his teeth and worked harder to guard her. There wasn’t much else that he could do; helping and being there for her just wasn’t happening for the moment.

      It was clear to Patrick as well that she was upset about something as he watched this arrival from his office window one afternoon, but for all his observations, he could not place what it could be. He’d spoken to Jara, but he’d not had any insight — though he’d practically begged him to get to the bottom of it.

      Finally, Patrick had decided to ask Hedir. Never before had he not asked his sister something directly and not gotten a straight answer, but this time, he had Hedir, who was his brother now, and since marrying his sister, Patrick could see the peace Hedir brought to her. He felt this approach might be gentler. He trusted him to know, if not, to see it also.

      “You sent for me, Patrick,” Hedir said quietly as he gracefully came up the long carpet in the middle of the Crown Hall. Patrick was sitting at one of his work desks, which was to the side of the dais and the three throne chairs. He had an office, but on days where they heard cases in the hall, he liked to have things close by.

      The large stained-glass windows provided exciting colours on the papers around him, and he always felt like he was working in a garden.

      He looked up at his brother-in-law and smiled, indicated he should sit in the velvet stuffed chair opposite himself and waited. Hedir nodded and sat without making a single noise. Patrick asked the staff working in the room to give them a moment and they bowed politely and left.

      “I hope you will forgive my bold self this morning, Hedir,” Patrick began. He wanted to be sure he didn’t overstep with his request. Really, it was just a concern, but this was the queen, not just his sister, and if it got back to her that he was prying, well, it could end in awkwardness.

      Hedir cocked his head to the side slightly, but after only a second, smiled warmly.

      “Nothing would make me happier to know, Patrick, that you felt comfortable enough by now to trust that very little you could say, I would consider bold,” he said.

      Patrick chuckled and took a bigger breath. He rose and went to the sideboard where his assistant had left out the coffee service. He turned and pointed to it and Hedir nodded.

      He brought the tray to the table and set it beside Hedir. He poured them each a cup, set one out for Hedir and took his own back to his seat, leaving the service for Hedir to flavour his own to his tastes.

      Hedir quietly waited for Patrick to continue.

      “This is about your sister,” he said with confidence but gently. He sipped his cup, which made him smile even more. He loved Orak’Thune coffee.

      Patrick tapped the edge of the porcelain with a spoon while he regarded him. Suddenly, he sat forward and leaned a bit across the table to talk quietly. There wasn’t a soul in the room, but he was cautious.

      “She’s upset about something. I know she doesn’t want to show it expressly, but Nyssa isn’t good at hiding her emotions at home. I’ve spent my life learning how to read her. I’m sure most people here have noticed something, but I wanted to ask you the same. Have you noticed?” Patrick seemed a little sad.

      Hedir could see the concern in his brother-in-law’s eyes was deep and genuine.

      He nodded and, after another sip, reluctantly lowered the cup to balance on his crossed knee. He kept his hands around the base, warm and comforting.

      “Yes, she is distracted,” Hedir said. “She is experiencing many new things, adjusting to some truths I don’t think she feels prepared for.”

      Patrick was listening intently. He stared for longer than expected when Hedir didn’t offer more. Hedir went back to his coffee, but he took Patrick’s expression in.

      “You were expecting specifics. Nyssa doesn’t share personal feelings immediately; I am sure you know better than I. From what I can ascertain, she is strategizing her options for whatever it is that is bothering her, and trying to decide her best course of action. I can agree with you, however. It must be big. She is definitely distracted and unhappy about it,” he added.

      Patrick leaned back. He steepled his finger; the effect gave him a wise air. Hedir found it charming.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much, brother Patrick,” he said. “She will come out with it in her time and in her way. I have gauged, though it is still a short time that I have been married to my wife, that waiting is the best course of action in this regard. Forcing her can have disastrous results, that which I have discovered.”

      Patrick huffed. “You have learned a valuable lesson there, my friend,” he said, and then he laughed, brightly and openly. Hedir smiled broadly too. “Fine, let my sister have her secrets. I know her well enough to know if it were about the security of our home, she would not hesitate for pride. This, therefore, must be her own issue, so those who love her must acquiesce to let her come to it in her own time,” he said and raised his cup in conclusion.

      Hedir did the same, and the two men sipped in quiet peace, framed by the streaming sunlight falling on the desk from the high windows.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “You will send Cord?” Patrick said with mild surprise.

      He turned to follow her as she moved past him. He glanced at Jara, but he was moving ahead of them and not engaging in the conversation.

      “I consulted with Titus, and he agreed he could be trusted,” she replied, rummaging through her desk.

      “Trusted to follow orders, yes. Trusted to be smart enough to evaluate Brack without you?” Patrick qualified.

      He’d come to a stop at the side of her enormous desk where she was preoccupied with looking for something.

      “You would have me go in his place?” she said, whirling from the mess she was making of her desk to stare at him. He was surprised by her reaction, but didn’t respond.

      “I thought you, of all people, would protest my leaving right now,” Nyssa continued, but she was still staring at him.

      He was still surprised. He wasn’t sure what was missing from this conversation. He looked again at Jara, who now stood near the door but only narrowed his eyes at being noticed.

      Patrick wasn’t overly thrilled with Jara of late. He’d become distant and more ‘professional’ than friendly. He never left his sister’s side, not until he signed off from her at her private apartments at night and to the sentry in the hall, but he rarely joined in the conversation anymore, didn’t actively participate from what Patrick noticed.

      Nyssa treated Jara respectfully and never openly dismissed or ignored him. Clearly, their working relationship was seamless, but glaringly obvious was that Jara had no more insight into Nyssa’s increasing erratic behaviour, despite the fact he spent every waking hour around her and more, and he seemed more to have closed ranks around them rather than seeking outside support.

      They had achieved the ‘guardsman/monarch’ rhythm Brack and his father had had; they coexisted and moved in simultaneous motion, but Patrick was beginning to worry something else was more off with them, or at least her. Brack and Madras had been close friends and had complete confidence between them. He knew Jara held that without question before she married, but if it hadn’t survived the broken hearts of their lost relationship, it could be a bigger concern.

      Right now, however, he hadn’t the time to get into it and frankly, he could only complain or question if professionalism were suffering, but it was not. At least Jara was friendly and warm to Hedir, from what Patrick saw.

      “Nyssa…” he began, but he stopped. He frowned. “Nyssa, what are you not telling me right now?”

      He said it as gently as he could, taking a step forward. She stared at him. For the first time in a long time, he thought he saw a look of surrender in her eyes. There was something there.

      In the next instant, it was gone.

      “Nothing. I have told you everything and you’re right: absolutely right. It is me that must go,” she shook herself and returned to her desk, but Patrick saw Jara move purposefully from the door. “It is crazy for me to trust something like this to anyone else. I must go,” she repeated to herself.

      Patrick was disappointed and frustrated.

      “Nyssa, if there is something you are not telling me, that you should be telling me, I will be put out with you if you hide it. If it is politically important, I could be more than put out,” he said, pointing his finger at her. When she made no further reply, he left the room.

      Jara moved to stand closer beside her, but his distance was noticeable as was his silence.

      “I’m fine,” she said without looking at him. “Brack is our concern. He was your mentor, Jara. I would think you would want to get to the bottom of this as much as I do. Can we not get on with it?!”

      She looked up at him in frustration and his expression was cold. She had nothing to offer him. Nothing and she knew it, not friendship, not warmth, not encouragement. She felt herself in her own prison, unable to reach for his help because she had no idea what to say. She wanted him, her friend and confidant, more than anyone else right now even, but looking at him shredded her last grip in her confidence. To him of all people, what would she say?

      She clamped her mouth shut.

      “I’ll order the horses and supplies and muster the Elite. We’ll leave in the morning,” he said flatly and turned on his heels and left quickly. He slammed the door behind him, causing her to shut her eyes and her body jerked with the loud noise.

      Now alone, she looked back to where she had been rummaging, but she gave up on it. Her stomach felt some butterflies. Nausea rolled through her system again and she braced to let it pass, but she placed her hands over her womb and a moment of panic gripped her throat. Her eyes fell on her calendar and glaringly clear, as if written in red ink, was the last time she’d bled.

      Three months, give or take.

      Nyssa threw her head back to hit the headrest of her chair in self admonishment, her eyes clenched shut, and fought back tears.

      Her mind drifted to Hayden, sweet and warm in her arms and it was inviting. She did want it but not at the cost of Brack’s life or her own freedom to lead and be the queen she needed to be. She was only nineteen and… winds, she was afraid.

      Leaning forward to collapse over her desk, Nyssa wept into the fabric of her sleeves.

      “Three weeks,” she whispered to herself, sniffing. “There and back in three weeks, I’ll be fine.”

      In three weeks, she could accomplish what she needed in securing Brack home. She would return at the head of a small company, slowly and at ease. In three weeks, she could tell Hedir in private while she would sit to hear his expectations of her behaviour. She could take losing her command and active roles, digest it more easily.

      To tell Jara, she considered, was just too risky that he would tell Hedir, disagreeing with her gamble. Loyal, she trusted him always, but in this, she just didn’t know what he would do. He would have to wait too.

      Her goodbye with Hedir had been brief and she knew he doubted her reasons, but she very nearly didn’t make it. She had withdrawn from him in the last few days, thinking about Brack and how to get the answers she needed, but when he touched her, her body screamed loudly yes, but her heart knew she was lying to him and shut her out. She felt scared and unsettled when she was with him. He had become a reminder of the only thing that right now brought her fear, but he too had changed and Nyssa didn’t understand it. She’d watched him move to her whenever she was around, his hands touched her, reached for her, his mouth was on her neck, in her hair and he seemed lost to her, intensely aware of her, unable to break from her. She wanted him just as much, but she was afraid of this new intensity too.

      Now she prepared to ride out with twelve very seriously dressed Elite knights at her back. No pennants or identifying armour this trip. Her own uniform was black suede and soft, pliable leather and the only markings to indicate her rank was a burgundy band around her bicep. She kissed Hedir, who handed her the reigns and his own silver and steel dagger.

      “I am with you, but Nyssa, you should know, I am not comfortable with what you are not telling me. You must speak to me when you return,” he’d said to her.

      She’d agreed and seen the intense unhappiness of their separation, but it was duty. She’d explained it firmly and that she would not be long away. To Patrick, she nodded and he’d only sighed in surrender and nodded back. She gave the signal to Jara to ride out.

      “Three weeks,” she whispered to herself. “They’ll all know in three weeks.”
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      They rode for eight days, mostly by cover of darkness and rough terrain to stay off the roads. What they lost in time, they gained in stealth. By the eighth night, they had picketed the horses a mile out in a thicket to cover them and walked to the edge of a berm facing the camp. There was activity, normal by first glance, but after about an hour, subtle differences were beginning to show.

      Nyssa ordered half the Elite to spread out and to count who they saw, making note of ranks. She was looking for Brack, and Jara directed her to move the farthest out so she could see the officer’s tent. They would reconvene at a tree a quarter mile away in one more hour.

      From her new perch, Nyssa could make out the tent and the guards out front quite clearly. She and Jara recognized them. Brack took them everywhere; Polz and Pilt, brothers from the bay area. Jara told her the story of their father travelling a month from their home to deliver them to the academy himself when they were just children. Brack was the one who’d met them and, for some reason, taken them under his wing—like he had Jara. They were excellent fighters, but it was clear they had not wanted commissions. Where Jara was ambitious and confident enough to follow Brack’s encouraging advice and push himself to advance, all the brothers had wanted was to guard Brack, fight for him and stay as close to him as possible. It was comforting to see them now. It meant Brack was still alive.

      Nyssa waited the full hour, watching as minor captains and corporals brought pages and reports in and out. Everything looked like a rather normal campaign, if a quiet one. There was no singing in the camp, very little talking and the soldiers were subdued out in front of their tents. Any campaign Nyssa had been on found the camps were always busy places. Many soldiers had double duties as grooms, cooks, stores men, batmen, arms and stocks, pages and so much more. In normal times, off-duty soldiers were eating; other soldiers were on watch. Others told stories and sang songs. Everyone else was snoring in their beds. This camp was quiet. It was…unusual.

      Nyssa sighed and prepared to move back without making any noise. She took one last look at Brack’s tent. If she hadn’t had been perfectly still trying to silence any of her equipment from jingling last minute, she’d have missed it. In the back of the tent, two cloaked figures snuck under the tent wall and disappeared inside. No noise, but there was a bark and a sound like a piece of furniture being broken. Then, the two figures left the same way they came in. The two brothers at the door looked at each other and ducked in, but they were obviously shooed out. Whoever they were, Brack was not happy to have seen them. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Nyssa had to get into that tent unseen.

      “Maybe a distraction,” said Captain Ark, the Elite officer Titus had picked to come with them. “Something the brothers will go and investigate to remove them from the door.”

      “It’s possible there is someone we don’t know of in the tent or that something is not right with Brack,” Jara said. “I’d feel better if I could get a look at him before you went in there.”

      “What if we lured the brothers out here?” Nyssa couldn’t see all their faces in the dark, but she thought it was a young knight named Pram who spoke. “You could interrogate them, Highness. You could get them to indicate what was wrong.”

      Nyssa thought about it but shook her head. “It’s a scenario we wouldn’t be able to control for long. If the brothers are not aware of anything or even if they are, their absence would alert Brack and whoever might be watching the camp that something has changed. We need to keep our presence here secret, at least until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      “No choice, then,” she said. Her eyes met Jara’s and held them. “I go in under disguise.”

      Nyssa studied him as he folded his arms across his chest, his eyes unhappy and intent on hers. Before she could speak, Jara interrupted.

      “I am not sure if this is wise. We wouldn’t be able to protect you from any standpoint without going in,” he said firmly. Nyssa could see heads bobbing in the moonlight in agreement with him, but she stayed fixed on watching him.

      “Brack’s batman wears a scarf,” Ark said simply.

      Nyssa smiled. Titus had chosen her Elite captain well.

      “Yes, Cyrus was burned in the Battle of Bay Ridge by a dragon flame grenade. He hides his scars out of politeness to his general’s guests — which is to say, everyone. Only Brack can convince him to take it off when they are alone. He will comply only when he is certain no other visitors are likely,” Jara recounted. “On campaign, that is next to never.”

      They watched each other for a long minute. When Jara broke the gaze, his shoulders lifting in a deep exhale, Nyssa smirked, but Jara spoke first.

      “We just need to study his movements a bit longer,” Jara said, taking charge. “We need to find a time when he will be out doing something lengthy. I need to find a bit of cloth like his scarf. Ark and five others will spread out and locate Cyrus and watch him. I’ll take three men and go back to the horses to figure out a suitable disguise. The rest of you set up a watch perimeter to the working six; we cannot afford to be caught here. We have maybe two hours left before dawn, so we must make our move within the next hour, or we’ll be hard-pressed to find hiding spots in the day.”

      When Nyssa returned, she had what she thought was a pretty good likeness for Cyrus — on a bad day. She was now trying to remember the man, his character and movements.

      “Cyrus has just taken several items to the blacksmith,” one of the knights whispered as he emerged from the verge on the edge of the camp’s border. “Will that take him a while? It looked like some small armour and a dagger.”

      Nyssa nodded as she thought about what it could be. Whatever the item, she was certain Cyrus wouldn’t let it out of his sight. “I go now,” she said simply and looked to Jara, who moved aside so she could step into the bush.

      The back of the camp was quiet. There was no guard, which was out of place. Security patrols normally walked the perimeter of the camps, crisscrossing regularly to ensure continuity in the line; Nyssa did not encounter any. She had located the blacksmith’s earlier and now came around the corner; back the way Cyrus had come in, to fool anyone who saw him go by into thinking it was him coming back. She made straight for Brack’s tent, and the brothers in front of it.

      To her surprise, the brothers did not even stop chatting.

      When she was inside, the warmth and oppressive thick air nearly overwhelmed her. It stank in the tent, like the flaps had been closed for a month and every day it had rained. Mildew canvas, old fire smoke and sweat, some bad food or stale ale. She suppressed a cough, but barely. She briefly looked up to orientate herself and find Cyrus’s bed. Locating it to the right, she turned abruptly toward it.

      “Where’s my armour, Cyrus?”

      Nyssa didn’t stop. She remembered Cyrus wasn’t so much afraid of Brack but indifferent to his infrequent bad moods. She had never seen him reprimand Cyrus for insubordinate behaviour.

      “It had better be ready. I cannot be late to the rendezvous at sunrise,” Brack said gruffly.

      She bent over the bed to make it look like she was busy. She heard papers shuffling on the desk behind her and risked a glance, while shaking out a blanket to look preoccupied. Her old friend looked tired and obviously stressed about something. His clothes were dirty and sweat-stained, his hair unwashed and standing on end behind his ears. He was unshaven and rubbed his eyes frequently. His letter to her had been brief and the reason behind it was as she thought: he was in trouble. Now how to reveal herself without upsetting his plan. Knowing Brack, he was planning something, something that would protect her and Orak’Thune, something that he couldn’t put in a letter, even a sealed one sent with a courier she knew.

      Watching him was difficult and she didn’t have much time. If she could even be gone before Cyrus returned, that would be ideal. She would have to risk it. Risk her trust in her friend, risk that he would understand her presence and risk that he could trust her with his.

      She moved quickly and directly and stopped at the very edge of his desk, which was not very wide for a camp desk. She stared at him intently, something Cyrus would not do, to get his attention. He looked up then, annoyed and acutely ready to show it. For a moment, she thought he would burst. Emotions flickered across his face and she couldn’t see on which one he would settle. But he understood.

      Neither of them spoke. She could hear noise and conversation outside the tent and she was reminded of the urgency. She blinked at him and showed him her hands. One and Two. Swipe right. He was watching them.

      Twelve men, silent troops.

      He nodded and moved a sheet of paper across the table, but he didn’t let it go. It had one sentence on it:

      Brack Orak is required at the rendezvous for full surrender of his troops. If he fails to comply, all of his regiment will be slaughtered and the homesteads of this border will be burned as a message of war to your queen.

      – War Chieftain, Bael, In the Name of his Imperial Highness, the Emperor Dascus

      Nyssa nearly lost her composure and her disguise. Her hands began to shake and she looked up at Brack, who was now staring at her with stern composure, urging her to do likewise. Escape, she wanted to say. We need to leave here and regroup. But there was no time and innocent lives were at risk.

      She nodded and reached over to touch his hand. When she turned away, she hoped he would see the burning anger in her eyes.

      She left the tent, perhaps a little too quickly. The brothers stopped chatting as she whirled past them, robes flapping at her feet. Behind a tent three over, she passed Cyrus directly. He looked startled for an instant, but then just passed her by. He did hurry on to make sure his master was alright, but he did not raise the alarm. The last thing she heard was the brothers ribbing him about forgetting something and coming back so soon.
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      “He’s surrendering? Brack?” Jara said when they were back with the horses. Nyssa was undressing from her Cyrus costume; she was still going over what she saw in her mind.

      “We have to do something, my Queen,” Ark said again.

      Nyssa was lost in thought. She didn’t disagree, but without knowing more about this Bael and his troops, what could twelve more men do? It was obvious he was threatening Brack with more than even he had.

      It was less than an hour before sunrise. They were out of time.

      “We need to take up positions behind whatever entourage Brack brings with him. If he brings the whole company, we have to stay hidden and that will be a challenge. We need to get into a position that if we can take out this Bael, we will. Surprise is still our advantage,” Nyssa said then.

      The knights immediately began their preparations. Just as the sun was lighting the eastern sky, they started out into the field. She let herself fall into step with Ark.

      “Send me, Brund,” she said barely above a whisper. Ark nodded and turned immediately.  A few minutes later, the courier was beside her.

      “Take this to His Majesty,” she said to him and gave him a small package and envelope. “Brund,” he stopped and looked back at her. “Ride hard.” He nodded and disappeared in the fading dark.

      For Nyssa, if it meant surrender or death, she knew what Brack would choose. She couldn’t let that happen. Dascus was not taking another member of her family. Her father had been killed two years before and her mother fifteen, and just last year a group had been sent to kidnap her, all at the hands of the Roguns. She would not allow it to continue, for her or any Orak’Thune. Not if she had something to say about it.

      The sun was low on the horizon still. Fast-moving insects skimmed the top of the grass fields and the mist hung low near to the ground. Nyssa and her knights were spread out in the long grass at the base of a berm that gave them a good view of the groups that were amassing toward the centre. She was waiting for Brack.

      “There he is,” Jara said barely above a whisper. She had seen him already and was watching who he had chosen to go with him.

      She counted six soldiers. Two were his commanding officers; four were men in his guard, including the brothers. On the opposing side, a black-cloaked figure with a black and gold flag was waiting on his horse. He began to move forward slowly when he saw them. In a few seconds, the rest of his group emerged and she could see at least fifty mounted men behind him.

      Nyssa was furious, but she held her tongue and her temper. Ark was watching her nervously.

      “Do you know him?” Nyssa asked after the two men had come close enough and had stopped their horses.

      “I can’t tell from here, my Queen,” Jara replied calmly.

      “It’s not Dascus, that’s for certain,” Nyssa heard a whisper from somewhere behind him.

      She twisted to try and see but couldn’t without making movement in the grass. She looked at Ark, who seemed to be getting a relay of the message. He nodded and looked back to her.

      Who is this Bael? she wondered to herself and was trying to remember her reports on the Rogun Imperial Court. Bael… She couldn’t place him. Maybe he was new.

      “Do you recognize the name?” she asked Jara. He shook his head.

      “Does he look magicked?” he asked her and waited, but she could only shrug and shake her head.

      The last Rogun leader she’d faced had shimmered when she’d looked at him. He had been capable of some sort of teleportation, seemingly able to disappear and reappear at will.

      She waited and watched Brack again, who was by this time rigid in his rage and starting to fail at controlling it. His guards had moved up and were holding tight to his horse’s flanks.

      “I can’t say for sure, but it’s possible,” she replied finally.

      Just then, Brack’s horse reared and Brack himself stood in his stirrups. He pointed his sword at the rider and the pennant—baring her royal seal—that his guard carried beside, echoed the stance. Even from her distant position, Nyssa could tell it was a challenge. She swore.

      “Captain, General Brack didn’t bring the company. If they are unaffected by this rabble in any way, I want them ready. Brack has twenty-five men. Send ten of them back a mile and start them riding around to the coastal settlements to warn them; there could be more Roguns not present here. All citizens are to make for their walled and armed neighbours at Port Town, post-haste. Tell the knights to make the full sweep of the shore, and then head to the barracks at Cross Town to make their report. They’ll know to inform Titus directly and quickly. The rest are to join us at the rendezvous point, but they must first know we are here. We have about fifteen minutes before Brack and this rider get organized. Go now!” she urged and Ark began inching backward quickly to give her orders.

      Nyssa returned to watching Brack and saw the preparations they were making. The rider had squires preparing a run and bringing up lances. She hated jousting on the field of actual battle. It was brutal and too much was given to chance because no one practised sufficiently anymore to keep up the skill. Brack was a relic of a more carnival age, a peacetime when knights needed exercise and challenges. She hadn’t experienced that much free time since her father had been killed. He was the best at it then and probably still could hold his own now, but this was not a tournament. This was to the death and she knew he was tired and unprepared.

      She pulled back with Jara and the remaining men to regroup. At the halfway point, Nyssa came up on a quiet but chaotic group of men and horses. She was looking for the captain when one of her black knights caught up with her.

      “It’s starting, my Queen,” he said and disappeared again quickly.

      Nyssa turned, glanced through the crowd to find her horse, saw Jara holding it for her and ran to it. She mounted and yelled to the closest officer, Roan dancing with excitement.

      “Mount up and move out! Crescent formation behind me!” she called to Jara and he turned around to repeat and carry through her order.

      Nyssa rode hard through the short glen back to the open area. She could feel the vibration of hooves and was relieved that more of Brack’s men had been ready to follow her. At the edge, she saw the two riders aiming straight for each other. In an instant, a great crash and the lances bowed and splintered, both riders leaning far back, but holding on. Nyssa was enraged and taking no chances. This was her element of surprise and there was no turning back. She burst into the opening and rode straight up the middle. Her eyes were on that black-cloaked rider and her sword was ready. He was dispensing with the broken lance and had turned his back away from her. She lifted her sword in the signal to attack and the crescent that had formed around her picked up speed. The rider turned then and lurched in surprise. He threw down the lance and unsheathed his sword, kicking his horse’s flanks to move faster to meet her.

      Brack saw this too and was out of the gate and racing after them. The Rogun forces, told to hold back and wait the results of the tournament, were caught off guard. The large crescent of near thirty riders encircled them in a thunderous roar of horses’ hooves and then a monstrous clash of metal as the two forces met.

      Nyssa’s surprise worked remarkably well, considering Bael’s troops were armed and waiting. Her own forces were working on adrenaline and abrupt speed, wasting no time in their advance. They’d had a good quarter mile to gain and maintain momentum before they hit their targets, and the result was utter chaos on their enemy, who had expected them to line up and prepare.

      Nyssa had made contact with Bael, who seemed still stunned and unable to reset. She gauged right away that he was nowhere near equal to the black-robed man she had met on the valley field. He was human size, for one. This was a regular officer, a human officer.  With this knowledge, Nyssa spurred Roan expertly and chopped heavy swings into the man’s armoured torso and forearms. Her swings were decisive and faster and she had the man on the defensive, controlling her pitch and angle almost before he could adjust. Bael was obviously not prepared to meet her. He was outmatched and he waned quickly.

      After a series of like swings, she caught him, a hook into the underside of his gauntlet. He yowled, and she saw the blood spurt from the whole of his left hand where she had split it from wrist to knuckle up the middle. He dropped his sword and, breathing heavily, backed away from her. One-handed, he had no choice.

      “Do you yield?” she asked him quietly, working to control her breathing again.

      “Never,” he seethed at her.

      He was about to back away, but he’d lost sight of his surroundings in his concentration for her. His troops were in disarray and were fleeing in every direction. Her own were either on the chase or cutting the last of them down. He was backing into a crowd of angry fighting and then her knights were there. Three of them stopped his horses’ retreat. One grabbing his reins, the other two dismounting quickly and dragging him from his saddle. He landed with an audible clang and thud, a muffled groan from his injured hand. When they rolled him over, he was covered in his blood; it poured from the bloody mess he was trying to hold onto, and his colour was changing.

      “Why?” she snapped and came over to stand on his leg. He grimaced at her. She stabbed him under his chin and tilted it up so he could look at her.

      “Why?” she repeated.

      “Rogun will consume you,” Bael growled at her. “Rogun will consume you all, and Dascus will begin again himself with your queen,” he added and his eyes began to glaze over. He was breathing heavily, sweating.

      “His life’s blood is draining,” she heard Jara say calmly behind her. “If you have anything else, best be quick about it.”

      “Do you want us to save you?” she asked lightly. Bael looked at her uncomprehending.

      “We could save you, bandage your arm. Give you water and medicine. Send you on your way after you’ve rested. Have one of your men return you to Rogun,” she continued and shrugged lightly.

      Bael was looking at her. His expression was one of pain and defeat. It looked as if he wanted to take her offer, but he feared to at the same time.

      “I just want to know one thing,” she said then. “What would you tell Dascus about what you experienced here?” She turned her shoulders and spread her arms wide to indicate the countryside, “in Orak’Thune?”

      “Rogun is ready,” Bael said, barely above a whisper. “Ready I am or not, Dascus will take your queen’s power for himself and through him, Rogun will rule all this world. Rogun is ready,” he said again, and it sounded as if he were repeating a tyrannical speech he’d heard. Suddenly, he lurched and stiffened; his uninjured arm reached upward.

      “Beware to your queen: the emperor seeks his rebirth and reincarnation! All of Rogun will hunt her!! When he is reborn, Dascus as overlord will eat her flesh and when he is finished, her gnawed bones will hang from the Imperial Throne at Orak’Thune…”

      In the next blink of her eye, Nyssa saw a double-edged, heavy broadsword come down and impale itself directly between Bael’s eyes. She blinked in surprise and turned coolly around to see who it was. Brack was standing there, bemusement in his tired face, his armoured hands still gripping the pommel.

      “I am tired and I want to return to my home,” he said informally and turned away from them.

      She watched him mount his horse and head back toward his camp, flanked by Polt and Piltz. Ark coughed awkwardly and Jara’s mouth twitched slightly at the corners. She turned to look at him, still not sure what to say.

      “The prisoners?” Jara asked her helpfully. She blinked and nodded, coming back to the present. She turned to Ark.

      “Round them up, and interrogate them,” she began, and was slowly starting to think more clearly again. She was about to collect her things and find Roan, but she turned back to Ark.

      “I want you to select a very small group of prisoners, those most helpful perhaps, and take them back to Port Town. I’d like to see this ship of theirs, so I want you to gather more information about their arrival and activities shortly thereafter. Once you are satisfied you have it all, do what you see fit with these animals. Kill them if you do not trust them to cause further harm. In fact,” and she stopped to turn back to him, “throw them in the sea anyway. If we return them to Rogun, they will simply return with Dascus’s next campaign. Until we’re sure he’s no longer trying, every Rogun soldier is a threat we could face on the battlefield. There are no civilian tourists here anymore. Kill every Rogun you find who carries a weapon and send any not carrying away. And that includes anyone carrying intelligence, Ark,” she reminded him and he nodded smartly. “Take as many men as you deem necessary but travel light. I’d hope to see you back at Orak’Thune within a month,” she added and Ark nodded in the affirmative, saluted and left to start his preparations.

      When Nyssa arrived back at Brack’s camp, she felt the fatigue of battle, but also the weight of intense and prolonged stress of being in subterfuge and wakefulness for most of the last two weeks. She slid limply from Roan’s saddle and gratefully handed his reins to a groom.

      “Feed him something special, carrots perhaps,” she said and patted the huge neck. Roan snorted in appreciation and nudged her shoulder where she was unbuckling her sword.

      “You did excellently, my friend,” she soothed him, patting his enormous head and scratching his nose. She kissed the soft part. “Sleep now. I want to go home soon,” she said.

      She had her saddlebags and equipment over one shoulder and her sheathed sword in the other. She was still wearing her Elite armour, which was lighter in many respects, but she felt as heavy and agile as an anvil. She hesitated just as Brack’s tent came into view. She really wasn’t looking for a fight. She knew he was likely to be very angry with her for having come directly. She sighed and went ahead.

      “Your Majesty!” Polt and Piltz said in unison and saluted. She tried to salute back, but her hands were full.

      “Move it, fools!” Cyrus snapped and came forward quickly to get her gear from her arms. When he had all that she carried, he bowed and stepped aside so she could enter. Once relieved, she saluted the two guards and walked past Cyrus into the tent.

      Brack was sitting, or rather half lying, on a few trunks covered with a rug. He had a cup in one hand, most of his armour removed, but sat with his hauberk still on. His expression was stormy. Nyssa stopped in the middle and waited for him to determine the mood.

      “Why are you here, my Queen?” he said gruffly, and she could tell he was too exhausted to fight.

      “Why did you miss my wedding?” she asked him in return, crossing her arms. Brack blinked several times. He moved a hand over his face and rubbed his eyes.

      “Wedding?” he asked.

      “You were notified, were you not?” she asked him.

      He cleared his throat. He seemed to be trying to recall. He glanced at his desk, which was a mess and likely would not have been helpful.

      “I…” he started but cleared his throat and sat up slowly. “I don’t recall being notified, no,” he said finally. He looked up at her, “Nyssa, what have you done?”

      Nyssa smiled and then she laughed. She came over to him and sat on a little stool beside the trunks. He was a big man, as big as her father had been. She felt like a child at his knee. He looked at her with interest, but not contempt.

      “Rest assured, General, my brother is in full support. He married us in the Crown Hall with all the appropriate fanciness required,” she began with him. Brack raised an eyebrow and swung his head back to take a drink. “I married Captain Hedir of the Bough. Well, he’s a general now. And a duke,” she said lightly and slightly randomly.

      “A Bough?” Brack interrupted her.

      She stopped talking and sat back to watch him. His eyes flicked to the flaps of his tent, but they were alone.

      “He better be some Bough,” Brack grumbled and slugged back the rest of his drink.

      When it was empty and his head came back forward, he wobbled a bit. Nyssa took the empty cup from him and sniffed it. It reeked of brandy.

      “Because I am not sure how much of this you have consumed, and you haven’t offered me any, I will forgive that last statement,” she said to him, rising to set the cup down on the table.

      She noticed he blinked at her, squinted a bit, and then pointed to the smaller cupboard by his cot. She saw the pewter decanter and cork stopper and went for it. She stopped to remove her chest armour, undoing the long leather straps and dropping it in the corner. She arched her back and picked up the decanter and another cup, coming back to sit on the little stool.

      Refilling his cup, she poured her own. She raised her glass to him.

      “To your nuptials, my Queen,” he said more formally and raised his cup to her. “I am sure your father is very proud.” And he threw his head back to consume the entire quantity in his cup.

      Nyssa hadn’t sipped hers yet. When he began to tip back further than was natural, she called for Cyrus’ help.

      With Brack tucked away in his cot, snoring, she set herself to some dispatches while Cyrus prepared her own bed. She didn’t want to be far away from Brack right now. She had a lot to discuss with him and she was too tired to wait for a whole other tent to be prepared for her. The day had been mostly consumed with the battle and the aftermath clean-up; it was nearly twilight now.

      Officers had been stopping by all day with reports of bits gleaned from the prisoners. It was nothing interesting, nothing concrete. She needed to know more and hoped Ark’s expedition would be fruitful.

      She penned a detailed account of her experiences and left no detail out of her encounter with Bael, including his final warning. She applied her seal, signed it to the attention of her royal regent, to be opened by Patrick alone, and set it aside.

      Next, she started her letter to Hedir. She had missed him so intensely the last two weeks. She missed his touch, and closed her eyes to remember him, feel him, and she imagined she could. The scent of him, his hands on her thighs, her breasts… she sighed, and then came abruptly aware again when she heard a cough from in front of her.

      She opened her eyes to see Jara standing there. He was distinctly unhappy.

      “I have my report to Patrick complete. You may send the courier in a few minutes,” she said, trying to recover herself.

      “You need to sleep,” he said. She was beginning to wave him off, but he cut her off. “You need to sleep so I can sleep,” he clarified and she understood his foul humour.

      Without a word, he pulled some of the rugs from the chests and a few pillows from the sitting chairs and curled up between her cot and the door. Cyrus huffed when he had to exit her area by stepping over him.

      Within seconds, he was asleep. She smiled at the lump on the floor. She figured he would regret that in the morning but knew it wouldn’t matter until then.

      The packet she had sent with Brund would not arrive for several days, they not having access to any messenger pigeons in Brack’s makeshift camp. It had been an urgent and rushed version of what she expected lay ahead; she hoped now it wouldn’t frighten them too much, but she also hoped it would update Patrick on the seriousness of the situation. The conclusion she had just reached would help prepare him immensely for briefing the council and formulating ideas of what they should do. She looked forward to that conversation when she could get home.

      For Hedir, she felt trepidation. She wanted so much to tell him how she felt, that she missed him, she missed having him close. Physical reasons aside, she missed his practical advice and his cool and even temperament. He was a soothing travelling companion, and he helped her feel confident and decisive. She missed having him to consult with on all matters; she missed him reminding her the winds carried all knowledge, and that they would be breathing the same air. That he was never far from her, and that all she had to do was see the sky, listen to the wind. It was the same sky and the same wind.

      She wrote to him.

      Beloved,

      I look up at the emerging stars and I think of you. I think I feel you here beside me, hear you on the winds, calling my name. I am with you, Hedir, wherever you might be standing, sitting or lying, I am next to you and that gives me comfort. I am with you. Always.

      With love and intense impatience to be with you again,

      Nyssa
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      Brack’s camp was loud and obnoxious at sunrise the next day. When Nyssa came to consciousness, she was at first irritated by the noise but then relieved when she began to recognize the sounds of a well-trained army returning to its routine. Cooks were yelling out commands to stewards for items; other men were hollering orders for tent pegs and animal feed. There was general chatter, hocking and spitting as ablutions were underway. She wanted to roll over and continue her nap, but Brack coughed loudly when he saw her move and she sighed.

      “A general commander on campaign does not sleep in,” he said from somewhere behind her. “She should be out there, being seen, giving direction and instilling leadership.”

      “A general commander on campaign does not sleep in. A sovereign in disguise does,” she replied.

      She thought he would have something smart to say or throw something at her, but he didn’t. She rolled over to look at him. He was watching her. Waiting. She sighed loudly and got up. She went to the basin that had been set out for her, picked it up and went to the lavatory tent set up discreetly behind Brack’s large one. Morning meant intense requirements to relieve herself now, and she couldn’t ignore it. She was grateful, though, for the privacy. When she was sufficiently clean, woke, and presentable, she came out to the centre of the tent where he sat at his desk. She sat in the chair opposite and Cyrus came out of nowhere to hand her a cup of steaming camp coffee.

      “How do you feel this morning, General?” she said calmly and sipped her mug. It was delicious, which was a strange talent only Cyrus possessed.

      “Harumph,” he replied and looked back down at his now much cleaner desk. “Like a general on campaign,” he said.

      She chuckled. He still looked tired, but the clarity had returned to his eyes. He was focused and alert.

      “I sent Jara out first thing to collect the Elite. They should be fed and rested and then I assume they will escort you home,” he began.

      She eyed where Jara was last seen as a lump on the floor, but Cyrus had cleaned it all away. She shrugged and looked back at him.

      “I was wondering if I shouldn’t stay a little longer,” she said. “I am closer to Port Town here than at home and Ark won’t be gone but a few more weeks. His intel might prove invaluable to us and I would much rather have feedback on that sooner rather than later. Maybe you and I can branch out with some Elite and catch up to him. I am useless at home, so if you think you’re up for it, I could certainly use the company…” she said, leaving it open and lifting her mug.

      Brack sat back in his chair, studying her. She had been warring with herself late into the night with this option. She was right; there was little for her to do at home. If it weren’t for Hedir, she certainly wouldn’t be there, but she missed him almost irrationally. Without question, though, her pre-married self would have found her way to Brack much sooner. She winced when she thought his recent predicament could have been caused by him being alone this far out for so long.

      But Brack seemed not to think of it that way. That much was clear on his face.

      “How long have you been here?” she asked then, unsure and trying to recall her reports from Patrick.

      “Nearly a year,” he replied patiently. “We’ve been moving southwest, from Cross heading toward Port Town and got held up here, putting down skirmishes as we come across them, but this was different. Coming up against Bael was unexpected. Up until now, there were no mounted troops, no organized companies like he had. I think they were recently arrived and just caught up to us,” he said.

      “Why did he feel he had an advantage on you?” she asked then. It’s true Bael had more men and horses, but they’d come to nothing when they were met directly.

      “I awoke one morning and we were met by his cavalry, a solid and organized regiment. They were at least five deep, ten across. I stopped counting. But Bael asked for terms. I really didn’t have a choice. I’m twenty-five here and couldn’t gauge their proficiency, so I agreed and he gave me that ridiculous note,” Brack said and flipped the old note back across the desk at her.

      Nyssa considered this. Brack’s camp consisted of twenty-five men and horses. A sizable camp to be surrounded let alone with twice his numbers.

      “Is it possible not all those men were present on the field yesterday?” she asked him. His mouth turned up at one corner.

      “Very perceptive of you, my Queen,” he said, irritation clear in his voice. “No, they certainly were not all present. Bael underestimated me, our men and your talent for unpredictability.”

      She grinned at him.

      “The question does remain, where did the rest of them go?” Brack continued.

      “To rape and pillage,” Nyssa answered for him and she was angry. She wanted to throw her mug across the tent but thought better of it.

      “Quite likely,” Brack agreed. “We were in no shape yesterday to organize ourselves out of here, but I gave the order to break camp and make ready after breakfast,” he said and nodded toward the outside. Nyssa remembered the noises from when she woke up.

      “They will be moving at speed,” Nyssa said, considering the mounted men she observed the day before. “I’ve already given the order to break my Elite into smaller groups. You could leave the wagon trains in a central location for the local barrack staff to collect them and give the order that these smaller platoons join mine and move to sweep the area?”

      Brack was considering it. He appeared to agree as she continued.

      “We’ll need runners to keep us informed,” she continued, still thinking it through, “but you and I should go to Port Town.”

      “Why?” he asked, his brow high in surprise.

      “That is where you reported they arrived and mounted their attacks from. If the ships are still there, then there are captains who might know more about Dascus’s arrangements. I want to know everything we can about what they are doing here. I had sent Ark yesterday to begin those inquiries, but it would be useful if we could catch him up,” she said and rose to stretch out her back and legs. Camp furniture was not high on the comfortable list.

      “Then we should bring what remains of your Elites with us,” Brack said and she turned to look at him. She wasn’t clear why it mattered. They were under her command for the time being, so it was logical.

      “OK, if you wish,” she shrugged, expecting an escort and deferring to her father’s old guardsman easily. She’d brought the Elite herself. They were mostly reassigned now, however, and she had expected regular soldiers to help Jara on the return when she’d made that call, but what was left, she would keep close if he insisted.

      “OK, if you wish,” she shrugged.

      “Nyssa, you should always have them from now on,” he said to her. She arched an eyebrow.

      “You heard what Bael said,” he said, qualifying his statement. “You, specifically, are a target like you have never been before. And this is no ‘overthrow-the-crown’ day at Rogun. Dascus is out for your blood. It sounds more sinister than usual. More dark. Even for him,” Brack added and stood up to come around the desk.

      Nyssa had been trying not to think about that but was failing. Bael’s words were calculated to cut through to her, but they were just words. Still, Nyssa wasn’t naive and she knew they carried meaning and some truth. Dascus was a known tyrant. A violent and insane ruler who valued power over everything else, even wealth. He was reported to be highly paranoid, just like his father Coltair had been and hundreds of his subjects disappeared every year. At one point, Rogun had had ambassadors in Orak’Thune, even with their strained relationship between leaders. But that ended when her father’s uncle, co-regent at the time, was murdered by a Rogun servant and spy. Her father was made king and overlord from that, and the hatred between nations had intensified. The servant, denounced by Cirrus in a shoddy attempt at diplomatic sympathy, was beheaded and returned in several boxes.

      But Dascus was ever his father’s son and that made him more dangerous. She also knew he was Endowed, a term used by the Bough to describe someone who had an affinity or ability to use magic. Nyssa wasn’t very knowledgeable in the details, only in that her mother, Kara, had confirmed this about Dascus for her, who, in the years before her kidnapping had even travelled to Rogun socially to visit the emperor’s son. There was talk that Dascus was part Bough, what with his abilities, but Kara had always been vague about it. She’d said that Dascus was unique, that he was troubled, but that deep down, he had once shown kindness. Haunted by what the stories relayed was a demon, Kara believed he could have helped defeat his phantom, if only he’d had more family of his own, more people who’d loved him.

      Nyssa stepped away from Brack then, deep in thought. She was considering his words, and in doing so, her family history was intertwining with Bael’s message. She stood by the tent flap, staring at the camp as it came down around them. Men moved in every direction and it all blurred into nothingness, just her memory.

      She was six years old and she was alone in the Crown Hall, playing on the steps in front of her father’s dais. Her brother, already strapping at the tender age of eight, had come to collect her. The memory moved in slow motion, the light diffuse, as if the room had not been lit by any natural light. She remembered grasping her brother’s hand while he led her from the hall.

      Their father was in their apartment. He was clearly distraught, but he’d moved away from them. Their uncle had come toward them instead to pull them close.

      “Your mother,” their uncle had said in between choked breaths, “is no longer with us, children. I am so sorry,” and he’d buried his face in their shoulders.

      Nyssa remembered not understanding all the emotion around her. Whatever her uncle had just said could not possibly be true. She had seen her mother the night before. She was unwell, as she had been for some time, but she was alive; she had spoken with her.

      Nyssa then pulled hard to get away from them. Her brother had tried to clasp her hand back, but she broke free and ran from the room.

      She burst through to her mother’s bedroom, sending the heavy wood door wide and slamming into the wall behind it.

      “Mamma!” she’d said smiling and turned toward her bed.

      Two maids were there, their faces drenched with tears. They had begun to wash her mother’s body. One of them came to Nyssa quickly, trying to grab hold of her, and shoo her from the room, but Nyssa pulled free and dodged the sobbing woman. She ran up to the side of the bed.

      Her mother was a shade of grey and her lips blue. Her eyes stared into emptiness. Nyssa’s heart had begun to thump hard in her chest. “Mamma?” she’d whimpered weakly.

      She’d touched her skin but then snatched her hand away at the cold feeling. Her eyes left her face and saw her hair, still glossy and rich with auburn and blonde tendrils splayed on the pillow where she lay. Nyssa had reached for it instead and grasped it gently in comfort. She saw that she was naked, her small but visibly swollen belly protruding from above her hips. Nyssa remembered her mother was pregnant. She’d remembered she seemed so sad about it for some reason. She’d recalled thinking that maybe it wasn’t a fun thing to have a baby after all. Maybe her mother had been sad when she carried her brother and her too. Was that why she died? Because she was so sad?

      The last thing she remembered was a maid begging her to go, to avert her eyes, and not see her mother this way. Then strong hands lifted her as though she weighed nothing, and suddenly, she felt she was floating. Her head fell to one side, resting on someone’s very large and hairy arm. From up a little higher, she could see all of her mother, and she only vaguely remembered the very large glistening blood stain under her mother’s hips and between her thighs.

      Nyssa blinked hard, closing her eyes to fight back the tears. Brack was standing directly behind her now, and she was suddenly aware of him. She wanted to suck them back in, but she needed them for some reason. She turned and buried her head in his shoulder. His arms came up around her and he held her until she was done.

      “I knew you would go there,” he said to her softly after a very long while and they were both back sitting around his tiny desk.

      Cyrus had found her a more comfortable chair and propped it up with more pillows. She was staring into her cup. She took a large swig and felt the brandy burn her throat to her tummy where it landed and filled the void.

      “Dascus did that to her,” Nyssa croaked, her voice sore and broken from crying.

      “She believed something was wrong with the child,” Brack said. “Did anyone ever tell you that?”

      Nyssa thought about it. She remembered her father’s broken telling of her kidnapping by Dascus, but she wondered now if she had ever heard it all. Madras had been so emotional and angry, understandably so, but maybe he’d left out some things. Things he hadn’t wanted to admit. She thought about Brack’s words some more.

      “I remember she was ill with it,” Nyssa began, not wanting to talk about it, but wanting to at the same time. Brack agreed, remembering it also. Her mother had been rescued by her father before Dascus could kidnap her from Orak’Thune by boat. Madras had been hot on their trail and they hadn’t left the continent. He’d found her alive, having been missing for only a few weeks, but the damage had been done. Dascus had ridden to Orak’Thune himself, in disguise, and kidnapped her by force from the grounds outside the castle when she’d been out for some air. It is said that he threatened to kill Nyssa and Patrick if she didn’t go with him, so she had.

      Believing Dascus was upset but wouldn’t harm her, Kara went with him to remove him from the proximity of her children. Hoping she could calm him and convince him to let her go, she, of course, would promise to keep Madras out of it. But Dascus was beyond negotiation, his plan well seeded and more sinister than she realized and he was beyond caring what Kara wanted.

      “She told me that Dascus was different somehow,” Brack was saying, “that he had changed, was obsessed and paranoid. He didn’t sleep well, he suffered violent nightmares that woke him constantly and ate old stale bread and putrid things. He was terribly unclean and feared the water, even when they went to the boat; she said he became near hysterical.”

      Nyssa looked up at him, trying to understand her mother’s telling.

      “Kara also said when they were on the boat and were secured in the captain’s quarters, he calmed some, but started babbling. Repeating things over and over,” Brack continued.

      “What things?” Nyssa asked, but Brack shook his head.

      “She couldn’t make it out, but she did say it wasn’t common tongue,” Brack said. Nyssa narrowed her eyes, thinking about that.

      “Anything else?” Nyssa asked.

      Brack chewed his lip a moment and cleared his throat. He looked down at his cup and then took the decanter to refill it. Nyssa understood. There was more.

      “Kara was very clear that Dascus was repeating something, but he was fighting something also,” Brack was watching her now. She didn’t look away. “She said a soldier came to tell him through the door that Madras had been seen at the gates and was on his way to the pier, that the captain wanted to be casting off,” he said.

      “Dascus became like stone,” Brack continued. “She said he was frozen with indecision and he began pulling his hair and whimpering. Kara felt bad for him. She thought he was afraid of Madras and she tried to comfort him.”

      “And?” Nyssa pushed him, but Brack frowned at her. He took a drink.

      “You know the rest, Nyssa. Your father intercepted their escape, but things went bad before he got there. I just wanted to be sure you heard your mother’s account of how Dascus was acting up to that point. I think he’s probably a hundred times worse by now, probably completely insane.”

      “They were friends once,” Nyssa said then, her voice cold. Brack sort of shrugged.

      “No, she trusted him. Even after he was losing control, she trusted him,” Nyssa insisted, shaking a finger at him to get him to admit it.

      “Your mother was the most kind, forgiving and gentle person I had ever met, Nyssa,” Brack said then, “she would have helped a viper from a hole even if she knew it meant she would be bitten.”

      Nyssa frowned at him. “You started telling me this because you wanted me to better understand Dascus and what’s led us here,” she said impatiently. “Tell me.”

      Brack regarded her for a long minute.

      “Your mother said at the mention of Madras’s name, Dascus began to panic. He was banging his head into the wall, tearing at his clothing. She thought,” and he paused for a second, pursing his lips, “she thought he was arguing with something or someone.”

      “In his head?” Nyssa asked.

      “She thought so,” Brack replied. “At one point, she believed she had soothed him sufficiently that he had stopped physically assaulting himself and had gotten him to stand still.” Nyssa looked surprised. Her mother had made progress with a madman. Maybe their friendship was real after all.

      “But the boat lurched in a wave, and Dascus broke loose again. She said he screamed at the top of his lungs, grabbed her by the arms and threw her against the wall where she injured her head and collapsed,” Brack stopped and took another drink. He leaned forward on his arms over the desk. He was looking at the surface, not at her.

      “She was dazed by the fall, and he was berserk,” he said. When he looked at Nyssa, he saw her doubting the word too. “Her words, Nyssa, I even asked her about it and she said that he was definitely berserk. Gone from sanity, no longer aware, violent. Berserk.”

      “I don’t remember if I am saying it right,” Brack said then, his forehead creasing in thought, obviously working to recall something.

      “Trowouk idach dus brouche dom igna. Undis groog dus evran ufe.”

      He splayed his hands out in front of him. Nyssa sat back abruptly and frowned at him. She thought she smelled something shift the air around them, something sickly sweet, like burning sugar.

      “What was that?” she asked and Brack shook his head.

      “Kara said that was what he said to her, right as he…assaulted her,” and he leaned back, clearly not wanting to elaborate.

      “Take thine unto thy womb, where I shall be reborn unto life everlasting.”

      Nyssa blinked. She was sitting in the same chair, but her mouth had gone so dry she couldn’t speak. She started to cough harshly, and Brack bolted upright from his chair to grab a canteen of water. He gave it to her, but she felt she was choking. He pushed her off the chair so she was draped over him while he was knelt on the floor. He poured the water in her mouth and it spilled everywhere. Some of it went down, and the coughing subsided. Her throat felt searing, like she’d drunk boiling water. She sat still and just concentrated on catching her breath, the pain gradually fading.

      “What was that?” Brack asked and he too was breathing hard.

      She shook her head. The translation of the words came to her, like being stabbed in the temple with a blade. It was white hot and hurt so as to blind her. She’d had to say it to get it out, but while doing so, her throat closed up and had started to sear.

      “I think Dascus is possessed,” she croaked. “I don’t know that language, but I knew that sentence. A demon could do that, right, Brack?”

      He sat back on his rear, still resting her in his lap. He was thinking about it.

      “That’s old magic, Nyssa. Old magic. Demons are only legend now. Who would even be able to tell us anything about them these days?” he complained and shook his head in despair.

      “Dascus didn’t want Mother. A demon did,” she said weakly, her throat still burning like white fire when she talked. Brack looked sharply at her. It made sense. It made perfect sense.

      “The demon raped my mother, Brack, and got her with child. That’s all it wanted. Mother knew it; she just couldn’t explain it somehow. Everyone who disbelieves in the possibility of a demon would still blame Dascus, and believe me, this doesn’t exonerate him in any way, but it does explain why Mother left us. She left us to protect us, and that makes so much more sense, don’t you think?”

      “The child died, Nyssa,” Brack said gently, sadness in his eyes.

      He was having trouble believing that Kara felt nothing about that, the way Nyssa was describing it. Nyssa was moving to stand, but she stopped, still kneeling to look him straight on.

      “She found a way, Brack. Trust me, Mother would never have allowed a demon into this world willingly, let alone birth it herself, and so no, it was not a child,” Nyssa corrected him firmly.

      “We need information, Nyssa,” Brack was saying as he was pulling himself up and straightening his clothes. Nyssa nodded.

      “Queen Keerie,” she said then, “she could help us with magical questions, I’m sure.”

      “The Bough?” Brack asked. “I suppose they are the oldest race, and I do remember them having the most connection with magic, but I was under the impression that had to with nature,” he said and frowned.

      “It’s all nature based, sure, but Orak’Thune are not the origins of magic. The Great Wood is. It’s the only place I can think of to start,” she said, shrugging.

      “What do we do about Port Town?” he asked her.

      Nyssa had already forgotten about their plan. She chewed her lip to think about it. She was anxious to get closer to the unrest Dascus was stirring, anxious to see if she could put it down completely in fact, but this new lead, this new information, could explain more than his forces landing on her shores. It could explain his purpose.

      Nyssa spun around and stared at Brack directly, fear clear and present on her face. He was coming for her. The demon wanted to try again.

      “Nyssa? What is it?” Brack said, immediately concerned.

      “The threats, the…the…lines, the catchy verses, the black-robed figure…they’re…he’s…this demon, he’s mounting this war, forcing Rogun, maybe it’s using magic, but he’s coming here, Dascus is bringing it…for me,” she said, swallowing painfully.

      “Yes, Nyssa. Dascus can’t win Orak’Thune if you are still alive. We understand that,” Brack said patiently, trying to force her to sit down. But she shook her head and tried to grab his hands.

      “No!” she cried. “It failed! It failed with my mother; it will try again. It will try with me!” she said and her blood went ice cold.

      She turned quickly and nearly tripped on the rug. She caught the edge of the tent flap and retched outside. When it subsided, she wiped her hand across her mouth. She was breathing heavily. Brack came up behind her but gave her a moment; he watched her with his arms crossed.

      “This whole bloody conflict is for nothing, but what it wants,” she said quietly, turning to sit now on a tiny stool in the dark corner. “People are already suffering,” she went on, breathing deeply.

      “But magic, long tales and legends, that’s what this is all about. I would bet my crown, Brack,” she was still trying to catch her breath.

      “And my mother died for it,” she added. “Unable to explain, but she did the only thing she could.”
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      Brack insisted Nyssa go back to bed, where she did and amazingly drifted off to sleep for the rest of the afternoon. Jara and Brack made their arrangements for a direct run for Port Town. It was two days’ ride, and they would make good time with the lighter equipped Elite. When they were satisfied there, Brack told Jara about Bough.

      Jara was distinctly unimpressed with the idea, but Brack shared the theory he and Nyssa had come up with. They needed whatever Queen Keerie could provide by way of insight into the magical realm, even if it weren’t precise. If magic were at all involved, they needed to learn about it now, before they faced it again.

      Nyssa felt renewed the next day when she was redressed, mounted and riding out for Port Town with Brack on one side and Jara on the other. Their mission there was simple; meet with Captain Ark, see if he had come up with anything new, interview a few of the ship’s captains, especially those who might be intimately familiar with Rogun and her seaports, ensure the town was secure, and turn around and head for Bough.

      Going directly would save them a week, and returning to Orak’Thune would cost them several, so Nyssa sent a runner when they broke camp to have Hedir meet her there. She also sent Patrick a note describing her and Brack’s revelations. She knew it would be hard for him to bring up old sorrows about their mother. She was sorely aware that she would not be there to comfort him.

      The theory about the demon and his plans for her, she left out in her letter to Hedir. He’d find out in Bough if it were even a possibility. No sense in worrying him now.

      Port Town was a sprawling sea town that Orak’Thune had invested handsomely to make it the most accessible and efficient trade centre on the eastern Orak’Thune seaboard. Many of the continent’s own trade was sent by road and by ship from the north and the west for ease of long-distance travel. However, almost all of it ended up in Port Town to be redistributed among trade ships from around the world, and it was the closest to Orak’Thune Capital. It was also a welcoming point for visitors and new arrivals from the four other continents, Rogun not included.

      As a result of its natural multicultural environment, Port Town enjoyed a high level of sophistication and welcome acceptance of people from all walks of life. Nyssa’s predecessor three generations back had built a resort there, and she had summered every year until her mother had passed. This was to be her first return. She was bittersweet about that.

      Everything since her talk with Brack had changed her memory of her mother’s passing. No longer was it shrouded in singular pain and sadness. The brave purpose behind her mother’s sacrifice was giving Nyssa strength now, and she no longer wanted to shy away from things she associated with her.

      The sun was brilliant on the sea as they crested the hill that would slope gently down toward the gates and the grand city beyond. From this vantage point, she could see the sprawling centre, the marketplace with its beautiful, multicoloured sunshades flapping in the wind. She was even tempted to stay at the resort that night, and was about to suggest it, but Jara cut her off.

      “We are understood that Her Majesty continues on incognito,” he said flatly and all heads bobbed in agreement. She frowned but said nothing when Brack narrowed his eyes at her in his own agreement.

      “Forward on then, Colonel Switch,” Brack said finally and clucked his tongue to urge his horse ahead.

      She hadn’t heard the name in a good long while. It was the code word for her when it wasn’t safe to acknowledge her status.

      They passed the city gates, nonetheless, with a flourish. Brack’s rank and reputation, as well as the optics the Elite presented garnered enough attention anyway. The home regiment made a large fuss about their arrival, their commanding officer, Colonel Bray, riding out in a hurried flurry to meet them. He escorted them back to the barracks, a quarter mile from the comfort of the town, where they could rest the horses and refresh themselves. It was near on early evening when they arrived, the summer coming on. Nyssa was satisfied they’d be right on time to search the pubs and eateries sufficiently after supper.

      “Nonsense,” Nyssa said harshly.

      Jara clamped his mouth shut and crossed his arms. Brack had just entered the room, having finished a meeting with the highly delighted Bray. He looked at both of them individually, then sighed.

      “She comes, Jara. As much as I agree with your request for restraint and discretion, there is much she needs to know and hear for herself from now on,” he said, but Nyssa noticed did not elaborate further.

      “General, I don’t disagree, but she is known to this area,” Jara tried to plead.

      “I say again, ‘nonsense’!” Nyssa interjected, “I haven’t been to Port Town for twelve years! There isn’t a stray cat that would recognize me now, particularly dressed in common clothes,” she added and picked at her cotton shirt. Brack listened to her and looked back at Jara.

      “She comes, Sir Jara. Pack extra weapons if it makes you feel better. Just be discreet,” Brack said and continued into the room, half reading something he’d brought with him. Jara stamped his foot, and Nyssa laughed at him. Brack did not outrank him, but neither of them was going to test it.

      “ME be discreet? I wouldn’t have to if the woman heard her own security…” Jara was still complaining as he left the room.

      Nyssa was curious about Brack’s papers. Before she could ask, he interrupted her.

      “Be extra careful to not stand in front and let Jara or me do all the talking tonight,” Brack said then, and she rocked back on her heels, pausing in her inquiry. She pursed her lips and nodded.

      “These are Ark’s reports,” he said and waved the papers up for her to see them. He was standing close to a lantern to read them better.

      “How long has he been gone?” she asked, surprised. She was sure they would have caught up to him.

      “He left only yesterday. Bray said he was here for a week,” Brack replied, mostly still reading.

      “He says the ship that brought this current wave of Rogun soldiers left when Bael failed to make the rendezvous return date. He got that from the Port Master,” Brack said then.

      “It was a brigantine,” Brack added. Nyssa, not being so nautically inclined, shook her head in incomprehension.

      “A brigantine is a fast, manoeuvrable ship, light on the cargo capacity,” Brack replied absently. “It would seem to me that anyone who might want a quick removal might select such a ship.”

      Nyssa mouthed an ‘ah’ and clasped her hands behind her back. She was wearing only a light linen shirt and her leather breeches, waiting to add her leather jerkin when they would leave. It felt good to stretch her arms, so she lifted them high and yawned. She hadn’t noticed that Brack had stopped reading and was staring at her, his expression deeply unhappy.

      “Does he know?” Brack asked and she turned to look at him.

      “Who? Know what?” she asked him, curious. Brack frowned at her. And waited.

      Nyssa felt the panic rise in her throat. How could he know? What was happening? How could he know?

      “Know what, Brack?” she said and laughed nervously, still not accepting his question directly.

      Brack dropped the papers on the table and leaned heavily on his arms. His expression went from simple disappointment to outright anger. Jara came back into the room just then, but Brack threw him out.

      “Does anyone know, Nyssa?” he boiled, trying to control the volume of his voice. She shook her head shakily.

      “How long?” he asked her sharply.

      “L-long?” she stammered.

      She felt like a child at this moment. Like she had done something wrong but didn’t know how to fix it. Brack moved from around the desk so fast she backed up against the wall when he approached her. He grabbed her stomach firmly but not painfully. Her own hands flew up to his in surprise, but she didn’t protest; she was terrified.

      “How far along are you?!?” he said, shaking his hand on her belly. She swallowed hard.

      Brack closed his eyes and dropped his head, taking a deep breath. He backed up and held his two hands out in front of him, in regret for handling her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quieter, “Your Majesty.”

      And that hurt. Nyssa wanted to burst into tears. If he was being official with her, he really was mad. But being queen, even your friends had boundaries, and Brack knew how to use them.

      “Three, nearly four months, I think,” she said barely above a whisper, and she swallowed hard. “How can you...?” she asked.

      “Your shape is different. Distinctly in the front,” he said and pointed harshly at her midsection. “Most noticeable in front of a flame,” he added helpfully.

      Nyssa looked behind her and realized she was standing in front of the fireplace. Her shirt would have allowed her body to show a silhouette, but she honestly had forgotten about it, for the most part, that way anyway, at least about it showing. She was never near a mirror. She was almost never undressed on campaign, so she had no idea what it looked like aside from the bump she could feel where her tummy used to be flat.

      Nyssa felt caught and dishonest and she stood against the wall trying hard to block the tears and the panic. From the moment she noticed something had changed, she’d been in a tailspin, denying it and praying it wasn’t true. Guilt, fear, irrational excuses flooded her brain every time she thought about it.

      Before leaving the capital, she had noticed the hard ball that had formed in her lower tummy more and more every day. It was curious and terrifying all at once. But the mixture of all that emotion only made it more incapacitating and Nyssa felt more the guilt. In the end, she had felt imprisoned by it, unable to tell anyone, knowing they would be happy and elated, but what she wanted to tell them was that she didn’t know how to want it, that she doubted herself, that it really wasn’t for her. People wouldn’t understand her. She knew they expected softness and Nyssa, bred to fight, stand in front and sacrifice, just didn’t understand how.

      Her worst fear was telling Hedir. She knew it would unleash a happiness within him that she felt she could not sustain.

      Nyssa didn’t fear her own death, but she didn’t live a domestic life. She was never away from a camp cot for more than a few months at a time. She did physical training with heavy swords, daggers, archery, and close combat sparring almost every day. She’d been punched in the face more times than she could count, stabbed in the leg, shot in the shoulder, nearly broken her jaw, had broken her wrist and cracked two ribs, and nearly broken her back falling off a horse at a full gallop. To be a mother was to be soft, feminine; to deal with womanly attributes like her breasts and her womb.

      Nyssa squirmed against the wall and slid down to sit and hide her face in her knees. Her only protection so far had been her anonymity with it. Now Brack knew, someone knew.

      “I’m not showing,” she said defiantly, but she didn’t say it loudly.

      Brack was still unhappy. He was about to say something, but he stopped. He watched her for a long while.

      “I’m not going back, Brack. I’m not,” she said firmly, her voice low. He still said nothing.

      “I’m not.”

      She shook her head, stood up and angrily went to her baggage and pulled out her jerkin. She shoved it on, tied the laces in the front, pulling them tighter than she wanted, but he was still watching, and fixed her armbands. She smoothed the front of her outfit, and no longer felt the bump that had begun to protrude from her abdomen, outside of her clothes.

      “For how long do you intend, Nyssa?” Brack said and was considerably calmer.

      Nyssa shrugged. She hadn’t thought of anything beyond hiding it.

      “As long as it is necessary,” she said firmly. Brack sighed.

      “I hear riding for extended periods is neither comfortable nor advisable for women carrying,” he said and she thought he sounded sympathetic.

      “Well, we’ll find out,” she said and Jara entered the room. He hesitated, waiting for Brack to throw him out, but he didn’t.

      “It’s time. I have word that one of the captains known to have spoken to the Rogun captain just entered one of the wharf side pubs,” he said, but his eyes were switching between Brack and Nyssa, who hadn’t stopped glaring at each other.

      “Saddle the horses, Jara,” Brack said and he quickly left the room.

      “He doesn’t know,” Brack went on to return to his desk after confirming it for himself and he started to shuffle his papers into a neat pile.

      “Who? Jara?” Nyssa asked him, confused.

      “Your husband,” he answered, “and what about Jara? He SHOULD know at the very least. Damn it, Nyssa!” he said, his calm evaporating and he pounded the desk.

      He breathed, leaning over his hands for a long minute, then took a breath and stood back up.

      “You said he is a Bough. One thing I do remember from your mother is Bough value midwifery and the birth of their children from conception to delivery above all else. It is a ritual as thick as religion. The parents be as one. If he knew, he would be here. Even if it meant his death, he would be here,” he said, his tone now distinctly disapproving. “You are denying him that.”

      He took up his clothing and walked right past her, leaving her speechless and alone in the room.
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      “He was an unsavoury character, I can tell you that much,” the half-drunk captain was saying. While Brack had been buying him drinks and supper, his tongue was loosening, but it was taking longer than Nyssa wanted.

      “Anything else, Captain? Did he mention plans, number of troops, anything like that?” Jara asked.

      Nyssa had stayed true to Brack’s previous instructions and didn’t ask anything directly. She sat behind Jara and watched the door and the rest of the room for anyone of interest. It was well past the supper hour now, though, and most of the patrons were far gone with drink. She doubted anyone would recognize her even if she were to stand up in robe and crown.

      “Nah, only that he hated transporting the horses. ‘Bloody shit-makers,’ he called them,” the captain said and took another swig of his beer mug.

      Nyssa fixed Brack a long and knowing look. He nodded and they rose together.

      “I thank you, Captain,” Brack said loudly and deposited two more coins on the table beside the man. “Compliments of Her Majesty,” he said and clasped the man on the shoulder. The captain’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the two coins.

      “And my compliments to her!” he said and slid the coins off the tabletop quickly.

      Nyssa rolled her eyes. They left the stuffy pub, and Nyssa breathed deeply even if it was to the smell of dead fish and seaweed.

      “So, Ark pretty well covered all that was available here,” Jara said as they were walking to the public stables.

      “It would seem,” Brack replied, looking back down the street and forward again.

      When they were about to turn into the stables, he tapped them on the shoulder and ducked into an alley just before it. They walked a ways down the dark narrow path, and Nyssa saw a man shift his position in a doorway. They stopped and Brack motioned for Jara and Nyssa to lie against the wall and keep a lookout.

      “The man was an islander for certain,” the hidden man said to Brack, his voice scratchy and unhealthy. Brack nodded, “but his Bosun was a big brute. Kitskan, I think,” he added. He pulled his ratty cloak tighter around him and looked down the alleyway. Nyssa could not make out his face in the shadow.

      “The queen should be wary,” he said then and Nyssa tried to keep her face completely even. “The Bosun said the captain was on orders from the officers that she was to be taken on sight, no matter the cost. Not to be killed, mind you, but taken.”

      “Taken where?” Brack asked calmly, trying hard not to frighten the man.

      “To the ship. The Bosun said they had orders, all the ships, to keep a space for her, just in case. I told him that they were wasting their time. The queen would be in the capital, but he said she was here. Close by!” he said and Nyssa thought he sounded scared.

      “She’s safe, my friend,” Brack said to him reassuringly, “in the capital, as you said.”

      “Yah, well, my mate told that to that Bosun. Told him they’d never get her, that she’s too clever, too well protected,” he said, and now she did hear his fear. “And they killed him! Right there! In the street!”

      Brack paused and, after only a few minutes, patted the man’s shoulder. “There, take this and find yourself a warm bed, my friend. No one’s going to harm you now,” he said and the man nodded his head, shaking the coins he now had in his hand. He shoved them inside his cloak and skittered down the alley, away from them.

      Brack touched them both on the shoulder, pointing them back out to the open street. They found their horses and mounted calmly, but Brack led them back to the barracks at a hurried pace.

      Colonel Bray met them at the main mess entrance while the grooms came out to meet the horses.

      “Any luck, my Lord General?” he said politely.

      “Enough,” Brack replied shortly, but he waited for Nyssa to come up and pass him to be in front of him. She turned and waited.

      “Colonel, we’ll need provisions for the journey to the Bough Great Wood, and we’ll need to leave at first light,” he said quickly. Nyssa tried to say something, but he pushed her hard up the stairs.

      Colonel Bray was surprised but nodded efficiently. “Yes, my Lord,” he said and followed up behind them, “I’ll make the arrangements immediately.”

      It was deep into the night, and darker than dark when Nyssa made her way down the hallway, guided by the low light shed on the floor from Bray’s office. She was sweating and nervous, and wanted to turn back, but she couldn’t. She’d made enough of this mistake. It was time to move on.

      “Colonel?” Nyssa asked quietly from the doorway. He still wouldn’t know who she was, and besides, she didn’t want the extra attention. Bray’s head looked up from his desk when she called him.

      “Yes, Colonel Switch?” he said politely, but he didn’t rise. He outranked her fake self here as commander of the barracks. She came forward and placed the letter on the corner of his desk.

      “General Brack has placed incredible importance on this correspondence, Sir,” she said, trying to hide her emotions. “He asked that a bird be dispatched with it to Orak’Thune immediately, if you have one. Tonight, if you please,” she added.

      “I will attend to it at once, Colonel,” he replied smartly, taking the letter and looking at the seal. His eyes widened when he saw it was her own seal and not Brack’s. But to his credit, he didn’t ask any more, and she quietly left the room.

      At dawn, they were mounted in the courtyard. Roan was stomping and acting rather restless underneath her, and Nyssa felt his anticipation.  The sea air was refreshing and cool, a light breeze travelled up to them from the shore, bringing the sounds of a waking pier.

      Nyssa would return here, she thought to herself. As soon as all this was cleaned up and put away, she’d show Hedir the resort and the beauty of the sea.

      They had a long way to go from Port Town to the Wood.  A good five weeks if they made a run for it. She was anxious to be done with it, to speak to Keerie, and curiously, she thought, to just be back among the trees.

      “Your letter should arrive in Orak’Thune maybe day after tomorrow or at the least by the day after that, My Lord. The bird left within the hour of your request,” Bray said as he was lined up with his officers to see them off.

      Brack cocked an eyebrow at him, but then looked at Nyssa. She didn’t make an indication she knew what it was about. Her stomach flipped on itself and she thought she would throw up.

      “Thank you, Colonel, much appreciated,” he replied, letting it lie.

      Three days? Nyssa thought to herself. Her previous letters might be received by then, even the one sent to advise Hedir to go to Bough to meet her. But they wouldn’t leave right away. A day or two, they would figure they had time. She hoped this letter would arrive before he left. Otherwise, it would find him on the road. Either way, it would find him before she did, and that was all that she could do to make up for this mistake.

      The road away from the sea city was less exciting now that they were away from the warm breeze and sparkling waterscape. The road to the Great Wood from here followed the Southern Highway, a controlled and highly used double-wide dirt road that forked about one hundred and forty miles outside of Port Town, at the small junction of Cross Town.

      From there, it offered three directions with smaller roads branching to towns along the southern coast. The largest travelled inland toward Orak’Thune, the second to the seaport, the way they had come, and the third, the western road, which crossed the breadth of the continent from Port Town to the Bough Great Wood. Her great-great-grandfather had had a considerably talented group of civil engineers who’d mapped and charted the most reliable and direct routes around and across the vast continent that were still used exactly the same so many years later.

      In nearly a week’s time, Nyssa’s party crested the bend in the tree-lined road to arrive at the fork. Beyond, she could see the aptly named Crossroads Inn, which was their destination on the fifth day. A very large, three-story, farm-style framed building, it had twenty-five rooms, two large dining halls with taprooms and extensive stable facilities that surrounded the main building on two sides. The owners, the Potts, had run it within the family for generations.

      The small town of Cross was little else but a support to the massive inn. There were smithy and carpenter services for repairs to wagons and horse care, and supply stores selling the most portable of foods, such as farm breads and cheese wheels, dried and smoked meats and small kegged ales. They had fabric for wagons, boxes and barrels, tanners selling tack and saddlery and most anything one would require for use on the road. Most of the residents, save the farmers who lived just outside of the town centre, lived above their shops, keeping the town itself to a small size overall.

      There was also the postal stop, the colonel’s office and his small regiment of troops. Behind his office were the larger barracks, fit to house fifty soldiers and their horses travelling through. Today they would need to house only twelve, but Nyssa was sure her entourage would be more jovial about their arrangements, as usually a group their size meant camping in the farm fields outside a tiny town’s limits.

      As they reigned in, Brack mentioned that he would stop to speak to the colonel first. He indicated that Jara and Nyssa should confirm their lodgings and horses’ care while he was away.

      Nyssa was in conversation with the groomsman, who was eyeing Roan with slight trepidation, when Brack came storming across the yard.

      “Damn bird was faster than I expected,” he said, and handed her a small note.

      Her Majesty is requested to hold at the Cross Inn while her husband rides to join her there.

      She looked up at Brack and understood his frustration, but she was relieved. Nervous, but relieved.

      “You told me to fix this,” she said to him calmly, waving the paper at him.

      Turning from Roan, she re-read the message while she walked back to the inn. She was trying to see if it was his writing.

      “The longer we linger in the open, the more options for Dascus’s spies to locate us and report back,” Brack said under his breath and very close to her ear. “They have bloody birds too, Nyssa,” he said and walked past her.

      A waiting Cyrus greeted him and directed him up the stairs to this room.

      Nyssa prepared for a long wait. She was five days out from Port Town and she had expected her letter, the first one sent with Brund from Brack’s camp, to arrive on this day. If it had, she would have left Cross already and Hedir likely Orak’Thune also, but the odds of him catching up to them before Bough were slim. Now, it was clear Colonel Bray’s birds had beaten her first one to it, this one bearing her confession and far more detailed reasons for going to Bough. He would be heading to her here. He would have received the message at most three days after they had left and followed near immediately, sending the one in her hand ahead of him. Six more days, maybe?

      On the third day, Nyssa was at her window watching Brack and the Colonel Dru, he said his name was at dinner the previous night, exercising with the soldiers in the vast courtyard behind the barracks. She doubted her troops were overly enthusiastic about it, having been “exercised” on the road for the last month or so, but it would keep them busy. Neither Brack nor Jara had woken her to join them, so she took their hint, ordered her breakfast in her room and stayed inside.

      It was just as well, she thought. She was distracted and her dreams since leaving Port Town were wakeful. Unlike her dreams as a girl, a reoccurring vision where an elusive ball of fire taunted her from a distance, she now had nightmares about the black-robed man, the scene changing with the events unveiled to her about her mother. She saw Dascus’s face, as she imagined it—she’d never actually met the man—but in her mind’s eye, it was scarred and ugly, with rotten teeth and boils. He was always suffocating her, breathing on her face, his hands around her neck. Sometimes, it was her mother who was choking her, and she was always crying. But no matter the scenario, they always ended the same; the eyes of whoever was attacking her would burn yellow, then red, then burst into flames and the person would let go of her, screaming in agony, clawing at their face, ripping the flesh there—the ball of flame she was familiar with returning to consume them, though it was shocking and gruesome.

      She would want to help them, but when she would try to get up, she would realize she was heavy with child and cumbersome. Her legs wouldn’t work right, and she was awkward and slow. When she would look down, she would see oceans of blood on her thighs and her thin shift soaked and sticking to her everywhere. Panicked, she would try to run away, but the faces would burn and she could smell their flesh, their blood and the burning hair.

      Always she would wake in a fright, sweating and feel the vomit in her throat and then she would retch violently.

      On the road, Jara had taken to sleeping beside her. At first it was a matter of waking her, reassuring her, and she could return to sleep. But the last few days, she was unable to wake without him physically touching her. A slap to her face, a shake to the shoulders, water on her face. When she awoke, she always threw up. But when she was awake, at least it was cool and no one was on fire. Jara would hold her tightly until the shaking would subside. She wasn’t sure what she would do now without him.

      A piercing whistle came across the yard then and the colonel’s head snapped around to see one of his patrolmen coming toward him. Nyssa watched them in conversation, Dru’s head nodding sharply, and then the patrolmen left. When he returned to Brack, he was pointing to the street.

      Nyssa fell asleep in her chair by the window. The light made it safer to sleep, she hoped. She dreamed, but it was detached, like the evil that haunted her couldn’t find purchase in her mind. She tried to keep it at bay, tried to remember Jara’s words to her; “it’s only a dream. It cannot hurt you.” She tried to remember the feeling of those who loved her and protected her, calling on it like a blanket she could wrap around herself to give her clarity. Give her a moment’s peace so she could rest.

      She was alone and she felt that was something new. Always surrounded by someone professionally and domestically, she was used to people; people helping, people in the background. But here, she was truly alone. She wasn’t sure she should be alone, and that too was new. She turned three hundred and sixty degrees and it was all just her. She called for Brack, then Jara, but no one came. She called Hedir, but nothing.

      Again and again, Nyssa tried to understand why she should be alone. Did she send them away? She felt exposed now. Alone with no one. She felt her clothing for a weapon, something to protect herself, to make her feel less exposed, but there was nothing. Just her shift. She wasn’t even wearing shoes.

      “Hello?” she called timidly, but the sound her voice made was dead, like a room with no air. She began to feel like her breathing was thin, like maybe she was in a room with no air. She started to sweat and her mind began to panic. She tried taking deeper breaths, but the air was thinning, getting lighter.

      The more she tried, the worse it became. She felt weak and fell onto her hands and knees. She was clawing at her throat now, seeing spots in front of her eyes. She felt something and looked down sharply. Her huge belly protruding through her shift, she hadn’t noticed she was pregnant before. She placed one hand on the mound and felt the tears fall from her eyes. She was losing her battle for her life, and now it would cost her so much more.

      “Nyssa!” she felt the sharp and sudden pain of a slap across her face.

      At the same moment, she took a huge intake of breath, filling her lungs to capacity and feeling the world come back to her. She sat bolt upright, gasping, somehow now from her bed, and unable to speak. She felt a hand on her tummy, but she said nothing. She was still scared, still unsure of what was real. She breathed, holding her eyes tightly shut. She didn’t want to open them, fearing the burning faces would be there.

      “Nyssa,” a familiar voice called gently to her now. She wanted to go to it, beg it to keep her safe, but she trusted nothing. Hands tried to wrap around her shoulders and she wanted them to, so badly, but an irrational remnant of her fear overtook her and she bolted backward, hitting the headboard and grabbing the post to hold on, should they try and take her.

      “Nyssa," a firmer voice called her directly. “Open your eyes,” it commanded.

      Nyssa concentrated on calming her breathing. Her face tucked into the crook of her arm while she breathed, gathering her thoughts. Jara, she remembered. That sounded like Jara. He was there with her; they were in the inn. Yes, the inn.

      She lifted her head and opened her eyes to look for him. He was there, standing beside her bed, his face strained with stress, sweat dripping from his temples. When he saw her look at him, though, he grabbed her quickly, away from the post and pulled her to him. He was patting her hair, almost begging her to believe him that she was alright.

      Nyssa let herself go in that embrace. She didn’t cry, just went limp and squeezed his hand when she could, trying to reassure him. She felt so tired, so fatigued in every muscle. She felt as if she’d been at trials all day and ran them herself. Despite not wanting anything to do with it, she couldn’t stop herself from dozing.

      “She needs a tonic, something to help her sleep deeper so dreams won’t occur,” she heard a familiar voice say.

      “There is such a thing?” Jara said. She heard whispering and then she heard the door open and close.

      “Get her dressed,” she heard Brack say now.

      Jara tried to talk to her, to tell her they had to go, but she couldn’t focus. Finally, he led her to dress and sat her by the window. She watched him shoving her things in her bags.

      “You should have told me, Nyssa,” he said, not looking up and shoving things a bit harder than necessary into her bags. She didn’t reply, so he looked up. Nyssa sobbed into her knees until she felt hands gently pulling her legs down by her thighs.

      She watched Jara move her shirt up and gently place his warm hands over her belly. He frowned and the expression tore the last of her resolve.

      “I know,” she mumbled.

      Her eyes told him volumes of something else. He let out a tired sigh and pulled one hand across his face, but his eyes stayed fixed on her belly.

      “I thought I could do it,” she said in a whisper and he looked up at her. She looked frail, he thought, deflated, surrendered. “I wanted so much to think I was in control, that no matter what, I could face it, if it chose me. Hedir was so understanding. He didn’t want me to push myself to think it was required or expected. He wanted me to wait, to use tinctures, but…I...”

      Nyssa looked down at his hands and sniffed loudly. Jara stayed crouched where he was, waiting for her to unload it.

      “He said Bough children are rare, that it might not even be possible. I think I thought it would never choose me. I would never have chosen me!

      “Jara, what if I die? What if I kill this child? Like Sun?” She pleaded to him and he did move to her now. He brought her against him. “I kill enemies. I inflict violence; I am no mother! I don’t know what to do like this! I killed that child!!” she wailed, losing control of her anxiety now. Jara gripped her firmly.

      “You did not kill that child, Nyssa! He was already dead!” he said harshly to her, almost shaking her with his anger. He physically controlled it.

      “Your heart broke with his loss, that’s all,” he said more gently. “I think that makes you a very special mother.”

      He sighed and wrapped her more against him while he sat back in the chair and Nyssa curled against him in his lap.

      “You wanted mine once, do you remember?” he said after a long minute, his arms rigid against his emotion, but he wanted to remind her; when she knew love, she knew untold strengths against her fears as well. Nyssa looked up at him. The tears wobbled in her eyelids.

      “Nothing would have stopped you if we’d been allowed; you remember I told you that you should have what you truly desired? If children were one, that you should have as many as you wanted?” She nodded and his arms softened around her and his hand found her tummy again. “I seem to remember it was important to you. Nothing you have seen should change that, Nyssa. It’s still you.”

      Jara pulled her against him again. He cradled her head and shoulders, rocking her a bit.

      “I get that you’re scared. Hell, so am I,” he admitted and almost laughed. “But Hedir will be with you. We all will.”

      He felt her deep, shuddering exhale and she added her hand on top of his; it warmed her.

      They were quiet and Jara’s thumb rubbed her skin lightly. It was the comfort she’d been missing. It was hearing encouragement and from someone she loved. She sniffed, her head on his shoulder and her face against the skin of his neck; it was him; she’d never forget him and she felt better, her dreams receding; it was Jara. She’d needed him, always, and she knew keeping it from him had been pointless and selfish.

      They sat in the window. It was night and it was cool, but he warmed her. She felt no chill and no regret but loneliness a bit in her situation. The baby he rubbed was not his, but he was the one supporting her. Hedir was coming. He would be a force when he arrived and that too encouraged her. When she saw what a man who loved her would do, not what she had feared, she was more certain than ever she would make it through.

      She lifted her hand to his face and he turned to see her. A moment from the past. Maybe a sign, but he returned the look between them and she lifted her face a bit and closed her eyes to feel it…

      “Jara, I –“

      “We need to go, now!” Brack said from the door and disappeared again.

      Nyssa jumped in surprise and Jara had tensed. She looked up at him, and saw not the regret there, just the intense emotion of something much deeper. Then he shut his eyes and when they opened, he was moving them, the moment gone. He frowned when she could only watch him in confusion, but started gathering them to stand and dress to leave.

      “Rogun soldiers have been spotted in the area. A lot of them,” he told her while he whirled her cloak over her shoulders. “We’re going to make a break for it, try to make a run for Bough,” he said and turned to lift the bags and came back to take her by her hands. Nyssa was staring at him in fatigued disbelief.

      “Why not try to go back home?” she asked. Orak’Thune was considerably closer.

      “Because the enemy has been spotted on that road and the one back to Port Town. They are moving down this way and we haven’t enough soldiers to fight them. Dru will stall them and hopefully stop them altogether. The regiment here is ready and Port Town has been alerted too, but he can’t be everywhere, and I am betting this rabble is planning on thinning our numbers by  making them cover more ground. Dru will get word to the palace, but right now, we have to move!” he said and pulled her from the room.

      Roan was dressed and waiting for her. The Elite formed up around her, Jara and Brack, and they thundered out of the courtyard into the blackness of deep night.

      Nyssa had nothing to do but to contemplate Jara’s words as they ran through the night. Her mind was foggy and slow, but her heart was working. She cried thinking of Hedir, and gripped the reins tighter to hold on so she could duck her head into her cloak and just deal with it. He had been right. It was nothing to rush. They had time, but now they had nothing but her stupid, pointless fears turned arrogance and an enemy force at their back. They were nearly two weeks to Bough and how many days or weeks apart?

      The nightmares continued. They seemed weirdly unnatural in their frequency and vehemence. Their endless violence and graphic scenes wore down her emotions; she fought numbness in the fatigue now. She threw up often, and swore she smelled dead flesh and the sickly-sweet, unappealing smell of burnt sugar in her dreams. Every bit of food spoiled her stomach. She’d eaten next to nothing in a week and Jara was losing his control.

      “Nyssa,” he called her from a dozing stupor and lifted her in his arms to rest her against him. He held a heel of bread in his hand. Nyssa awoke, but shook her head at the food.

      “Nyssa, you have to eat. You have to eat for the baby,” he said to her in her ear.

      She whimpered but eventually nodded and he handed her the bread. She took a nibble, but it was small, and she barely chewed. Jara shook her by repositioning her to lean higher against him. “Come on, Nyssa. The whole thing, let’s go,” but he wasn’t harsh with her.

      Brack eyed them over the fire. Jara caught his glance and he understood it. They were in trouble.

      Jara had never seen her like this before. He knew it was the dreams. He’d made her recall every detail, and even he’d blanched a few times at what she’d described. To have them every night was exhausting. He watched her flail and the physical assault on her mind was inflicting the same on her body and it scared him to death.

      Four days out, a Rogun scouting party found them. The Elite fanned out, forming a protective circle, and they vanquished the threat, but they were a challenge. Brack had had to draw and Jara too. It was way too close. Nyssa had watched the whole thing in numb fear. She had drawn her sword on instinct, but Jara had had to jump and catch her when she’d near fallen out of the saddle. After that, he’d ridden Roan with her on his lap.

      They risked a camp a few days later when their scouts reported no activity in the two-mile radius they’d checked. The group was exhausted themselves; they needed to sleep more than two or three hours. Brack and Jara decided on a discreet underbrush to put up a tent for Nyssa. If they were attacked, she would be well hidden. Brack then ordered Jara to stay with her, even if he no longer had the authority to do so, but Jara didn’t complain; he was infinitely grateful he was there.

      “We’ll handle the watches. You need to keep her quiet and hidden,” he’d said and walked away.

      Jara was exhausted beyond any other time he could recall. Nyssa was still and breathing deeply beside him, warm against him. He hooked his belt loop to her own waistband and fell immediately to sleep.

      Barely an hour later, Jara heard the outcry and men yelling from the other side of the camp and he was detached from Nyssa and rolled out the door within seconds. The sun wasn’t yet risen, but predawn shed enough to see shadows and shapes. The smoke from the nearly finished fire was heavy and low on the ground, mixing with the mist. He saw figures in the fog, but they were indistinguishable, friend from foe.

      He held his sword aloft and waited. He didn’t think leaving Nyssa was a good choice in these conditions; if she were discovered and he’d gotten lost too far away, she’d be defenceless.

      The fight came to him. Two men, Rogun invaders by their uniforms, stormed the campfire. Jara met them both, holding his own and keeping them from getting behind him. More men arrived and his Elite brethren showed up to assist. Brack passed through, sword slicing a weaker man who fell shortly after, gurgling somewhere lost in the fog.

      Jara had dispatched one of his men and was working on the other. He was turning to face the second threat, but another Elite cut him away. More poured through the fog into the circle of their camp and Jara started calling orders to form a ring beside him. The Elite responded and then there were new faces. Orak Elite and plenty of them. They cut through the remaining raiders and then the camp was only them, standing in a circle, per his command.

      In all, the raid lasted less than a quarter of an hour, but Jara was surprised by how many and how fast they had come upon them.

      He was trying hard to catch his breath. He noticed one soldier, his sword still held wide, coming through the dim light directly for him. The brightening morning sun lit his silhouette as he stepped across the camp. Jara squinted to see who it was. The man was moving fast.

      Hedir’s features cleared as he came through the swirl of smoke and mist. Jara blinked in surprise.

      “Jara, where is my wife?”

      “Here,” came her weak voice from the bush behind them.

      Jara turned on his heel and stepped back. Hedir moved up, trying to see her. Nyssa pushed her way through the leaves on her hands and knees. Hedir’s expression was fierce. He ran over to her, dropping his sword and moved to take her hands to help her out. She hesitated, sitting upright, and could only shake her head at him. Jara ordered his soldiers to gather the horses. They needed to leave and fast, but he also did not want to hear this conversation.

      “I am so sorry,” she said and the misery made the gaunt look of her malnourished face more ghastly.

      Hedir looked unclear by what she meant. He looked her over, trying to figure which way to touch her. Nyssa sat up straighter, over her hips and put her hand over her belly and sobbed. “I should have told you. I should never have left Orak’Thune!”

      Hedir looked visibly shaken. His eyes were locked to her hands and her belly, his child. She thought he would cry. He swallowed hard, but he cleared his throat and looked back to her. He smiled weakly.

      “Nyssa, we are here now, together,” he said gently and moved to take her slowly in his arms, pulling her over his lap and against his chest. His hand hovered over the belly, but then he put it down. His face melted in relief when he confirmed for himself it was there.

      The group moved quickly around them. They were packed, saddled and ready in less than half an hour. Jara put Hedir on Roan and Nyssa with them, and they rode out without another word. They were mere days from Bough.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa had trouble registering what she was seeing. Her brain was adjusting to the shock of a nightmare, but it was getting better. He was there. Really there. But she thought he looked more terrible than she had ever seen him. He was dishevelled, his clothes wrinkled and worn and his face was dirty. His hair, always neatly braided and long down his back, was still so, but there were tufts pulled loose, and leaves stuck through it. He was concentrating on driving their horse, absolute and total determination on his face.

      Nyssa wanted to explain but didn’t know how. She was so tired. She wanted to sit up and greet him, tell him to stop so she could speak with him. She needed to explain she knew how much she had hurt him, stolen from him, led him to believe she was a person worth loving. Here she was breaking his heart, not months after she swore to never do so.

      As they rode, Nyssa settled to consider their situation. She was a marked target. Her pain now was her own to bear; her risk should have always been her own. She was selfish to believe she deserved anything different. She felt the shame of embarrassment now as she realized all the doubting faces when she’d defiantly told them she had married—and deserved it no less—had all been thinking what she now understood. Only she had come to it too late and now it would hurt the two people she would love most.

      She saw Jara riding up beside them, and she thought he looked desperate. She couldn’t stand it anymore. She had made people around her suffer and that was not what she was raised to do. She was raised to protect her people, not endanger them.

      Nyssa turned her head to lean her face against Hedir’s neck. He startled when she shifted and he felt the cold of her skin suddenly. He looked down at her, but the expression on his face didn’t change. He tried to reposition his arm around her, but she took the one in front and ducked it under her cloak, so he’d understand what she was talking to.

      “I will carry him, deliver him, but I will deliver him unto you, Hedir,” she said very quietly in his ear, trying to add authority in it. “I know I have made mistakes, bad ones, and that I have endangered us all with my selfishness, and for that, I am sorry. I am so, so sorry,” she said and tears rolled down her cheeks.

      Hedir was shaking his head and had to keep looking up to be careful to pay attention to the road, but she squeezed his hand hard where she held it against her.

      “I will deliver him,” she said again, sniffing but closing her eyes. “And if I am successful, if I live through, I want you to take him immediately away from me, into Bough. Safe and away, away from me so he is safe,” she said, and then she fell asleep, her head drooping again lower on his chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Nyssa awoke in the small tent she shared with Hedir to see him sitting to the side of her, watching in the low light. She could not see his face, but he could see she was awake.

      Hedir moved to her clothing and gently lifted to tuck it under her breasts. The air was cool. His hands took her now larger belly and he moved to lean over her. He bent and kissed lightly the top, finally resting his forehead to her skin. He stayed there a long while, like he was communing with his son within.

      Nyssa moaned when a strong flutter moved across her midsection, startling her, but Hedir simply kissed it lightly. It fluttered again and Hedir’s hand met hers. He kissed it again.

      “Do you feel something?” he whispered to her. Nyssa bit her lip and shut her eyes; the fluttering continued. She nodded.

      She heard a sob escape and she saw her husband bent to the side, his hand still resting on top.

      “I love you, child of mine,” he whispered, “and your mother who carries the most precious of gifts. I will love you both and hold you like this, in my hands and in my heart, for all time.”

      She felt his hand warm on the side of her face.

      She knew she was unwell and unprepared now for this baby. The trip had been unavoidable but gruelling and Hedir was terrified for her condition. She saw his contentment where he cradled her belly now, but also his concern and his fear, which she knew he was trying to hide from her. She gripped his hand strongly to encourage him.

      “Do not fear, Nyssa,” he said to her and close, he put his head to hers now. “The Wood sees you coming, and bids you welcome home. He will come to us there, safely, you’ll see. I am here now. I will never leave you, love you!”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      The sound of their horses’ hooves changed as they passed the border of the Wood, lowering to a deeper, muffled clomp and the occasional sweep of leaves that were always across the road. The sunlight danced in the spaces in the canopy and shafts twinkled in and out throughout the vast forest floor, as far as her eyes could see.

      The smell was so encompassing, she found herself closing her eyes to take deep breaths of it. She hadn’t noticed she was slipping in her saddle until Jara cleared his throat beside her, and she startled awake.

      “You need to rest before we go on with the king and queen,” Jara said strongly to her while he helped right her again.

      “Our arrival here is paramount, Jara,” she said sharply.

      “Your survival is paramount, my Queen,” he barked back in return and she whipped her head around to look at him. The pain in her back had grown to encompassing, tortuous levels, and she was irate and waspish with it.

      “Is it now?” she said mockingly. “Well, I am well aware of that, Sir Guardsman, and hence why I wish not to doddle out here on the road. We will get our answers here from Keerie, and I,” she held the vowel long to emphasize it, “will do what is necessary to defeat Dascus. End of story. Everyone goes back to their lives.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” he asked her, annoyed. She ignored him and kicked her horse into a run.

      When they approached the stables, a full hour’s walk still from the village, the soldiers were greeted efficiently, and directed to a temporary camp made up for them around the side. Dorn took charge of them, and left Nyssa, Brack and Jara. In the mass of horses, Roan pushed his way to the front and knocked everyone else’s mount out of line for the groom. The master groomsman, who had been off to the side providing direction and talking to Brack, came over immediately.

      “Roan, my friend,” he said strongly and reached out for the bridal, which the big destrier allowed him to take. “You seem upset. Come, come, let me help you,” he said soothingly and he shot a curious glance at Nyssa, who sighed in defeat.

      Her back was cripplingly sore, and the burn down her legs was a numbing ache that made her distrust her balance, but she refused to show or tell anyone. Mounting that morning was a searing fire brand across her hip bones and cramps sparked constantly across her midsection and she was almost unable to sit. Her belly at six months was bigger now, undeniable and out front for anyone to see the mess she’d put herself in. She wore her robes or cloaks to hide it as much as possible, but she felt its weight now and in the saddle, it was especially uncomfortable. Always.

      When she could dismount, Jara had to slowly lower her, which he did without a harsh word. He offered kind encouragement, and she thanked him quietly, too much in pain to be mad anymore.

      Under her cloak, she put her two hands under the bowl of her tummy and lifted it a tiny bit, trying to see if it would ease her back and it did a little. When a hand touched her shoulder, she removed her hands too quickly and felt the pain shoot across her hips again and down both legs, nearly causing her to fall. The groomsman was alarmed and held her at her elbow.

      “I’m fine,” she said and waved him off, trying to smile to pretend it was really alright, but her steps away from him were slow and measured, and she had to stop and lean against a tree.

      She heard the sound of a carriage, and absently made her way toward it. After over a month on the road, she would submit to a soft seat and covered cabin.

      The carriage door opened and Nyssa went to step forward, but instead, she was met by Queen Keerie, her face absorbing every inch of her, and obviously not liking what she saw.

      Behind her, Nyssa saw Hedir, sitting silently on the bench. He’d branched off from them after crossing the border without a word save a nod. Now she understood why. Keerie came completely down from the coach and directly faced Nyssa, who tried to smile, because she was so overwhelmingly happy to see her, but she was also conflicted.

      Tired to the bone, physically from the journey, emotionally because Keerie was her ultimate destination and she had succeeded; physically because she was pregnant, emotionally because she was pregnant, and more emotionally because she was so relieved to see Keerie, but if she didn’t sit down in the next minute, she was likely to fall down.

      Nyssa just shook her head and stared at the ground. Keerie looked visibly upset and Nyssa felt she couldn’t handle that too. But she felt gentle hands take her by the shoulders and guide her into the coach. She only briefly looked at Hedir, who, despite it all, looked obviously worried and full of love, and she felt it was too much. She sighed when she slowly sat down but averted her eyes to the window, letting her head rest on the glass.

      “You should have sent a bird, Hedir,” she heard Keerie say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Assigned an apartment in the palace complex, Nyssa rested nearly a full week without rising from her bed. By the second week, however, tired as she still was, Nyssa started to feel better than she had in months. She had some energy again and she leaned against Hedir, but she frowned at Naya, the Bough High Healer examining her now.

      “Yes, you should be concerned,” she said, reading her expression and her hand moved again to the other side of her belly. “You’ve bruised your lower back muscles to the point they will require bed rest and therapy to heal,” she said and moved her hand again. “You will need this bed rest now also or birthing this child will be more painful than it already has to be.”

      “Who am I to be this child’s mother?!” she cried miserably and from nowhere.

      Hedir sighed patiently beside her.

      Naya regarded her for a long moment, her hands held still on her body.

      “A mother protecting her young is the fiercest warrior our world can ever know, Nyssa. Children don’t make us weaker; they make us stronger. If we recognize this, then we become better people because of them. You will make this world better because of them. This child is yours and Hedir’s, and he wants you to be a mother to his child, else he would not have wed you. Be smarter, Nyssa. Yes, our love and the threats they can encounter can weaken our resolve and ignite our fears, but not bringing them into the world…what does that leave us? Why are we here at all if not to show them our love? The strength of our hearts and what we are capable of? A world worth fighting for?”

      “You were chosen, my dear,” Naya said more calmly. “That question is not for you to ask, but only for you to answer. Motherhood is the greatest challenge in all of this natural world. So few of us are selected, and I feel for good reason. You, Nyssa,” she said, ignoring the formalities, “are destined to be one of the greatest mothers of all.”

      Nyssa looked at Hedir, his hands locking her face to see only him, but she heard Naya’s words and sobbed through them.

      “By bracing the cultural divide, leading a country, an army and defeating an evil so great, no child could ever be safe should you fail, you are mother to us all. Yes, the responsibility is great, as it is for all mothers, but the winds did not select you for your status, your training, your bloodline, or your choice in husband,” Naya went on and smiled at both of them. “It chose you because you are you, Nyssa, because it saw something in you and your husband. It believes in you both, to give this child its beginning in this world and to nurture and honour his growth as a part of this world. It is simply up to you to accept this challenge,” she said softly and reached up to brush a stray hair from Nyssa’s forehead.

      Nyssa felt two more kicks to her abdomen and jerked in surprise. Naya’s eyes moved to the bump there, and she placed a warm hand gently on the top.

      “I think someone agrees with me,” she said and chuckled.

      “But,” Nyssa said, and she looked to the side, breaking it from Hedir, whom she feared for this reality the most, “I could die,” she whispered and swallowed hard. “I could fail, I could lose, I could lose him!”

      “I haven’t lost a mother in a century, Your Majesty, and that was a case no one could avoid. I am not about to start now,” Naya said, all business and stood to collect her bottles.

      “My prognosis then; bed rest, plenty of food and milk in particular as your nutrition is now tied to your own milk production and sleep as well,” she said, and when Nyssa was about to protest, she added, “I have tonic if that is what you require for the night terrors, but I will make you one that won’t make you groggy and leave any aftereffects. It will also be safer for the baby,” she said and prepared to leave, but she stopped at the door.

      She felt Hedir slump beside her, fatigued and just tired of it all.

      “Winds, Nyssa,” he whispered and covered her body to pull her closer. “You will be the best mother. You already are.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa slept, rested and tried to eat everything that was sent to her on Naya’s orders, but it was a meal plan meant for a moving army, not one woman. Hedir brought most of it, and she suffered through his company at first. She felt awful for what she had said. She’d revealed plain weakness to him, and she still felt unsure of her role to him, despite Naya’s reassurances. He didn’t seem to suffer at all, only in that it was obvious he wanted to be close to her. She wanted that too, but how could they allow it, with all that was yet to happen?

      Hedir was sitting there: had been, she guessed, all along. She watched him for a moment, his beautiful face, and she moved his hand to a different spot. They waited, and not to be disappointed, a kick punched out, but this time toward the outside, and directly into Hedir’s hand. He burst out with a laugh and then tried to cover it. Unable to control it, he started to sob.

      I am a fool, she thought to herself. How ever did I think I could love him as equally as he loves me and this child? I do love him, with every ounce of my being, but it is not enough. It will never be enough if I can’t protect them from what’s coming.

      Nyssa pulled Hedir’s hand, and he looked up at her in surprise. She smiled, but her eyes welled with tears just the same over their helpless situation.

      “Cry not for what was lost, my love, nor what is yet to come,” he whispered. “I will never leave you, never doubt you, and never let you fall.”

      “It was selfish of me to think I could love without consequence.”

      “It’s all that one can do, Nyssa,” he said soothingly. But she shook her head.

      “Where I go is into the mouth of pure evil,” she said clearly and seriously. He pulled back to look at her. “And I would do it. For you, for our son. I would do it a hundred times over, but it will mean leaving you both. You know that, right?”

      Hedir didn’t say anything. He was trying to read her face, his eyes everywhere. Nyssa propped herself on one elbow to be equal to him.

      “I will likely die in this endeavour, Hedir, though I will try not to, of course,” she said, holding up her hand when he tried to interrupt, “but it is likely. I am a human woman, and he is a demon. If by my life I can purge him from our world, I will give it. It is what I was born to do, my love, and that is all there is to it,” she said and let herself fall back down.

      She threw a forearm over her forehead, lying on her back. It was awkward because her hips were still sideways. She stretched her legs out and untwisted herself, sighing with the relief to her back.

      “Maybe I can do this,” and it was fleeting, but it stirred something in her. “Maybe I can win. Maybe I can raise my son. Maybe I can love this man,” she thought, and Hedir’s hands, rubbing her skin with a touch of light oil, reached her inner thigh.

      Everything in her personal battle of the last few weeks barked at her to refuse him, to keep him distant, not allow herself to enjoy him, but his hands moved across her skin and her body simply refused to be denied. A rippling, hot energy shot through her, and she cried out in instant release, surprised and shocked to have it come so quickly. She was breathing hard, gripping the sheets. She waited a moment, and when she opened her eyes, she met his.

      With clear intent,  Nyssa grabbed Hedir and pulled him to her. His clothes stood no chance, and her slick body was no match for him where he tried to steady himself. His mouth was on hers, and then it was everywhere. For a split second, she wondered how he would position himself, but then they rolled sideways and Nyssa slid over top of him and he was inside her, comfortable as ever, and she groaned with pleasure. She wanted him. She could not control herself; even when he begged her to slow, begged her to wait, she couldn’t. She took him and he her. It was as it should be.

      As they waited for the room to stop spinning, holding each other close, their mouths barely touching, she knew she would fail in this too. She couldn’t leave him. She would never stop loving him. He was hers and she was his.

      “I am yours,” she said through tears, gasping, her fingers playing on his lips, and gripping his chin. He leaned his head against hers.  “By all that this world holds, Hedir, I am for you.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa felt her back and her energy return. The tonics had all but stemmed the onslaught of nightmares and she’d had night after night of blissful, uninterrupted sleep that gave her so much needed rest and recovery.

      Alone in her apartment, she felt she had been given a gift. A gift of reprieve from the growing hate in the world, a refuge from the reality that was her world of steel and blood. When she remembered it, feeling stronger and recovered, she felt alone. She felt she needed more time, but who was she to say so? How many more of her citizens were dying as Dascus continued to send his forces out to find her? She needed to return to the real world again. She needed to once again be queen.

      Today, Hedir was taking her on her first walk outdoors, beyond the market and as far as she felt comfortable to go. He agreed that she would begin her conferences with Keerie in a few days, but all this time and until then, Keerie had refused to see her. Keerie would meet her only when Naya approved her to do so.

      They walked most of the morning and Nyssa was not prepared for the reception they would receive. Every Bough who saw them stopped whatever they were doing and bowed low, some dropping to their knees and holding their hats. Nyssa was used to bowing, but the blessings of the baby she heard were universal, no matter whom they met. Blacksmiths, market sellers, bakers, grooms and captains: all took off their hats, stopped what they were doing, blessed them, and bowed. Her legs were beginning to twitch from the return curtsies she was doing.

      Hedir walked mostly silent beside her, her hand in the crook of his arm. A satisfied and loving expression fixed on his face. When they were alone, he would walk in front of her and kiss her, return to her side and continue on.

      The royal halls of Bough were perhaps not as large as Orak’Thune, but they were ancient. Long galleries built of block stone, grown over and deep with massive trunks that fit now as if woven. Leaves fluttered across the open-air galleries, brown and gold on the ground, yellow and green in the air. It smelled of life. It whispered of all days.

      “Nyssa?”

      She turned at the sound of his voice. He eyed her, coming closer with silent feet to join her where she’d stopped to lean on the half wall. She looked out toward the inner ward and the trees and paths that decorated the secluded space.

      “Why did the first humans leave, Hedir?” she asked him. He smiled gently and took her hand, taking a moment. Turning it over, he traced the deepest groove.

      “It is believed they simply wanted to see new horizons. There were no other neighbours, no dangers known outside the Wood. They were curious to see the world beyond the tree line.”

      Nyssa watched and enjoyed his gentle massage. Her other hand rested comfortably on the top of her belly, relaxed in his company.

      “And is this fact? We know this for certain?”

      Hedir hesitated a bit and didn’t let go of her hand. “You can ask Baro if there are texts, but most believe they wished to see life anywhere, to prove that beyond the natural borders of the Wood, it was no different. That Her Grace was everywhere and in all things,” he replied.

      “It wasn’t then?” Nyssa added.

      Hedir now gently returned her hand. He moved to stand close, but leaned with one shoulder on a column to their right, turning his body to see her.

      “The Wood is in all of us, my love,” he replied finally. His eyes watched her, his expression soft, comforting.  “But with the closeness of the Wood removed, we are left to remember it more than if we were constantly granted her gift. The farther we venture out, the deeper we must seek grace within ourselves to live within its light. Listen harder to hear it. Especially if we build walled and fenced cities and remove her natural gifts to build homes.”

      “They forgot her? Humans evolved to what we are, short-lived and rampantly fertile, because we lost touch with this grace?” she asked, her expression doubting. “Is this some sort of admonishment or penance for our ignorance in losing sight of our beginnings?” Nyssa replied archly.

      Hedir’s mouth twitched a little, but he paused. He looked to the sky and she watched his eyes move to capture the scenery around them.

      “Humans evolved away from the Wood because they wanted to. Those early settlers were free to come and go as they pleased. They chose to leave and settle; it had consequences, but they didn’t seem to mind,” he answered her smoothly.

      “And the birthrate, why are humans allowed such rampant autonomy?” Hedir sighed but nodded to understand her question.

      “If the Wood holds sway in the laws of creation, if the universe is her master and she simply its vessel, I think she was not expected to be all the world. She was given this place. She rose and grew here, not there. While it is obviously possible for any of us to exist in either lands, if one wishes the grace of the wood, one simply has to remember it is here. But, it is a lesson as well. If not the Great Wood, then what else has the universe given us? Something that cares little for the earth on which we build or the rate at which we sow from it. If not carefully managed, Nyssa, our resources will one day fail. Humans would be wise to remember they are a part of this world, as they chose to take on that responsibility for themselves by moving away.”

      Nyssa couldn’t help the single huff that escaped her lips. She eyed him sideways, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

      “Are you lecturing, Hedir?” she teased him.

      “No, but you know for yourself the Wood is in perfect balance here, Nyssa, and we live as long and procreate as much as the Wood can sustain us. It is not good accounting managed by a Bough. The Wood has seen to its own balance since before a two-legged creature was smart enough to notice. We don’t kill our aged or limit our births. If that is not powerful grace, Nyssa, I am a fool to believe otherwise.”

      She watched him, sidelong still and moving only slowly. When she did look away, it was toward the courtyard beyond, up high, and into the sky.

      “Are we doomed?” she asked then and turned quickly to see him. His eyes had grown serious and less soft.

      “I think it is a natural question. Move any living thing to where the food source is challenged and the worst will happen. Living is possible and successful. The humans have five thousand years of that as proof, my love. It is a simple reminder that constant vigilance and a mutual respect between us is the key. Our knowledge we pass freely to your leaders. Every royal child such as yourself has experienced this, so that they may grow and incorporate them, but also remember, we don’t change here. There is no grand ambition and the Wood is ubiquitous in her existence here. She surrounds us and gives us life. We live in honour of that gift and enjoy rich and fulfilling lives, satisfied with what is around us.”

      “And magic?” she asked, raising her hands to turn her wedding ring back and forth in the light. It swirled and swooned across the surface as if a liquid tumbled inside.

      “Magic,” he echoed and exhaled loudly and moved to take her hand back to look likewise at the ring he had given her: a gift to him by his queen. He tilted it, his fingers barely holding hers.

      “Magic is a mystery even to us for the most part. Except natural magic, ‘elemental,’ Keerie reminds me, we have some affinity with. My queen will explain in time,” he added with more confidence.

      He gathered her, placing her hand over his arm and started them walking back toward their apartments.

      “Do you fear death, Hedir?” she asked him finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “No,” he answered instantly. She looked to him, intrigued by his confidence. “My time belongs to the Wood, Nyssa. We are of her. She decides when my life is fulfilled. Like an oath, I am her vessel. I have tasks to accomplish and a life to live to the best of my ability. What is there to fear if I simply know she will welcome me when it is the end and that all that was written for me I have accomplished?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Patrick arrived a few weeks after Nyssa. His troops had cleared the area between the two cities to ensure it was safe but, heeding Naya’s advice, left the announcement of his arrival to wait. He had conferred with Brack and Jara in the interim, had seen that the troops were settled and now held conference with Baro, who was collecting as much information from them as he could. When his sister entered the room, he felt all the blood rush from his body and he thought he would faint.

      Nyssa was wearing one of her Bough gowns and Patrick had never seen her so likely dressed. Never in a million years had he ever expected to see her pregnant, and thus never expected to be so unprepared. She was a vision. Her skin glowed, and her hair shined, her eyes were clear and her expression demure in a gentle calm he swore he had never seen on her face before. When she went to him to hug him, he was frozen in shock.

      She hugged him and felt the awkward angle of her enormous belly between them.

      “You,” he said, still stumbling, “are pregnant.”

      Hedir stopped in mid-sit, and the rest of the room similarly froze. Most in attendance had experienced firsthand Nyssa’s premature difficulty to accept her condition, the wrath and the suffering that followed, so most of them just played it safe and never mentioned it unless she brought it up first. Nyssa watched her brother and waited for him to catch up.

      “I mean,” he said when he realized the room was completely silent, “I mean, I have never seen you so beautiful, dear sister,” he said and pulled her back into a tight hug.

      She forgave him. For now.

      “Yes,” she said when he released her, “I am. Thank you for noticing.”

      “My daughter,” Baro said, bowing to her and kissing her hand. “You are a true vision,” he said, smiling at her. “It is with immense pleasure that we see you recovered and moving about,” he added and held out a chair for her. She sat with relief.

      Patrick wasted no time in getting the meeting started.

      “I have read and met with Brack,” he began, sitting beside her.

      She tried to focus on all that would mean. A lot had happened since Port Town.

      “He told me about your theory about Mother and this demon,” he said and looked cautiously to Baro and Keerie.

      Keerie, she noticed, was watching her very intently. Her eyes travelled up and down her body. “Are you well, dear sister?” she asked then. Nyssa nodded and smiled to confirm it.

      “Are you sleeping well again?” she persisted. Nyssa nodded again and coughed awkwardly. “With or without tonic?” Keerie added, and Nyssa hesitated.

      “With, then,” she said, frowning and turning to Baro. The two had a silent exchange and Nyssa grew uncomfortable.

      “Nyssa’s ability to rest and recover was crucial, my Queen,” Hedir said, gently but firmly. She tilted her head sympathetically to him. “Naya will confirm this. We could no longer risk her health. She had suffered extensively before arriving here, as you saw,” he added. Keerie nodded but looked back to Nyssa.

      “Yes, of course, I remember,” she said quietly, and curiously, she said nothing more.

      “We have been briefed on your dreams,” Patrick started again. “The theory that a demon could be causing it is unfortunately possible, albeit so unlikely—they have not been seen for a millennia,” he said and she could see that he was plainly unhappy about it.

      She sat completely still, unable to put her hands anywhere else except in contact with her belly. Her body felt cold and she concentrated on breathing, which sounded very loud in her ears.

      “What can you tell me about them, Your Majesty?” she said, turning to Keerie, who was still watching her closely. Keerie’s expression remained reflective.

      “They are real, of course,” she said calmly. Nyssa swallowed hard. “But they are bound to the dimension they are in, just as we are,” she continued, her tone fairly monotonous like she was reading something but completely from memory.

      “What does that mean?” Patrick asked, confused.

      “A demon has many powers in his own realm, but is limited to our natural laws here while in ours,” she qualified. “The underworld in which they reside no longer plagues us, however. It was an issue when mankind was new, a burgeoning species, but no more.”

      “That’s why one would need a woman? Dascus would be getting him one? What does a demon in another world have to do with me?” Nyssa asked dryly.

      “Not just any woman,” Keerie said quietly. “It would need a woman Endowed, likely Bough, and stronger than most,” she said and looked back to Nyssa. She thought she saw sympathy there.

      “I am not Endowed,” Nyssa said.

      “Of that, you most certainly are,” Baro interrupted her. Nyssa shrank back a little.

      “Nyssa, we’ve always known you’ve had sensitivity,” Patrick added gently.

      And he was right; Nyssa was the one of the two of them that had had any sensitivity, as he called it. Every time she’d seen the black-robed man, he’d shimmered, the space around him draining of all colour. She couldn’t explain what she saw, but it was unique to her. No one else ever reported seeing it the same.

      “Sensitivity, yes, but I am no longer, I think. I’ve never seen or felt anything like it again,” she said and looked at Hedir. He had been concentrating on the discussion, his eyes resting most of the time on her face.

      “The black-robed man,” Patrick added and his hand curled into a fist on the table.

      “I don’t think that was Endowment he carried exactly, but effectively you were experiencing something of the realms,” Baro said seriously and looked to Keerie for a moment. Nyssa was instantly intrigued. She saw Keerie shake her head.

      “We think he was enchanted,” he said. “A spell of sorts. Given to enlarge him, make him taller and bigger, and able to travel realms, but it would have been temporary. Likely he was enchanted to overcome your queen physically, but her gifts stopped this from working. She returned him to the field, rather suddenly you reported, Hedir,” he said and smiled lightly at Nyssa.

      Nyssa looked at her husband in instant surprise. He nodded to Keerie but kept his eyes on hers.

      “But his ability to transport himself?” Nyssa asked without looking away from Baro.

      “We think being gifted these, by someone else, maybe the demon was lending him some power, but your Endowment was still stronger,” Baro said smoothly.

      “Had he been just Endowed, magic of in himself, he might have had sway against Her Majesty,” Keerie added. “We weren’t sure about Nyssa’s affinity until Brack told us about the dreams, and the details about your mother, Nyssa,” she said and her voice turned incredibly sad.

      Nyssa tried to steady herself. Hedir, who was sitting beside her, covered her hand with his own.

      “The demon has power,” Baro continued. “Incredible power if he can enchant someone and send them away from himself.”

      “You shall stay here until your child is born,” Keerie said to her, and Nyssa was surprised. She looked at Patrick, but he had no reaction whatsoever. Obviously, it had already been discussed. She was instantly worried.

      “But that could be months,” she protested, and she noticed Hedir grip her hand a little tighter.

      “You are safe, so long as you remain here. And in your condition, there is little fighting you can accomplish, sister,” Patrick said soothingly and looked to Keerie for support.

      “The demon’s power cannot penetrate the border,” she added.

      Keerie stood and came toward her. When she was close, Nyssa watched in surprise as she pulled her own Summer East ring off her fingers and dipped to pull Nyssa’s right hand close. She slipped the ring there and Nyssa felt the instant heat. The rings seemed to hum, finding a mutual frequency and the combined sensation gave her body a sharp jolt of heat, but that quickly receded to a comfortable warmth. The colours swirled very fast, rising from rose-pink to deep, lavender purple to midnight blue so quickly it seemed a trick of the eye.

      “Never remove this ring, Nyssa,” she warned her. “Concentrate on them when you clear your mind and use them to amplify your will over the dreams.”

      Nyssa nodded, but Keerie simply smiled once and returned to her seat, with Baro reaching to take his wife’s hand and hold it.

      Nyssa watched the two rings for a long moment. She was still unhappy. Months? Visions of what her countryside was suffering flittered through her mind. Her citizens had to accept that armed Rogun soldiers were just free to show up and attack them; how long could they survive, and at what cost? The demon would know, if he didn’t already, that she was beyond his reach. Would it escalate its plans?

      She turned to eye Jara, who up until this moment had been standing against the wall slightly to the right and behind her. He moved now to lean with one hand on the back of her chair, his face closer to hear what she’d called him for.

      “Mobilize the army,” she said quietly. She looked back to her brother, locking eyes with him. “All of it.”

      Jara acknowledged her command and stood back. Patrick’s finger tapped the surface of the table, but he said nothing to disagree and his eyes never moved away from hers.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Brack was called to join them in planning her campaign. She would mobilize the army, all of its branches, into fighting sections that would be assigned to every stretch of her continent. A large contingent would be mobilized in their regions and sent out to patrol the vast wilderness and port cities that were at risk. It was a massive undertaking. An enormous amount of planning would be required to keep them stocked and fed, communications flowing and contingencies in place should an actual battle take place. Titus, she declared, would be the one general commander of the armies in control and would work with Patrick under their combined direction from Orak’Thune. Brack would be the general of the grand armies in command, taking her place as the physically able commander. He bowed his head when she declared the honour.

      “Thank you, my Queen,” Brack said respectfully. “I am honoured to serve you at such an important time,” he said.

      She was sitting at the head of the large conference table. Keerie and Baro were down toward the middle now, more spectators to her large war council. Nyssa was silently regarding Brack, longer than was expected, but she was lost in him for a moment. She saw her father for a second and she couldn’t let go.

      “Yes,” she heard Patrick say from her right, “Father would agree it is the right thing to do now, Nyssa,” he said gently.

      She nodded then but said nothing more. She waited for the commissions to be drawn up so she could apply her official seals to legalize them.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “How much longer?” Nyssa asked Naya, a bit hurriedly, who was called to see her when she returned to her apartment. Naya lifted an eyebrow at the question. She had been feeling her tummy and stopped. Hedir rose from his chair where he had been watching and came to stand at the opposite side of the bed.

      “I am certain I cannot tell between a human pregnancy and a Bough pregnancy, Your Majesty,” she said lightly. “My guess would be Bough, simply because of the influence in you being here, your partner and your parentage, but it is not for me to know.”

      “We talked about this, Nyssa,” Hedir cut in and he sounded nervous. Nyssa made to rise and Naya helped her.

      “Your back is much improved, I see,” she commented and Nyssa nodded absently. Naya ran her hands down over the back of her hips and Nyssa momentarily closed her eyes and sighed with relief. Naya chuckled.

      “Yes, despite the improvement, you will still have pressure there,” she added. “Hedir, please continue to massage that area for her.” Hedir agreed.

      “You are warm,” she said to her, her hands still roaming, and one lifted to her brow.

      “She wears both the Summer East stones,” Hedir told the healer and Naya looked to her hands. Her eyes stayed as she absorbed that information.

      “My queen tells me they emit a warmth, but I’ve not felt it this warm on her,” she said to her quietly. Nyssa turned her hands over a few times.

      “Maybe the two combined,” she replied. Hedir remained silent, but he looked to Nyssa when Naya remained still quiet.

      “It is as if they are alive,” Naya said in a hushed tone and Nyssa looked to the rolling colours of the two stones. They moved especially when she looked at them, almost as if they knew her attention was upon them. “A strange phenomenon my queen reveres highly. She describes them as a conduit of some kind.”

      Nyssa nodded. “She says they amplify will.”

      Naya made an ‘ah’ with her mouth but smiled and patted her arm.

      As Nyssa feared, however, not all the nightmares could be refused. Sporadically, one would break through the tonic and her tentative understanding of the presence of the stones and she’d be trapped in the inability to waken. Her mind would conjure images of fire and burning while the tonic she’d taken to sleep would keep her there. Keerie requested she leave the tonics behind and concentrate on her proficiency with the rings, but Nyssa truly felt she didn’t understand the task. It was magic, a completely foreign concept to her. While she felt she could learn to sustain a level of meditation in the waking mind, when she fell asleep, she simply did not understand how her unconscious mind was to predict the danger and control the magic to deflect it. It was both frustrating and defeating to her.

      The last night they would risk it, Nyssa was nearly eleven months along and her dream was an attack on her son. It consumed her, and in her unconscious mind, she fought back the demon, but it had her convinced she was birthing it and not her own child. She writhed under her bedclothes, and Hedir desperately tried to wake her. Unable to, he called out for help. No physical pain, water to the face, shaking or calling her name could wake her. And the dream was only getting worse.

      Sweating and screaming, she was completely under its spell, despite being under the canopies of the Great Wood. When she began to bleed, Naya forced the tonic down her throat while Hedir held her down. Her mind eased, the visions faded and when she awoke finally, Keerie stood white-faced and fierce in the corner of the room.

      The world of the Great Wood took on a new eminence after that, Nyssa thought. Life continued as it always had in Bough, but there was much more to it than before now. The trees were darker and let in less light, like they were pulling themselves together to provide shelter. More lanterns were lit and the village took on a permanent hue of evening and dusk, no matter the time of day.

      More officers were present at the palace. Whenever she would arrive or leave for conferences, there were rows upon rows that would step aside for her passage. New faces in those uniforms, but some she did recognize. They were leaving with dispatches, arriving with news, all of which disappeared into the royal conference room, which Nyssa wasn’t invited to as much anymore.

      Patrick and Jara were there and it seemed he’d taken up residency in the palace itself. They were always present and so she was often sent away.

      Hedir tried to comfort her in her growing solitude and strain and he did a good job of it, but he probably didn’t notice how many times a day he checked to see if she was wearing the Summer East rings and that the colours continued to roll and change when she lifted them to see.  It had been the only interference Keerie had insisted on since the nightmares. Every time he would take her hand to walk beside her, his fingers brushed the stone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Returning to their apartment after an eventful conference with Baro and her brother, Nyssa immediately went to the sofa at the window and sat down. She made a loud ‘huff’ when she landed and she leaned back to stretch her legs. Her arms didn’t quite fit around the widest circumference of her belly anymore. She found she was always under or on top of it with her hands, but she was always close to him. She rubbed where he kicked her and tried to shift her weight, never with any great success these days. But she knew; soon he would come. She could feel it, like she knew it in her soul.

      Nyssa’s mind wandered to questions of her own. Fearing the day she would have to face the demon, she obsessed in the endless spare time she had to wait for her baby. How was it she could see the shimmer around the black-robed man? What was it and did it afford him the ability to jump the space around him? Why did it look different? Was her ability significant? Were there others like him, better skilled? Could she harness her ability to be useful? Why did Keerie and Baro refer to it as a ‘realm’?

      When they went to bed that evening, it was quiet everywhere. The night insects were singing, but farther in the distance. The fire crackled, in low pops and sizzles. Even Hedir seemed to be talking to her in a lowered voice. She watched him move around the apartment from their bed, her mind losing traction to hear him, she feeling little. She dozed and then fell deeply and dangerously fast asleep.

      Nyssa nearly missed the first indication that something was wrong. When she spotted Keerie’s hands free from adornment, she was about to casually mention it, but when she looked to the queen’s face and then at her hand, the ring was back again. Like she had been imagining it had been missing. Unsure of what she saw, she chose to keep the oddity to herself. She was in conference with her brother and the Bough, Hedir, Jara and Brack, and the news was intense.

      There was heavy movement up the southern coast now. Four large ships had landed and disembarked nearly two hundred men and horses, who were now wreaking havoc on the towns and villages in the area. Patrick was listening intently and Brack was explaining the dispatches he’d received with great animation and flourish.

      Nyssa had been sitting at the head of the table, a place she hadn’t occupied for some time, and at first she was happy to be a part of it again, but then wondered why it had come to pass. Brack continued with his reports, moving his arms widely across the map on the table and using an unnaturally loud tone that seemed to grate on her nerves. She winced now and then and found it hard to concentrate. She looked to Keerie, but the queen was staring straight ahead, her face wooden. Her elegant long fingers were folded on top of the table in front of her, her own Summer East prominent on the top, but now Nyssa noticed the stone was missing. She didn’t move or respond at all to the noise Brack was making.

      Nyssa was distracted from Keerie again with Brack’s talking, and she wanted to ask him to lower his voice, but she felt uncomfortable. Like she shouldn’t draw attention to herself.

      “You are safe, sister,” Patrick said to her out of nowhere, and she thought it felt slow when she turned to look at him. He was smiling at her, but his face seemed sad. She nodded and watched him turn his attention back to Brack.

      Nyssa looked at her hands, seeing her own Summer East. She turned it to see the colours, but it stayed solid black. When she looked to the giant sapphire, it glinted in the lamplight. She felt reassured that they were there. She rested them on her enormous belly and waited to feel another kick. Her son had been busy all this time, and now that he was so big, it was impossible not to be distracted by him whenever he was playful. She smiled and rubbed the mound in her lap.

      Hedir was sitting to her other side, and she reached out to him. He took her hand and the two of them were no longer paying attention to Brack at all.

      “You should take a walk, my love,” Hedir said to her then, and it was the most wonderful idea she had ever heard.

      “Yes, I think I will,” she replied and rose immediately. Brack did not stop talking; in fact, he stood on his chair and placed one foot on the table, his voice still rising to painfully loud levels.

      Nyssa stood and walked around the crowded table. No one made to stop her and Hedir didn’t follow, but it all seemed as usual and she was content to be moving around. She left the stuffy conference room and found herself alone in the palace hallways. The thought occurred to her that this might be odd. Some detail pulled at the edge of her mind, but when she couldn’t raise it, she dismissed it. She wandered to one end and exited a small door that led to the forest floor. When she reached it, she noticed a tight and obscure little path that led off into the shadowy underbrush beyond the manicured area that surrounded the palace. It was incredibly intriguing to her, like a place yet unexplored, and she thought it would be wonderful to walk there.

      Nyssa soon lost sight of the palace and though she thought that felt odd, she continued to walk, breathing in the night air like it was the first time she had ever experienced it. It smelled like burning sugar, but, of course, that was all normal to her. She felt slightly inebriated and laughed at the impossibility of that. She thought of the tonic Naya made for her, and wondered at whatever were its properties. The thought crossed her mind, but she dismissed the concern because she felt wonderful at the moment.

      She felt neither warm nor cold, and thought that was strange because she could see her breath, but dismissed this also. She saw what looked like fireflies low to the ground in the distance, winking on and off, and saw nothing of the little animals she expected. She felt as if she were not truly alone, that the forest surrounded her, and all its living creatures were with her though it was weirdly silent.

      She stumbled, and blinked for moment, truly confused by how it could have happened. She’d been able to stop her fall by leaning on a tree, but when she looked at the ground, at her foot, the ground beneath was brown and turning grey to black, and she thought it was smouldering. Disturbed, she took a step back, but saw only the calm evening around her.

      After another long while on the barely visible path, Nyssa walked around a bend to see a figure. It was a pleasant surprise. She hadn’t spoken to anyone in a very long while, and she would be glad of the company. She politely waited to be close enough to speak normally. When the figure stood close, she greeted them pleasantly.

      The figure turned to face her, a large man in a dark burgundy cloak. He stood in shadow, so Nyssa leaned to move the hood back. When she could fully see his face, she smiled wide.

      “Da!” she exclaimed and she wanted to touch him.

      The man stared at her for a few moments more, but then he too smiled and opened his arms for her to come to him. She did, of course. Her father was no one she ever feared, and he embraced her. She felt no warmth in his arms. A bright searing light broke her peace, but she felt his love, and it seemed odd to her then that she had been missing that feeling. Like her father had been away for some time.

      Nyssa stood back to look into his face, but she saw nothing but his smile and his love. His eyes burned with the light of a flame; she was concerned, but ignored it. He was here. He would stay with her.

      She watched as her father reached under his cloak and drew out a very long, thin blade. It was beautiful, polished and glinted in the dim light. He held it high and she wondered if it was a gift.

      “Yes, daughter,” her father said then. “The only gift I can give you.”

      She felt the blade plunge in above her hip bone and pierce the other side. She looked down in confusion and wonderment at the remaining shaft and hilt that stuck out from her side and wobbled where it hung free. It took a long while, perhaps too long, for her to realize the pain, and then everything happened at once.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa cried out in crippling pain, closing her eyes and falling back against a tree trunk. She grabbed her side, trying to grip the blade, but when she felt the wound, the blade was no longer there. Alarmed, she opened her eyes to look for it, but saw nothing. She turned around, desperate for her father to help her, but he was gone.

      She cried out as the pain of the stabbing pierced her side fiercely once more. Gasping for air, her hands falling to her knees, she tried to focus. It felt like searing white fire. She wanted to cry out, but couldn’t find her voice. Looking around again, she hoped her father would appear, but it was dark. Darker than it had been just a few moments ago and considerably colder too.

      Nyssa came back to herself, fully awake and instantly aware as if lightning had just struck above her. She was deep in the forest, freezing in the cold night air. She was barefoot. Her hands and feet were angry red and turning blue. The warm sensation of her walk was still in her mind, but the fresh, pungent, clean forest air struck her. She shook her head, trying to pull reality together, trying to understand what was real.

      She was not afforded much time. The stab wound hit once again, gripping immensely hard her belly and abdomen and she cried out loudly and now in fear. This was not right; that much she knew. Where she was, she had no idea. How far away from Bough, in what direction, she could only guess. She turned around the tree, looking for any signs of light, of activity, of life, but everywhere was darkness and shadow.

      Nyssa was breathing hard, panting, and she remembered Naya’s advice that above all, she needed to control her breathing, but she was panicked now. Seriously afraid, in immense and nearly constant pain, she could not think more than a few minutes at a time. Her anxiety was growing.

      Unable to decide which way to turn, Nyssa tried to walk and discovered she wasn’t actually on any path but out in the forgettable wilderness where every tree looked the same, every bush indistinguishable. She felt hopelessness and panic begin to consume her, and turned every way to try and find an indication of direction, the moon, some stars, but all was darkness. With another rippling stab, she fell to the side, and slid heavily down into the roots of an enormous tree, gripping her gigantic belly. Now she was feeling the wet slick between her legs.

      She was sweating. In the cold air, it was an uncomfortable feeling. She wanted Hedir to be with her, Naya too, but she understood at least what was happening. Dark magic, something unnatural but sinister, had been waiting for her when she’d fallen asleep. She remembered not taking the tonic that night. She had wanted to stay awake and, up until now, really thought she had.

      It all started to come back to her now. Watching Brack in the conference, he would never have acted that way. He would never have been flamboyant, never loud. And Hedir; he would never have suggested she go anywhere, and certainly not without him. Tears welled in her eyes at the hopelessness she felt. She realized she’d been duped and manipulated; she felt weak and vulnerable and knew that that was entirely the point.

      “Keerie, Hedir,” she wailed and gritted her teeth against another incapacitating stab across her hips and into her abdomen.

      The pain was fast consuming her. Her breathing was irregular and she couldn’t control it. She couldn’t get ahead of it. Her back and abdomen were wrapped in the near constant pain of contractions now, and she found it increasingly hard to concentrate. She rolled from her back to her knees onto all fours, trying to stand, but she couldn’t. She leaned forward against the trunk of the tree, almost hugging it for some relief, but she was terrified. She knew this was Carissa and Sun all over again, victims from a past campaign. Nyssa leaned on her side and screamed through her pain, breathed to fight going unconscious, and screamed when it started all over.

      Nyssa had no idea how long she had been missing, no idea how far she had wandered. Whether she lived through the birth was a question to her now, whether her son did as well. But time never stops, she remembered, yet it seemed somehow it had here.

      “Nyssa!” she heard someone cry out her name.

      She focused herself to listen, but exhausted, shivering, she hadn’t the strength to rise. She cried out against another contraction, her fingertips digging deep into the bark of the tree and her teeth clenched shut, but the rain fell lightly, cold and everywhere, and it was a stark contrast against the hot liquid that streamed down her thighs with every biting blaze of pain.

      “Here,” she said weakly, and tried to raise a hand. A voice in her head scolded her and urged her to do better. “Here!” she cried out a little louder, reaching out from the crook of the tree roots just a bit more, but a contraction gripped her and she re-clenched her teeth hard and screamed to bear through it.

      “Nyssa!” She heard his breathless voice as he landed beside her.

      Hedir’s warm hands took hold of her cold, shaking ones and it was like heaven.

      “Nyssa, wake up now, my love,” she heard him say and felt a heavy fabric on her shoulders.

      She cried out loudly when he pulled her forward to put the cloak behind her, the pain in her hips like a hot poker.

      “Breathe, my love,” he started with her. He took her hands again and moved so she could see him directly in front of her. “Breathe, like this,” he said and started breathing in through his nose and long slow breaths out.

      She couldn’t help but copy him; her exhausted mind watched him and simply obeyed. When another contraction interrupted her and she completely lost focus, he called to her again. He called her to see him and to follow the rhythm, to focus and she felt herself regain some of her strength.

      “I can’t,” she said after one particularly difficult contraction, and she exhaled, trying to control it. Tears streamed unchecked down her face. “I can’t,” she said again and shook her head, starting to feel the loss of control and panic rising.

      She let out another wail, different sounding this time. Even she noticed. Hedir let go of her hands, and she felt the cold air on the skin of her thighs when he lifted the hem of her shift.

      Deeper than she felt yet, her body tensed and her scream built and erupted as if rising from a cavern.

      “You can,” he said firmly and instead of retaking her hands, he put his hands on her belly. “Are you comfortable there? Do you want to sit up?” he asked her hurriedly.

      Nyssa wasn’t comfortable at all. Everything hurt and she was exhausted, but her back would not put up with her sitting lower. She reached a hand up to him anyway and let him pull her back to leaning. As soon as she was upright, the contractions became near constant, and a new sensation occupied her mind. Every one brought unbelievable pain. She screamed and cried and he kissed her forehead and whispered to encourage her.

      Nyssa flopped forward onto Hedir’s chest and leaned her hands on his shoulders. He was upright like her, supporting her weight with his legs and chest. He wasn’t sure what he could do this way, but he tried to keep her focused, tried to help her breathe. His hands were on her belly, and every few minutes, they dipped to feel her down below.

      “Gravity,” she wheezed. Then she felt it. A long silence, not even her breath and then she screamed.

      Nyssa didn’t know how many pushes she gave in to, but she felt totally spent and frustrated that the experience was not at an end. Every time she’d finish a contraction, gritting against the fire, the intense pressure of her lower groin with, of course, the consuming pain of the contraction, she thought she was done. She blew out explosively at one particularly long one, and thought to rest for a minute, but the hard pain came upon very fast again and gripped her. Now she felt as if her body was being ripped apart. Hedir, annoyingly, would not let her collapse on the floor.

      “I can feel him, Nyssa. He’s close,” Hedir said to her, and she felt something stir in her heart: a desire, a will returned.

      She did as he instructed. She held on to him, and she breathed, and she felt hot and wet and cold at the same time. She cried out and she begged him to stop, to let her go, but Hedir only encouraged her.

      She’d felt Hedir’s hands touching her, slick and cold, when her waters turned instantly cold outside of her body. She was gripped in a particularly long and nasty contraction, and just then, Hedir called to her not to breathe, but to look down. She felt a large lump, twisting and slick come free of her body and drop away and she opened her eyes in time to see the baby fall into his hands. Now she did let herself fall against him, just realizing almost too late that she was still holding her breath.

      Hedir was managing with their baby. “Nyssa,” he said gently to her and she opened her eyes again. The baby was wet and pink, and Nyssa burst into tears of relief and fear and love all at once. He handed the child to her, and she brought him to her face, cradled him and cried.

      She was only half aware for an instant. Half aware that she was birthing in the middle of a freezing cold and dark forest with only Hedir there to help her, and then she was aware that she was no longer in constant excruciating pain. When she heard a gurgle and a sudden tiny wail, she forced herself to look again. Her son wailed only a few more times, and then the tiny eyes were squinting and looking around. His little mouth made ‘ohs’ and she kissed him.

      Hedir tied the cord with string and cut it neatly. When he helped her lie down finally, he replaced their son on her chest and the tiny new being just gurgled and wiggled against her. She held him. He was wet and slimy, covered half in blood, but he was beautiful. When she looked at Hedir, he was drenched in sweat, crouched to be leaning back on his heels, one arm on one bent knee, his hands and arms wet with mucus and blood. He seemed stressed, tired and yet completely in control. He also looked like the proudest man on the face of the planet.

      Nyssa reached out a hand to him so that he would come closer and he did. She kissed him hard, oblivious to her own constant crying.

      “I knew you were the one, Nyssa,” he said to her firmly. “But to face this fear and overcome, I am so very proud of you!” He kissed her fiercely again. The baby squirmed underneath them and Hedir backed up a bit and kissed the tiny head of his newborn son.

      Nyssa was in rapture and watched the face and the tiny hands moving around, grasping and opening. She just couldn’t help but cry. She wanted to rest, but she was so cold, and so tired. She wanted to go.

      “I’m…waiting for something,” Hedir said to her. He was sitting below her knees. Nyssa had been relieved that the contractions had subsided, but willing to ignore that there were still some if they were normal, so long as she had her son in her arms.

      “Waiting?” she said then, confused.

      “I’ll take it from here,” she heard a woman’s voice say, and Naya stepped out from around the tree trunk. When she saw them, she stopped and looked between them both.

      “Well done, both of you!” she said and smiled.

      She checked the infant on her chest, rubbed his back roughly for a moment, and patted his small behind. Her son coughed up some more mucus, cried a moment, then settled and seemed to doze. His little mouth never stopping from making little ‘ohs.’

      Naya moved Hedir over and gave him instructions to wrap Nyssa and their son better. Then she busied herself between her thighs. Nyssa was feeling pains still which were increasing and her breathing once again became laboured. She wanted to be with her son, but the pains weren’t dissipating. Hedir was trying to comfort her, but suddenly he couldn’t.  Nyssa begged him to take their son. She recognized the feeling and the pressure, which had increased instantly and out of nowhere.

      “What’s this?” Naya said out loud and Nyssa felt her pushing hard on her tummy. The stabbing pain was there again. It was undeniably rebuilding in momentum.

      “Nyssa, get ready,” Naya ordered her, and Nyssa looked at Hedir in fear.

      Hedir, his face serious and calm, reached across her with one arm and their son in the other hand, and she held onto it, so he lifted her back onto her knees. Upright, Nyssa’s body was perfectly aligned to do what it had to, and Naya nodded her approval, holding out her arms, which gripped and locked onto Nyssa. Naya locked her gaze with hers and didn’t have to ask her again. Nyssa’s body took over and she felt it all return a second time. She cried out in mind-numbing pain. Tears ran down her face, sweat soaked her body, but she pushed.

      In just a few minutes this time, Nyssa felt the slick hard body of a second baby move through, and she looked down in complete astonishment to see Naya pull a second infant, a girl, from between her legs. She heard a second wail, louder than the first. Nyssa, trying once more to catch her breath, didn’t understand anything. She was desperate for oxygen, to take a complete breath.

      “Nyssa,” she heard softly next to her ear, “you are twice a mother.”

      Nyssa now was beyond her capacity and fell back on her rear. Hedir moved to her and propped her head into his lap. Naya laid the second child on her chest. When she looked back at Hedir, he still held their now swaddled son, his expression complete shock.

      “How?” Hedir asked, his question going back and forth between Nyssa and Naya.

      “I believe they are called ‘twins,’” Naya said finally, still busy below. “And this would be the first I have ever witnessed, and I think the first in all of Bough in nearly three hundred years.”

      Nyssa smiled with genuine satisfaction for the first time in many months, and it felt brand new.

      Nyssa saw the light in the forest was improving. Instead of dark patches of black, things were fast becoming dark patches of grey. Hedir had wrapped her and the babies in his cloak and Naya had given her cloak for Nyssa’s legs, and her shift to swaddle the babies. Since having delivered, Nyssa had very little to say except to express her gratitude for their finding her, and a strong desire to get back. She dozed with her squirming infants, wrapped tightly against her body. She couldn’t drop any if she fell completely asleep.

      Naya and Hedir had walked away from her a bit to discuss the situation when they saw her eyes were closed. A few times, Nyssa opened them, afraid the scene of the previous night might come back to her, but every time now, she saw Hedir and Naya about five feet in front, pointing and nodding as they planned.

      Nyssa awoke to the loud wail of one of her babies, but Naya was there. She had pulled some of the cloak loose and was positioning the impossibly little body against her breast. After some rooting and a guiding hand by Naya, the baby found her nipple, and Nyssa winced at first at how ferocious her suck could be.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Naya reassured her smiling, but stayed with her to support her head and watch her progress. Nyssa watched in fascination. Her son, however, remained fitfully asleep. His tiny mouth still making little ‘ohs’ now and then, but he was quite content.

      “You’ll need to wake him when she’s done,” Naya said, moving her chin toward her other arm. “He needs to eat too and soon,” she added. “He’ll sleep longer and better the more he eats,” she reassured her.

      At that moment, Hedir returned, coming around the tree. He had an arrow and his short bow in his hand and a pod of some sort in the other. Naya saw the pod and reached for it. She turned it over in her hand and nodded before giving it back.

      “Yes, that will do nicely. Slice it lengthwise and mash the insides with the tip until it glows,” she instructed. “When it’s bright, you can fire it and it should not change the effect.”

      Hedir agreed and set down his equipment. He glanced at Nyssa, who was dozing but quite aware of the baby at her breast, whom she was holding onto firmly. He leaned over and kissed her forehead, touched the baby on the head and returned to his task.

      Though her eyes wanted to give into the pull of sleep, she watched him cut the pod and stab it repeatedly as Naya instructed. As the pulp became more liquefied, the contents began to glow with a luminescence she’d only heard of in her school texts. Long thought to be magic, the texts had described a scientific reaction with the contents that made certain organic material, when mixed together, glow. Thought impossible in the natural world unless lit by a flame, it only occurred when an Orak naturalist, clearly not Endowed, made the experiment and the truth was widely accepted. Bough have probably known the truth for countless millennia.

      Hedir now dipped the arrow tip thoroughly in the pod and slowly watched as it grew brighter. When he thought it was bright enough, he set it down. Standing and looking around at the treetops, he was considering his best direction to try. He looked back at Naya, who had been watching him from where she was sitting behind Nyssa’s left shoulder.

      “Try straight south at first,” she suggested. “We are far north of the village now, but not close enough to the border for the guard to see us.”

      Hedir aimed and let loose the first arrow. He lowered his bow and stood watching it, which was still quite visible as it soared toward the canopy. The glowing tip arced high, then swiftly fell back to the ground, but at a considerable distance away. He waited, standing very still. He moved his head, turning every now and then to hear from different directions. After minutes, he looked back at Naya, who nodded again at the pod.

      Hedir repeated the process and fired again, this time to the east. There was a short ‘twang’ of the bow and ‘swoosh’ of the arrow and they all waited. Naya touched Nyssa’s cheek to wake her, and she noticed her daughter had fallen asleep, her little mouth just letting go and her head softly hanging a bit back. Nyssa tried to readjust her hold on her, shifting her bottom on the hard ground, and froze in sudden pain. She took a sharp intake of her breath and held it until the pain subsided.

      Naya focused on positioning her son to the other breast. The baby was at first none too interested in being awakened and squirmed and complained against the skin that was pushed near his face, but when the nipple brushed his mouth a few times, it was a fish to a hook. Naya expertly had a finger between the nipple and the little mouth to test him and smiled happily at Nyssa when she saw he was secured.

      “You’re a natural, Nyssa,” she said proudly and pulled the cloaks tighter around her and the infants. Nyssa let her head rest back against the tree. All she wanted was to sleep, but letting go of her children was far more threatening.

      Hedir was applying the pulp to another arrow when he froze and then stood up, his face turning different ways to hear the sound. He walked a few steps away from them, and stopped again. He was a statue; only a bit of his shirt budged in the light wind. Nyssa hadn’t heard anything, but her son was making slurping noises and she hadn’t noticed much else.

      “There,” Naya said and Nyssa turned to see her eyes had been closed as were his, straining to listen. Hedir turned in the direction. He raised his bow and fired in the direction of the sound, high into the canopy once more, but lowered a bit to get more distance. He’d barely lowered the bow when the hunting horn replied to the launch.

      “Who is it?” Nyssa asked anxiously. Hedir was back in front of her and he hurriedly gathered his things.

      “Wards of this area,” he replied quickly. “I will go to meet them and make the arrangements to come back for you.” He stopped and took her and the babies in with a long look. “I will not be long,” he reassured her. And then he was gone, like a pheasant disturbed in the brush.

      Naya put her arms around Nyssa and rested her head against her own. She rubbed her arms and fussed with the material for a better fit.

      “Are you in pain?” she asked finally. Nyssa was but had surrendered to the fatigue. Naya patted her hand and she felt her shiver slightly against her. Both Hedir and Naya had stripped off most of their clothes and layers to give to her and the babies. No one would survive like this out here for much longer without consequences.

      “All will be well when we return to the village,” she assured her. Nyssa nodded and though her hips and back were screaming at her to change her position, she resisted out of straight fear of the other pain it would awaken.

      They waited for several hours, the day growing in its brightness, but the sun would not come out. She’d smelled it in the early dawn, the threat of rain, and by mid-morning, it began to fall in heavy sheets. Nyssa and Naya were relatively dry in the crook of the roots, but the ground was running with it, and the dampness was inescapable. Her children, too, were starting to fuss in their inadequate layers.

      When Hedir appeared, there were four other Bough with him. All curious and well dressed for the weather. When they saw them, they were quick to react. They mounted her, babies and all, on a stretcher and the four of them carried her while Hedir helped Naya, who walked behind. It wasn’t at all comfortable, but Nyssa tried to focus on her bath and her bed, and the large fire that warmed the room that awaited her.

      She awoke with the jostling it took to load her into the wagon. Naya mounted and sat next to her, Hedir re-handing her their daughter. Hedir mounted opposite and one of the Bough handed him their son. Neither said a word, and the sudden jerk as the wagon moved seemed to make them sag a little bit. Like accepting that the worst was over, and they would soon be able to rest. Nyssa reached out to take Hedir’s hand and he squeezed it when their eyes met. He smiled at her, but she saw what she felt herself. Neither of them had ever been so scared in their lives.
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      Nyssa and Hedir struggled with the fatigue and stress of the event now combined with the schedule of their two newborn children. Nyssa found they wanted to nurse often now, and unfortunately never at the same time. She was constantly in demand, and that was only increasing, and sleep was granted only in short periods and never when it was convenient. Hedir was her blessing, and between Magdara and himself, all other needs of the children were addressed.

      Patrick came to her immediately once Naya would allow it. He was thoroughly upset and wanted answers, but there simply weren’t any that Nyssa could offer him. Instead, she lay dreamily in her bed, and watched him where he sat holding her daughter. He was talking animatedly, but very controlled, and not jerking or too loudly; she recognized a practised father when she saw one now.

      Jara, on the other hand, was a shadow. He’d come in with Patrick, but said little while her brother ranted, albeit controlled so as not to wake the sleeping infant in his arms. Jara had moved to stand by the window, across the room from her and said nothing.

      Her daughter woke up anyway, though, and clearly, it was a meal she wanted. Patrick sighed, gave up on getting answers for the day, kissed her forehead and both babies and quietly left, forgetting he was even there.

      Nyssa didn’t forget. She was watching him the whole time.

      Jara got up from the sill and came to her bedside. The baby girl suckled ferociously, and her son slept soundly beside her, her other hand gently rubbing his belly. Jara knelt down and took her one hand.

      “How many more times am I going to fail being there to protect you?” he said and she caught the verge of a growl in his voice.

      “Hedir couldn’t stop what happened, and he was beside me in here the whole time,” she replied seriously. “I need you now, Jara, more than ever,” she whispered to him. He met her eyes.

      “These are my babies. They are now as important to you as I am,” she said and smiled at him. “Will you guard them too? Will you be there for them if I can’t be?” Jara looked uncertain; he definitely was not even close to forgiving himself for what she had gone through.

      “Pick up my son,” she said to him and she nudged her chin at him, because he would have to do it himself.

      “Cradle his neck and head together and support his bum. That’s it,” she instructed. Jara looked like a giant holding a doll. “Tuck him into your arm if you want to hold him more securely.” Jara instantly did this because the panic on his face was more than obvious.

      “This is going to take more than just me and Hedir,” she said to him. “More than you and me, or me and Patrick,” she added. “I will not always be there to protect them. Can I ask that you will be?”

      Jara looked up at her. He smiled and he nodded. He smiled wider still and then looked down at the sleeping infant in his arms. He kissed the tiny nose.

      “Yes, my Queen,” he said softly and though he knew without a doubt, it was no longer his to say, and she would understand; “I will protect them and I will love them like they were my own.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Patrick not only came to visit every day, but he never failed to help. Every time he came in, he looked immediately to which baby needed the most help and went directly to them, whether it was a new diaper, a comforting burp or a bouncing walk. He did it absentmindedly too. He would ask her how she was feeling, but almost without looking at her. Only when he had a baby in his arms did he seem to focus on anything she was saying.

      “Triana is expecting again,” he said absently one morning as he was lifting her daughter from her crib where she was squirming and making an angry, impatient grunt. Nyssa, who had been sitting on her sofa with a newly poured tea, stopped in mid-sip to look at him. “We were careless,” he admitted without looking up at her. “She forgives me, I think,” he added with a pained squint. Nyssa smirked, but Patrick remained absorbed in his niece.

      “Number three, Patrick,” Nyssa said, trying to convey a sense of congratulations in her statement, but the experience was still a little too new for her to wish it on anybody. Really though, the idea of more children, but slightly older and free running, right now made her more than nervous.

      Patrick didn’t look up at her. Instead, he was completely engaged in cooing his niece to peacefulness once more. It worked, and Nyssa tried to pay attention to what he was doing, because to date, only Patrick was ever successful and could calm her daughter in this way.

      “Triana is the strongest woman I know,” Nyssa said finally and took a sip of her tea.

      Patrick laughed slightly and nodded. He didn’t say anything for a long while, just walked with the baby who now dozed, but every so often, Nyssa would see a tiny foot explode from the crook of his arm, which meant it was all a show. He stopped and looked out the window for a while, not in a hurry, not really anywhere at the moment.

      “I missed only the first birth, did you know that?” he said, and Nyssa was surprised.

      She tried to remember them, the vague circumstances around their timing anyway. She was disappointed that she couldn’t quite recall hearing all the details.

      He was rubbing the baby’s head softly and her daughter was holding on to one thumb. “I swore I’d never miss another one after that, and I didn’t,” he continued.

      She was a bit curious as to why he was telling her this, but interested, nonetheless. It was a part of Patrick they didn’t discuss all that much. Now, she understood they had so much more in common.

      “I found it hard to reconnect with Triana after the first time. I wasn’t there, and there was so much to the story, but I remember that she said she had been scared, and that she had wanted me to be there when it happened,” he said and she saw he was sad still to remember it. “So, I made sure I was there the second time, and you know, I just never could have understood what I do now if I hadn’t.”

      “What did you learn?” she asked him gently.

      She hadn’t had this conversation with Hedir yet. She was genuinely curious about what he felt, what the experience had meant for him. Her brother turned and looked at her directly now, and he spoke with heat.

      “That it is no small undertaking to bring a person into this world. It is certainly not to be taken likely or dismissed,” he said. “Do you feel the weight of it, Nyssa? I’m not talking only the physical, but the emotional. These little things are reliant on us. Their souls need us to show them the way; from the second they come into this world, they are defenceless,” he continued and her daughter gurgled unhappily because he startled her. He calmed himself and went back to petting her.

      “I feel it,” she agreed. He looked back at her and she smiled.

      “You scared us all to death,” he spoke again, but he wasn’t looking at her.

      They had described to her that Hedir had raised the alarm that she was missing, and his report was that she could only have been gone for less than an hour. They had searched everywhere she could have gotten to in that timeframe, only to find absolutely no trace. Hedir had then come back to them with a message he had received from a stranger on the road at the edge of the forest, far from the centre of the village: a man he described had looked a lot like Patrick but older.

      The man had given Hedir a direction, and he’d left with little or no input from anyone. Hedir was certain of every detail, and he’d said he ran and walked as fast as he was able for several straight hours before he’d found her. Naya had followed after Hedir, delaying only long enough to fetch her satchel and cloak, and so was never able to catch up to him, though she was in the end only less than an hour behind.

      “I was not in control of any part of that situation, Patrick,” she reminded him.

      They had had this conversation already, a few times. He nodded but didn’t reply. She knew he wasn’t mad at her, but at the situation. They still had no idea how she had gotten so far ahead of them—Hedir was ten times faster—particularly in her condition. There simply was no way any of it made sense. All they knew for sure was that if Hedir had strayed even a little from the direction he was given by the stranger, he would have missed her. He’d literally come upon her right in front of him.

      “Are you ever going to name them?” he said, abruptly changing the subject. “It’s getting a little old calling them ‘Baby Boy’ and ‘Baby Girl,’ you know.”

      He was bouncing her daughter now because she was outright fussing, and the wail she was working up to was unmistakable. Patrick walked her over and handed her gently into her arms. When he was free, he went over to the tea, poured himself a cup and sat down across from Nyssa.

      Nyssa settled the baby on her breast. Patrick watched her for a moment, and it occurred to her it might be odd for him, but then she thought about Triana and figured she would have no inhibitions about childrearing in anyone’s company. To her brother and father of two under the age of six, plus one on the way, this was likely as normal as it got.

      “I know their names,” Nyssa said calmly. She had felt her need to nurse even before her daughter had announced it. “I knew them the exact moment they were born and Hedir and Naya placed them above my heart.”

      “Care to share, then?” Patrick asked.

      Nyssa had been planning an announcement of sorts. Hedir had alluded to a sort of name ceremony being traditional but wouldn’t go into detail. She had suspicions about that, like he was holding something back on purpose, but hadn’t gotten around to digging into it. She sat watching Patrick until she decided.

      “This is Skye,” she said and gently patted the baby’s bum, “and that is Forrest,” she said, pointing to her son’s crib where he slept.

      At first, the names had seemed obvious, juvenile maybe, but then she remembered, that’s what came to her mind when they were born and she’d seen them for the first time. She had felt strength and love in acknowledging them, and even when she tested other names, those two still came out as the best fit.

      “Skye and Forrest,” Patrick repeated and was nodding. “Pretty,” he said, “very Bough,” he added and hung his head to the side for a moment, but it bounced upright again, “but pretty.”

      “They were born in the wild wood,” Nyssa reminded him.

      Delivered only by their father and a Bough healer, there really wasn’t any competition for Orak influence on the subject matter. The fact that Hedir had delivered Forrest was nothing short of heroic, where Patrick was concerned. He had been in total awe of him ever since hearing the full story for the first time.

      “Keerie wants to meet with you,” Patrick said then, quietly and calmly, but he looked at the bottom of his empty cup, not directly at her when he said it.

      Nyssa’s insides froze when she heard this. She had been anxious to meet with the queen, reassured constantly that Keerie was working tirelessly on solving the dangers that plagued them.

      “I haven’t spoken to her very much,” Nyssa replied. “I imagine I’ve disappointed them for failing to stop whatever happened. It most definitely was something magical, but I had no control.”

      “Hedir has been consulting with his queen every day since, Nyssa,” Patrick assured her. “No one is resting until we discover the cause.” She weakly smiled at him.

      “I take a great deal of comfort in knowing Hedir is involved,” she agreed. “If for the sake of the children alone,” she said then, but Patrick could only frown.

      “How are other things?” Nyssa asked then, knowing he had been in conference often due to the need to watch the borders and coordinate. He nodded and leaned forward on his knees. He looked at his hands, turning them over a few times.

      “Yes, though the situation has lulled somewhat. The troops that arrived are largely dispatched and no replacements have been reported since; another test, Brack believes,” he said. Nyssa shook her head.

      “No, I think it’s calculated to keep us busy and engaged, but not to actually gain ground,” she said and now lifted Skye up to position her for a burping.

      The little bundle slumped in her hand and, seconds into it, gave a large and barking burp, a tiny bit of spit up following. Patrick’s eyes widened in amazement and he sat back in surprise. Nyssa wiped away the mess while she was still talking and returned the baby to her arms so she could doze.

      “It’s a tactic to draw me out, but Dascus found out I was pregnant, which made me useless to him. I couldn’t fulfill my role to him if I were so ‘afflicted’, so he backed off, but as soon as I ride out of here, at the head of a regiment, I am sure we can expect much more action.” She looked back at him now.

      “And when do you plan to do that?” Patrick asked, his tone flat.

      “As soon as I am fit to,” was her reply. “I need to return to my training, recondition myself and Roan, and I need to come up with a plan on where best to meet him,” she added and shrugged. Simple. Patrick was eyeing her warily. He pointed to Skye and loosely to Forrest.

      “And who will feed these two?” he asked then. “While you’re riding gallantly out onto a bloody battlefield with your armour and your sword held high above your head?”

      She didn’t miss the contempt in his voice.

      “Triana,” she said simply and he blinked. “It would be extra work for her, but I am sure she would agree it is the only solution,” she continued matter-of-factly, and her brother was starting to look stupid just staring at her.

      “It’s called a ‘wet nurse,’ Patrick. A woman already nursing can feed any baby. Her body will even adjust to the increased demand if there is more than one,” she said, and was quite proud that she’d had this conversation with Naya the night before.

      In the context of her own conversation, though, Naya had been suggesting she consider help with her own nursing so she could rest. Particularly, Naya had asked her to consider it for when the babies got bigger and the demand on her time would increase.

      “It’s too dangerous,” he said then, coming back to himself. She tried to interrupt him, but he barged ahead. “You are not taking these babies on the road to Orak’Thune. Absolutely not!” he said and rose out of his chair. His knee hit the table and his cup fell over. Nyssa reached ahead to right it, but he snatched it from her. “Dascus would target them for certain. No one could protect them sufficiently, not even you. Not even Jara!” he said and he was getting more upset the more he thought about it.

      Just then, Hedir came through the door, and stopped when he saw Patrick’s agitated state. Patrick whirled on him, marched over to hand him the cup but stormed from the apartment without another word.

      “It was an idea,” Nyssa said, but no one was listening now.

      Hedir came over and checked on his son. He replaced a bit of the blanket and turned to his daughter. Skye had completely given over to her nap, despite her uncle’s outburst and Hedir lifted her out of her mother’s arms to cuddle her and walk her back to her crib. When he was safely away so as not to disturb her, he spoke.

      “What was that?” he asked curiously. Nyssa hadn’t moved at all and simply shrugged.

      “He’s upset that I suggested taking the children to Triana to look after while we returned to ending this nonsense with Dascus,” she told him calmly.  Hedir regarded her for a moment but knew her well enough not to bait her.

      “It’s a long and dangerous route now, Nyssa,” he said calmly. She nodded slowly, in complete agreement.

      “Triana is expecting again,” Nyssa told him, and Hedir’s eyes widened in surprise. “She could feed them, is all. That was the only train of thought I was following,” she ended and picked up her own cup, which was cold. She took a sip anyway. She was really getting used to hot beverages being cold now. Hedir regarded her, and she thought he looked more relaxed.

      “Naya knows of a young mother not far from here. She was going to ask her for her help for later on, but if it’s too much now, we can ask her to come sooner,” he asked her gently.

      Nyssa shook her head, and almost laughed. How was it that everyone was still so concerned about just her and the babies, like they had forgotten about the terrifying monster that stalked the world?

      “Not for now, Hedir. For when I have to face Dascus,” she reminded him and now he did look upset.

      “I’m sure this young mother will help. Even if your duty requires you elsewhere,” he said formally and stood up to cross the room.

      She watched him go and felt a bit estranged from him at that moment. They were not on the same page about what to do next, though admittedly, there had been little time to talk about it. But the subject loomed bigger every day. Dascus was a threat to her and their family, and she wanted that to end.

      Hedir came back with something in his hand, and he sat beside her on the sofa. She looked at him curiously while he took her hand and pressed something smooth and hard into her palm, then closed her fingers around it before she could see. When they closed, Nyssa’s body buzzed with a weird hum and she felt a warm sensation spreading from her hand to the rest of her body and getting hot. Hedir was holding her hands shut, and she noticed he wasn’t letting them go.

      “Hedir,” she tried to say and pull away from him as she felt the heat peak to pain in her palm, and then he did let go. The stone fell into her lap and she looked down at it. It was the third Summer East stone, unmounted and swirling all on its own.

      Surprised, she looked back at him. He turned her hands over. Where she expected to see burns or at least very red marks, there were none. He lifted the stone and placed it on one of her upturned palms. It was cold, but quickly began to warm again, but didn’t burn like before.

      “Keerie needs to see you,” was all he said.

      Hedir closed her hand around the stone once more and this time, it warmed and buzzed to join the frequency with the others. Her nerves hummed stronger than before, but the stone stayed comfortably warm.
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      Nyssa walked slowly on Hedir’s arm, Jara respectfully a few paces back. It was early evening in the Wood, a favourite time of hers. Gentle light from smoked glass lanterns lit the open-aired galleries and walkways of the palace complex and the constant access to the fresh air and sound of the wind calmed her like no other experience. There were guards still, sentries along the walls, as they approached the throne room and conference hall. Beautifully adorned armour of the Bough, rich leathers with discreet metal plating in burnished steel and finely crafted, dark coloured cloaks with stark white plumes on their helmets gave them a ceremonial flare. They moved their pennants tightly against their chests in salute to her as she passed. Nyssa knew every one of them was battle-ready and fully functional should the occasion call. It was a contrast to her time living among them only two years earlier. A safer time.

      The conference room was brightly lit. Two large, spherical globes, balanced on carved metal bases in tree trunk motifs, took centre focus on the enormous wood table, casting a soft but sufficiently bright glow. Around the room, candelabras burned high from massive pillar candles that smelled of beeswax and the sweet lingering gift of honey.

      Queen Keerie sat beside her husband and smiled when they entered the room. The Bough king rose from the head of the table and came toward them in greeting, his expression filled with warmth.

      He once again expressed his sincere relief for her safe return and the incredible safe delivery of her children. Keerie had stood, but was waiting.

      Patrick came now to embrace her, though she was surprised to see him there. He said nothing, but sat her in her chair across from Keerie and took the one to her left, Hedir the right.

      Keerie had yet to speak at all, but it was Baro who turned to Nyssa and began.

      “Nyssa,” he said, and she was glad they could be informal, “it is with deep regret that the twins' arrival was not hidden here by the Wood,” he began. “As we had planned”

      Nyssa took a steadying breath. She looked to Keerie. The beautiful queen looked concerned, she noticed, but also relaxed and confident.

      “There is no demon, Nyssa,” Keerie began. “There is only Dascus. He is also,” she went on and moved her head slightly to look at Baro before returning to focus on her, “most certainly dead.”

      Nyssa blinked in her surprise. No one spoke and no one moved and Patrick, she saw, was studying her.

      Hedir reached into his doublet and produced a cloth-wrapped object. He set it in front of himself on the table and gently unwrapped it. The unset Summer East stone glistened and erupted in moving colours when it was exposed to light. He leaned to place it directly in front of Keerie across the table. Her hand hovered over the stone, but she did not pick it up or touch the surface. Nyssa thought she saw sadness in her face and her shoulders dipped a small bit.

      Nyssa was suddenly aware that she was still wearing both Summer East rings, one Keerie’s own.

      “Oh!” she said and began struggling to dislodge it from her finger. “I am sorry to have kept this so long. I should have returned it to you ages ago,” she was saying, but still struggling.

      “NO!” Keerie cried out and shook her hands that Nyssa should do no such thing. She recovered herself with a smile and reassuring nod.

      Nyssa had frozen, her eyes fixed. Hedir sat back down and moved to cover her hands with his own. Pulling them down, he tucked them so they were back in her lap under the table.

      “I think we need to start from the beginning. There is much we have discovered and Nyssa needs to be brought up to speed,” he added and she thought it sounded desperate. Baro nodded calmly and looked to his queen.

      “From the beginning then,” she said gently and smiled warmly at her. The cloth and stone remained in front of her on the table; her own hands were also removed from it, folded away.

      “Your mother was Bough, of the Riverbrook area,” she began without hesitation and with a different, almost haunted, look on her beautiful face.

      “I know it,” Nyssa replied. “It’s a village on the northwest border of the Wood, noted for where the northern river enters the valley through mountains, also known as the Pass,” she added helpfully.

      “It is also known for its rugged terrain, high cliffs and difficult weather, but travellers brave the elements anyway. Those that know it see it as a place to seek solace in the endless wind of the high peaks,” Baro added.

      “Solace?” Nyssa said then, curious. The Pass was real to her culture as well. It was the place souls went when their mortal lives were over. It was as described, deep in Bough territory, defended and honoured by the Bough, but it was a place for all living things.

      “It is there we travel at the end of our lives, to go beyond the mountain pass where life everlasting awaits us beyond a physical realm. As a result, the community has long been regarded as the keepers of the Pass and there have been those known to dwell there who can communicate with the dead,” Keerie said softly, her voice fading.

      Nyssa narrowed her eyes when she heard this. It was the most farfetched thing she’d heard so far.

      “But recently, the gift has been lost to the last two generations; no known descendant has exhibited its enchantment,” Baro added. Nyssa indicated to him that she understood—and believed him—but it was still an incredible story.

      Nyssa’s mind began to race ahead. If Dascus wasn’t a demon, that was a good thing, but if he were dead? What impact did this have on her? How was he mobilizing troops? Acting out his fantasy of taking over the world? Her mother certainly hadn’t seen ghosts; in fact, she had firmly told her that she never believed in them and she’d cautioned Nyssa strongly to do the same. Certainly, any spirit still able to affect the living world would have been discovered before now, and if he were dead, Dascus’s own people would have said something already.

      “How is Dascus dead?” she asked, her mind a jumble of questions all at once, but that was the one she could prioritize.

      “We don’t know, but he is and of that, we are certain,” Baro said confidently.

      “But how?” she pushed on, looking to Patrick. “Have you sent someone to Rogun?” Nyssa noticed that Keerie was shaking her head. She’d looked down and was staring at the unfettered stone.

      “You were told Kara was half Bough?” she asked Nyssa gently, emotion in her voice again. Nyssa nodded.

      “Of course, she told me this herself,” she replied. Keerie nodded lightly. The haunted look vanished and a content smile on her lips now replaced her concern.

      “Did she ever mention her parents?” the Bough king asked.

      Nyssa sat for a moment, trying to recollect anything. She remembered her mother had little references, like “My mother taught me this way,” but she could not recall Kara ever going into detail about her, nor ever mentioning her father. She looked to Patrick and the two of them shook their heads.

      “Your mother likely kept it from you to protect you,” he concluded. Nyssa was beginning to feel tired of the elusive tone the conversation had taken.

      “My mother didn’t believe in hiding truths from me to protect me. She told me especially what I needed to know to protect myself and my family,” she said hotly. Keerie frowned, looking at Patrick. This time, Nyssa felt his expression matched her own.

      “Your mother is half Bough. That much is true…but so was her brother,” she said gently. Nyssa’s mind went blank.

      “With the help of Patrick, we have spent the last few months piecing together your mother’s final years,” Baro said, changing the tone. “Up until marrying Madras and having you and your brother in Orak’Thune, she was a Bough from Riverbrook. When she met Madras and left to be with him, her brother also left, but he simply disappeared,” Baro said. Nyssa sat up straight, not able to control her agitation.

      “Kara likely didn’t know of her ‘gift’ and lived most of her life in peace without it, but we now believe that it was only until her brother began to exhibit signs that he possessed it that it began to unravel her world as well,” Keerie continued from him. “It was natural between them and the ‘gift’ was awakened in them both.”

      Nyssa had no response. She sat completely still and waited to hear it all. She felt Hedir take her hand in his, but only fleetingly. She felt small and adrift like a buoy in the vast open ocean.

      “Preposterous! Mother would never have hidden something so important from my father. If she needed help, he would have given it freely. She knew that. It’s why she loved him,” Nyssa said, sure of herself. But seeing the Bough’s faces, her confidence was fading.

      “Nyssa,” Patrick pleaded with her to calm down.

      “Your mother found her brother again,” Baro continued as if she hadn’t interrupted, “on Rogun.”

      Baro did pause now. Nyssa was starting to breathe quickly. A panicked feeling was rising in her stomach and she felt the room was getting warm. She knew what he was going to say; she just couldn’t accept it.

      “Dascus likely went to Rogun to escape when he felt he no longer fit into a world without your mother,” Baro went on after a minute of giving Nyssa a chance to calm down. Hedir had gotten her a glass of water. “We think that was when the empire claimed him as its heir.”

      “The emperor? Coltair?” Nyssa blurted out.

      Coltair, if her memory served her, was a tyrant of her father and grandfather’s age. A cruel master, he hated nature, physical and spiritual, and everyone around him. He’d had three wives. All had given him children and all had died, usually their mothers along with them, and the ugly truth was, he was to blame. He’d spent the remaining years of his life in the basement of his palace, away from natural light and people, writing horrible laws that he expected his people to follow. His guard and remaining government were corrupt and cruel and control was always maintained by violence and fear.

      The legend went that Dascus, who was believed to be only seventeen at the time of Coltair’s death, was ‘discovered’ a protected heir to serve some plan of the empire. When Coltair was found dead, in his hand was the last will and testament of a madman, but one thing was absolutely written clear; Dascus was his son and heir, and only he was suitable to succeed the throne and don the mantle as emperor.

      All of this was history to Nyssa. It all happened well before she was born. Dascus was the only ruler of Rogun she’d ever known, and due to the awful circumstance of her mother’s connection as she knew it, she had thought it highly unlikely she would ever meet him.

      “My mother’s brother? You expect me to believe that Dascus is my mother’s brother?” Nyssa said flatly. The Bough made no reply.

      “Yes,” Patrick replied softly. She stared at him.

      “Her brother raped her?” she said bluntly and Hedir accidently jerked her hand hard under the table in his surprise. But Nyssa was upset and firmly set to remain so.

      From Brack and her uncle Uli, Nyssa had gotten as much detail as she’d dared about her mother and what had happened. Even on the frightful escape to Bough from Port Town, she’d prodded Brack to remember every detail, not to spare a thing. She’d needed to understand what her mother had feared so much that sacrificing her own life and that of an unborn child was the only answer.

      “Yes,” Keerie replied now, clearly and without hesitation.

      “It is a theory we’ve been working on. Dascus’s gift was exposing itself and that his inexperience with it made it impossible for him to control,” Baro said smoothly, trying to steer the conversation forward. “If Dascus was failing at it, it is very likely that who was driving him mad was none other than Coltair himself.”

      “For what purpose?” Nyssa blurted out then. Unsure herself where she was going with the question, she took a deep breath and tried to centre her thoughts for a moment. “How could he drive him mad? Are you saying he’s haunting him?” she asked incredulously.

      “Exactly,” Baro replied and Nyssa’s jaw dropped. “And he haunts him still, along with possibly all his ancestors before him,” he added. Nyssa shook her head in disbelief.

      “We know of the ‘gift,’ but of its breadth and power, no one can say at this time. I can tell you, Nyssa, this is what we face. I have spent the last three months keeping Coltair and his ancestors away from you. They are a darkness like nothing I have faced before,” Keerie said and for the first time, she looked herself again. A truth had been revealed and she looked immensely relieved.

      Nyssa didn’t know what to say. She remembered the dreams, so they had gotten past Keerie, but there was more? As if hearing her thoughts, Keerie continued.

      “I could not block Dascus himself,” she said sadly and looked suddenly devastated. Nyssa was surprised. “He is your kin, Nyssa. He has a direct connection. Realm magic is natural to this world and even I cannot stop its force completely from all directions. Because of this, neither I nor the Summer East stones could protect you entirely, but just having them gave you strength. You awoke in the realm when your father met you and that’s why you must continue to wear them. My hope is that you will learn to control this power, Nyssa. You must! The rings help centralize your own strengths. You should be able to learn to recognize it when you focus and the rings will amplify your will,” she explained and she seemed more desperate for Nyssa to understand.

      Nyssa looked at the stone on the table. Keerie seemed to notice and lifted a hand to move a finger to caress the air on top of it, clearly still avoiding direct contact.

      “Three of them together bring considerable power to the wearer. Until you can control them, though, this one will remain unpredictable. It alone, of the three, has the power to destroy—if you will it to…” she said, her voice eerily dropping off.

      Nyssa swallowed. She also wondered if the burning she had felt earlier had been controlled unknowingly by her or the other two stones that she wore and if not, had the one really wanted to destroy her?

      “It recognized the power in you, which is why I asked Hedir to bring it to you,” Keerie said, and sat straighter, as if in defence of her decision. “We needed to confirm that you were the gifted, and not just experiencing it as some side effect of your affinity toward Endowments.”

      Nyssa looked at Patrick almost accusingly. “Have you touched it?” she asked bluntly. He nodded. “And?”

      “I seem to have no connection, Nyssa,” he said quietly.

      Nyssa wasn’t sure if she was happy to hear that or not. She hadn’t been pleased to hear it was a test she wasn’t aware of, but she understood Keerie wouldn’t have risked her safety. She rubbed the two rings she wore with renewed affection.

      “I saw my father,” Nyssa said, returning to look at the stone on the table, her mind’s eye remembering the darkness and figure that had appeared to her.

      “He heard you in distress,” Keerie offered. “He came to you when you needed him.”

      “I didn’t call anyone,” she said, still locked in the memory.

      “You didn’t have to,” she replied. “You were walking in their plane, the one where they live. Likely you and your situation were a beacon for him. Maybe he found you when the stones amplified your presence.

      Nyssa blinked, coming back to the room. “Plane?” she asked then, not understanding.

      “A realm parallel to our own, but where the dead alone may walk. The two are unknown to each other completely, except…by the necromancers themselves,” Keerie explained gently, but the use of the word was a lightning bolt to Nyssa’s spine.

      She stood violently from her chair, knocking it over. She’d not realized her reaction until she stopped it, and she was suddenly afraid. She’d never even heard the word before, but she instantly knew what it meant.

      “Dreams are where they can call to you, if they have a connection,” Keerie continued, acting like nothing had happened, “but if they gain significant purchase on a gifted mind, the spirits can call them out in a dream state and in cases of extreme power—and if the subject is gifted of their own—they can make them physically cross over while they control the outcome of the dream. This is the threat, Nyssa. This is the danger you face.”

      Nyssa stared at the beautiful face of her sister-queen for a very long moment, her mind frozen in shock.

      “An enemy hunts me in a dreamworld,” she repeated, her voice low. Her hands clenched into fists. Keerie nodded slowly but held her gaze, her eyes as fierce as Nyssa’s.

      Her head whipped around to her brother. “You trained me to fight. Physical enemies. Men,” she half whispered-shouted at him. Patrick frowned but didn’t speak. He sat perfectly still and gazed at her over his steepled index fingers.  She envisioned his mind was working very fast to absorb the true implications of what a magical foe could mean for them, but it didn’t help that he had no reassurances yet.

      Nyssa’s blood boiled and it seemed to awaken the rings. She felt the thermals wafting from her body like waves. It was inconceivable to her that every effort she’d put forth since the beginning of her memory was to be undone by something few in her homeland even believed to exist.

      “It’s how you got miles out into the wood that night without any of us being aware, Nyssa,” Baro explained, choosing to engage with her, trying to refocus them so the shock of myth and theory could be surpassed and a plan discussed.

      Baro understood full well the realizations she was facing, the faith they were asking of her now.

      She’d nearly died in the last attempt against her, her children as well. Rightfully, Nyssa was upset.

      “We theorize Dascus was walking you to the border, trying to reveal you beyond my queen’s protection,” Hedir said then, the first time he’d contributed since they’d begun.

      “We believe you can learn to recognize it, control it, and wield it,” Baro added and Hedir agreed. Keerie, her eyes still intently on Nyssa’s, lifted her chin. “Once mastered, another necromancer should no longer have this power over you,” he added.

      Hedir replaced her chair, but waited for her to sit in it when she was ready. It took a moment.

      Nyssa’s body relaxed and she moved her eyes from Keerie’s, but to each face in the room before she turned and walked slowly away from the table. Jara stood at the wall; his face looked ready to break mountains already, but he too had refrained from contributing.

      His eyes settled on hers. Between them, Nyssa felt the calm descend; a renewed sense of purpose was building. Her emotions calmed and her training came back to her. As with any enemy, there would be a strategy.

      Jara’s eyes lifted back to the centre of the room when he saw Nyssa the calm had returned to her eyes. His proximity reassured her; his armoured body and determined expression reaffirmed her confidence to see the things she knew well and understood.

      “What does Coltair want with Dascus?” Nyssa asked sharply, turning from Jara but staying close beside.

      “Reincarnation was the essence of the message your mother carried to Brack’s ears,” Keerie replied and her thoughts sharpened to his warnings. “A very dangerous and dire threat no right mind would have considered before now.”

      Keerie fell silent and chose now to stand herself. She walked to a window, dark now with the evening settled.

      “Where Coltair is now is a place only legends speak of,” she went on. “A Darkness, a realm banished by the Light at the dawn of time, Nyssa, it predates all our existence here. We have no texts about it, save some oral histories my mother taught me—but they are vague. No one has seen Darkness, nor spoken about it until now. Even with all the evidence, it took me a long time to accept it might just be true.”

      “What evidence?” Nyssa asked and folded her arms against her chest.

      “Necromancers travel and function in the realm of the Undead,” she began, her eyes still on the glass. “Your experiences, while emotional and spiritual and foreign to you as incorporeal conflict, are fixed. Darkness, while a realm like the other two, is not your natural environment. It’s like stepping from inside to outside in the winter. They are different and in only one can a person survive effortlessly. You are unique in that you are born of a line of necromancers, which means you have two realms you can walk. No one can walk three or all four, save the keepers of those realms. Masters of their realms’ unique properties and who serve and protect them. Even then, there are limitations.”

      Hedir had chosen to remain standing by Nyssa’s chair. She watched him now, her temper cooler than she had been.

      “Four?” Nyssa said and her eyes went back to Keerie, her head cocked to one side.

      She saw Keerie’s body rise with a deep inhale. She nodded.

      “There are four realms,” she began and turned now to walk slowly toward her. “Undead, Darkness, Light and Living,” she replied. Nyssa’s eyes narrowed when she got closer. “Undead is the most common as it is the one realm experienced uniquely and intimately by every living thing in this world. Light is knowledge. We sometimes consider it “enlightenment” and I am its keeper,” she told her.

      Nyssa started at the revelation. Keerie went on and moved to walk past her and back around to stand next to her husband.

      “Darkness exists, but has not shown significant purchase on this world in my lifetime,” she added.

      “And Living?” Nyssa asked. “Is that the realm we are in now?” The Bough queen shook her head.

      “Living is a realm most complex,” Keerie replied carefully and Nyssa noticed a note of reverence. “It is entwined with this one. Indeed, life is its power, but it is a realm in and of itself and the most challenging to master.”

      Baro moved to take her hand and guide her back to her chair. “It too has not been heard from specifically for thousands of years,” she added.

      Nyssa moved back toward Hedir, but chose to remain standing. “Life, Death, Dark and Light,” she ticked off on her fingers.

      “Balance,” Hedir offered and she nodded.

      “Darkness would be the realm of ultimate despair. A place of hopelessness and loss,” Keerie went on. “Coltair could be there with ancestors of his line in a place we theorize as a sort of purgatory. We have no proof, but it would stand to reason why he is not in the Undead, a realm in which I myself can travel,” she told them. Nyssa once again stopped in surprise.

      “Can you travel in Darkness?” Nyssa asked her. Keerie’s eyes dipped as she considered it.

      “I assume so, but I have never come across a place to enter,” she admitted. “Certainly, it exits in all things, but there has never been enough of it to study. Unlike Undead, it is not a parallel plane that blankets the world, but an idea, an emotion, a state of mind.”

      Nyssa frowned but returned to pace slowly around the table. The concepts Keerie were describing were just too complex and, in the end, not helping to break down what threatened her by Dascus.

      “Dascus is a necromancer,” Nyssa began again, still walking. “He could hear Coltair. My mother’s descriptions of him and his madness would indicate that was truth,” she said and everyone in the room nodded to agree. “He was the phantom Brack was saying she was trying to cure him of.”

      “Your mother, Dascus’s sister, was necro-sensitive, a mystic, which only meant she would have sensitivity to the realm. Likely she could see or hear some spirits, but only lightly, nothing concrete and she certainly couldn’t travel to the Undead,” Baro confirmed and Keerie nodded.

      “It would appear she hid that to protect you, to give Dascus no reason to suspect you could be useful,” Baro continued. “It worked until you became pregnant with your twins. The one hereditary trait to indicate a carrier of this gift and its transference of power. It awoke something in you as well.” Nyssa looked sharply at Keerie.

      “She and Dascus, yes,” she confirmed. “No one knew then, likely. And none of us, until now.”

      Nyssa’s mind was reeling. Patrick still sat very quietly, staring at his hands where he rubbed them. There was fear there. Her mind was racing now. Her mother and Dascus: twins? How could they not have known? How could their mother not have told them of the man she was almost inexplicably sympathetic to? And then of her power? His?

      “In what we know of this incredibly rare gift,” Keerie went on, “only one twin possesses the gift at a time. Dascus is the gifted, so your mother was only sensitive. She didn’t understand the depth of what he was experiencing or how it affected her as his twin. In any event, she bore her son within the first year of being married to your father. You are not twins with your brother and Kara. Being from Riverbrook would have perhaps suspected the significance if you had been and watched you closely, but you weren’t,” she said, watching Nyssa with interest.

      “And when you both grew with no signs of Endowment, she put that part of herself away from you,” Hedir added.

      “But I am Endowed,” she reminded them. “I can see something and wield these stones. You said that is magic.”

      Keerie nodded. “Yes, it is similar to the necro-sensitivity your mother possessed.”

      Nyssa finally sat and no one said anything for a long while. She was staring into space directly in front of her trying to organize all the information in her brain.

      “My babies then,” she said quietly.

      “Likely one will have it,” Keerie replied gently. “As it was with you and your mother.” Nyssa nodded in agreement. It made her squirm in fear to hear something so dark so near her infant children.

      “Why is it so secretive? Why did we not have an awareness of this, this ‘gift,’ before now?” she said, abruptly irritated that her own family history was a dangerous mystery that was just now coming to life. It wasn’t an accusation, just a question. The two looked at each other.

      “The original recorded necromancer was a Bough who was born three thousand, eight hundred and eighty-three years ago. He was born in Riverbrook, same as your mother, and lived there all of his days,” Baro replied.

      “His legacy, the knowledge of this gift, carries on, of course. I will teach you what you need to know, but in nearly four thousand years, we have not ever needed to call upon him or had any reason to fear it,” Keerie added. “His life and that of every Sheppard since has been one of guidance and council, providing solace to those left behind by their loved ones. They walk the Undead Forest in service to them and carry messages back and forth. Since the beginning of time, no spirit has ever been so corrupted as to want to re-cross the physical divide. Darnoon never fought any battle for control or protection. He was a simple Sheppard. A gentle and deeply spiritual Bough,” she said as if she knew him. It occurred to Nyssa, Keerie probably did.

      “Darnoon is a solitary being. He exists today as the Keeper of Undead, but he has not been seen for many centuries,” Baro said. “Riverbrook reported his leaving for seventy-five years in his early first century. When he returned, they found he had aged and was withdrawn. He would not talk of his experience outside the village, except to say that he had travelled the world and now returned because there could be no place ‘better than the sound of the wind in the mountain pass.’”

      “Darnoon,” she said the name, trying to find something familiar in it.

      “When Darnoon left Riverbrook, he wed and sired children. When his wife died, he returned, which would make her a human, else he’d have returned with her.”

      Nyssa looked at her with confusion and Keerie nodded to encourage her assumption.

      “The second trait required for the gene to pass,” Baro said. “Pure-blood Bough females cannot bear twin children. Only human women can. We know that for certain. And the Endowment, a Bough gift, therefore, follows twins born to Bough fathers and their human or part Bough mothers,” he explained softly.

      Nyssa looked sympathetically to Hedir. They were doomed from the start. He smiled back at her, and moved to take her hand.

      “I believe we do not choose those we are destined to love,” he said to her. She smiled back. “And that the challenges we meet for that love only make us stronger.”

      “I love you,” she replied softly. He kissed her forehead.

      “Why not return with his children?” Nyssa asked then, curious why he would not want to instruct his offspring in such a powerful responsibility.

      “Who’s to say he didn’t?” Baro added. Nyssa looked at him again, not following.

      “We have checked with Riverbrook on the frequency, and they replied that there has been exactly one set of twins, born of inter-racial relationships every two hundred years since Darnoon left,” she said.

      “We were looking for your grandparents,” Hedir added to help qualify. Nyssa nodded, very much interested.

      “There is a blank period in the last pair,” Keerie said.

      “Riverbrook confirms one of the twin pairs has taken up the mantle as the Sheppard to the Undead Forest every second century until one century ago. The previous Sheppard disappeared, presumably to the Pass on her own final journey, and there have been no twin births since. They did not know that the gift had returned—as always—but something happened that they were hidden. We believe your mother and Dascus were that pair, and when we asked, they remembered your mother, but not that she had had a brother at all, though they remember Dascus as well,” Baro said and he frowned.

      “How could they not know?” Nyssa asked, beginning to feel concerned.

      “Again, why we were interested in your grandparents,” Hedir added. “It means something happened out of the ordinary. They must not have been born there, if Riverbrook didn’t welcome the twins themselves. You see, they’ve always been a sign of joy and reverence there, never fear, so when they simply didn’t arrive, no one knew what to do,” he said, shrugging.

      “So, whoever my grandparents are, they hid my mother and Dascus’s birth from Riverbrook,” Nyssa said, trying to lay it out straight in her mind. Hedir nodded to confirm.

      “Well, they hid that they were related, which is most interesting,” Baro clarified. “Riverbrook knew of your mother and Dascus being born, but they were simply led to believe they were from different mothers.”

      Nyssa narrowed her eyes at him.

      “So, someone, likely my grandfather—or my grandmother—wanted to hide it for some reason,” she said and looked to others for ideas, but each seemed to be reflecting on their own.

      “He didn’t know,” Nyssa said finally. Three pairs of eyes locked onto her face. She put a hand up to take a minute to think it through.

      “I know Bough are loyal, to an undeniably physical level,” she said and eyed Hedir for a second, “but if he met this woman casually, perhaps he never knew she became pregnant? Or perhaps she died and they split up the babies?”

      Keerie had sat back in her chair now, deeply considering Nyssa’s theory. No one said a word for a few long minutes.

      “Why now?” Nyssa interrupted, mostly to herself.

      “Who’s to say, Your Majesty?” Baro added. “It’s really no longer important. What is important, well, to be frank, is you.” He moved to sit back into his chair now and settled with his hands on his stomach, elbows on the armrest.

      “Me? Well, yes, I suppose so, but—"

      “You are unique, Nyssa,” Keerie interrupted her. Nyssa waited, flicking a glance at her brother, who still sat very still but now was reclined in his seat, his ankle crossed at his knee.

      “You are part Bough,” Keerie continued and she began counting off her fingers. “You are daughter to a twin sibling pair and mother to a new generation of twins by way of mating with a full Bough. All the while, you have lived at the same time as the last gifted, which is noteworthy because in all these years of single necromancers, we now have two. That has never happened before.”

      “But wait; you said I needed a full Bough father or mother? My mother was only part Bough. How did I become affected?” She looked to Keerie and Baro in turn. Neither looked to have a clear answer.

      “Again, the gene is very strong in your family for some reason. We’re thinking finding your grandparents might help us understand that some more,” Baro added, trying to be helpful.

      “Why would they need another? Is it because they didn’t know about Dascus? Or maybe because Dascus left Riverbrook and they needed a Sheppard? Although I don’t know what purpose that would serve. I certainly couldn’t abandon my duties and take up being a Sheppard in a mountain village…” she said and was about to laugh until she caught Hedir’s expression.

      He wasn’t scornful, just serene. His expression had taken on a look of longing for something and she shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

      “It’s a hereditary trait, Nyssa, not a calling,” Hedir said, frowning when she could only continue to look uncomfortable. She looked back at him, but still felt there was something there.

      “The gift is here in this time,” Baro began again. “In duplicate and that means an immense amount of power is present in this world, more than it is used to.”

      “Dascus also has not left for the afterlife, where he belongs,” Keerie continued, “which means he is between the Undead Forest and you here, with the living.”

      “We have considered the result of these events and have come to the realization that this plainly means should your powers combine, as in one forced the other, the physical divide that keeps us apart and safe could possibly be breached. No one knows what would happen if the dead worlds’ upside-down unnatural laws were to spill onto our plane, but we are fairly certain no one would be able to survive it.”

      Nyssa thought back to the world she had been walking when Dascus was leading her astray. It was a world of inebriation, of hallucination and false points of reference. She remembered walking, remembered gravity and the feeling of the trunks and leaves as she passed, the roots under her feet, but she never felt tired or afraid. She remembered seeing the lights of fireflies or so she thought they were, but she didn’t recall actually seeing any of them. She remembered the wind, moving her hair and the incredible smell of the air, like it was a medication that could lift away her worries.

      “It’s in the air,” she said suddenly and her eyes refocused to the room and out of their memory.

      “What is?” Patrick asked, confused.

      “Whatever the realm is, I can smell it when I’m there. It’s in the air,” she said and looked at him sharply.

      “It was sickly sweet, like burning sugar, and I remember I felt drunk, happy, like nothing was wrong. Of course, I followed him out of my dream. All of you were there at the beginning and encouraging me to do so and the forest was full of happy things, lights from fireflies and the open air of the forest I trusted.” She was rushing to speak now, the memory sharpening in her mind.

      “And when Brack spoke the curse,” she added and her eyes flipped back to Keerie’s, “I smelt it there too.”

      “You found a physical sensory indicator,” Keerie said intrigued and satisfied to have solved a great mystery. “We should be able to recognize the signs now. The Undead actually is void of most of the sense characteristics. There is no smell there. Very well done, Nyssa,” she congratulated her and smiled broadly.

      “What else?” Nyssa asked her. Keerie was watching her, pondering the same question.

      “You’ll need to think some more on it, Nyssa,” she replied. “Only you were there, and only you, just like the smell, can remember what really made you believe him.”

      “The curse, Brack thought it was a demon’s tongue,” Nyssa said, recalling their previous theory about the demon. “But I understood the words immediately. When I spoke them back to him, they nearly choked me. It felt like burning.”

      Keerie nodded in sympathy and, a second later, understanding dawned in her features.

      “Not a demon,” Keerie said quietly but seriously and she reached over to cover one of Baro’s hands, which he rubbed warmly. “Though, I wouldn’t be surprised if that is where it originated, based on the symptoms you described, Nyssa. No, that is what the language of the dead sounds like, in this realm. To non-Endowed and humans. It burnt because it was a curse. Spoken through Dascus would give it power.”

      “Winds have mercy,” the petite queen exclaimed and the feeling of the room descended once more into fearful realization. Keerie stood fast, but could only turn her back on the table, one hand on her hip, the other over her mouth. Her thoughts were moving very fast; her thousands of years of experience seemed suddenly to account for absolutely nothing.

      “He succeeded then,” Nyssa replied, guessing the reason for Keerie’s outburst. She saw Patrick push himself forward to lean on his knees and look at the floor. He reached over to grip Nyssa’s arm. “And then my mother killed the baby that would have been Coltair,” she added quietly, her eyes going back to the third stone, still swirling lazily in the light on the table.

      “It would seem, but we will never know for certain,” Baro replied.

      “I know for certain,” Nyssa said bitterly. She looked at her brother. He found it hard to look at her, but she held his gaze, trying to reassure him. “She did not fail. She saved us all.”

      The room remained quiet for some time. The sound of the truth, the sacrifice her mother faced coming to light when it was too late to do anything, even too late to mourn her, seemed to leave a void in the air, an echo that brought everyone low.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wincing when she again tried to resettle in her chair but failing to ease the discomfort in the front. “I have to take a break. My children are in need of me,” she said, trying to sound professional about it. Hedir nodded and stood smoothly and waited for her to do the same. Keerie’s face relaxed instantly and she smiled again, obviously burying the fear from minutes ago. Baro rose also. Patrick rose, but went to a side window, his hands clasped behind his back.

      “We have been neglectful of your babes, dear Nyssa,” she said and came around to take both her hands. “Kiss them for us,” she said and hugged her.

      “Have you seen them?” Nyssa asked then, surprised that Hedir hadn’t mentioned it.

      “We have met,” Baro replied proudly and nodded to Hedir. Nyssa watched this exchange but waited for the full story.

      “Keerie and Baro visited Skye and Forrest the day they returned and every day until you were healed enough to rise, Nyssa,” he said softly. Nyssa turned back to look at them. She was so touched, she was lost for words.

      “I am forever grateful, Your Majesties,” she said simply and bowed to honour them.

      “They are truly beautiful little beings,” Keerie replied happily. “I look forward to many more visits in future.”

      “And if you would like to announce their names and release them unto the winds, we would be honoured to officiate,” Baro said. Nyssa bowed deeply to them both and Hedir led her from the room.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “You will tell me what he is talking about eventually, won’t you?” she said low to Hedir when they were well clear of the palace halls. He chuckled and nodded.

      They were walking among the base of the enormous trees that made up the Bough central village. The evening air was cool and refreshing after being inside for so long. Though her task was rather pressing, she walked slowly and felt her legs and back relax with the movement.

      “What do you think happened to my grandmother, Hedir?” she asked curiously when they were back with the children and settled, Nyssa fussing with the baby blanket. Hedir turned to look at her for a moment, but went back to his slow bouncing walk. She gave him a moment to think.

      “It is certainly distressing that she met a Bough who did not serve her heart as well,” he replied after a moment. “I think your theory that this Bough likely did not know of her pregnancy is a strong one, as we are affected on an—how did you put it earlier?—“undeniably physical level,” and he eyed her on that for a moment, “but you are correct in your description. A Bough father feels a strong physical connection, a change in himself when he learns of his impending fatherhood. We become emotionally and physically attune to our partner’s body and needs and slightly fixated on our unborn offspring. It can be quite unnerving, I admit. The sensation is akin to obsession on some levels. I found it sometimes difficult to control. I certainly felt helpless when we were apart,” he added and Nyssa watched him with renewed respect and not a little guilt for what she had put him through.

      “But all that is to say, even if your grandmother had rejected him, the likelihood of him abandoning her would have been next to impossible. He would have followed her everywhere, even in disguise or out of her knowing. He would have been there,” he said firmly.

      Nyssa wasn’t sure what to say. She knew he had felt these intense physical changes in himself. She had seen the changes in him immediately, and at the time, hadn’t really understood them except that he had given her comfort when she’d needed it most. She understood then that he was with her for all of it. Even when she felt she had failed them both, he was there, beside her.

      “Do you still feel them?” she asked gently. He didn’t look up at her. He was watching his son.

      “Yes,” he replied simply. “Sometimes more strongly than before. There are three of you to watch now, after all. Sometimes,” and he stopped to look away from Forrest, “sometimes it all but overwhelms me.”

      Love, quite simply, was impossible that way, she thought. She too felt extremely connected to Hedir since the very first moment he had kissed her. She felt like everywhere he moved, he moved with her. Even if they were apart, she knew he was there, that he walked the earth with her, their hearts in tandem, their lives intertwined and the winds knew their names as one force. She felt her physical desire for him like a slow burn in her veins that never went out, and her mind never forgot his face or her body his touch. Even when they made contact inadvertently, a brush of the hand or shoulder walking by, the burn grew a tiny bit stronger and faded with only a lot of self-control.

      She was watching his hands and imagining them reaching out to take her own. She remembered the feeling when they touched intentionally now, and the response was an instant flash of heat that warmed every part of her. She coughed uncomfortably to hide the fluster and began fussing with Skye’s blanket. The baby had finished her meal and was simply slipping off to sleep. Nyssa felt her cheeks warm and busied herself by straightening to lift the little face and body to burp her.

      Hedir had been watching her. Nyssa couldn’t help but notice. He’d stopped walking and his expression was clearly interested in her face.

      “What?” she asked uncomfortably.

      “What were you thinking just now?” he pushed her.

      “I don’t know. About what you said, I guess,” she said, a bit rushed to leave out where her mind was heading.

      “You’re flushed,” he pointed out. “What was it?”

      She looked at him, expecting to see him smiling, but he wasn’t. He was just as serious as before; he really wanted to know. Maybe he needed to know.

      “I was thinking about what you said. The intensity of the feelings you had,” she began slowly, trying to make eye contact, but failing. She shut her eyes tightly. “I feel…I know that I was incredibly difficult for you during that period. I carry a great deal of guilt for my behaviour, Hedir,” and she raised a hand to stop him from interrupting. “I do not expect reconciliation on the matter. What’s done is done and I will never reclaim that time for either of us. But what I do wish to convey is that I hope you believe I understand you now. I do not, nor have I ever, wished to belittle or rob you of that experience. I simply…underestimated it. And for that, I am truly sorry.”

      Skye chose that moment exactly to let out a loud, single effort burp. Her little body immediately relaxed and the cheeks turned to mush in her mother’s hand as she completely let go of her conscious world, belly full, blissfully innocent in absolutely everything around her.

      Hedir and Nyssa expertly worked to switch the babies. When Nyssa was again settled, she continued, not waiting for him to turn back to her from where he was settling Skye in her crib.

      “I was blushing…” she continued after Forrest was roused enough to remember he was hungry, “because as I was thinking about what you said, how intense it made you feel, how helpless to it, and I was thinking that I felt the same way. About you,” she said softly. Hedir’s expression softened.

      “I was blushing,” she went on, trying to get it so it sounded right and not just foolish, “because no one makes me feel the way you do. Whether you are with me or we are apart, but Hedir,” she said intently and leaned forward, “I am only for you,” she said. He was close now, his arms crossed, as if waiting for her to finish, but not wanting to rush it.

      “You didn’t tell me right away,” he said, his voice quite low. He was perhaps a little upset, and she felt her heart constrict slightly to see him.

      She thought about that time in her life, what she was going through. She felt the guilt grip her heart with regret and the shame of fear.

      “Orak women don’t change their lives when they bear children. They simply carry on,” she replied, watching her baby son, his content little eyes watching her. She moved her thumb back and forth on his forehead. “I remembered what you’d said, about staying close, about leaving it all and living only for each other, for the baby, but I didn’t know how to apply it. And because I never had any woman tell me what I should do in that situation, I didn’t know what to say,” she blurted out.

      She immediately regretted it. She never wanted to admit to him that she was weak and immature about motherhood in that time. She should have told him immediately. He would have handled the rest. But she was so afraid he would have taken control, trapped her, she didn’t feel she could admit that part, because it was no longer true.

      “That’s why you were upset in Orak’Thune, at home,” he said quietly. She sighed and nodded.

      “I wanted to tell you,” she whispered. “I just didn’t know how. And then Brack needed me, and I was the only one who could help. He could have been taken by that fool, or worse, been killed. I certainly did not mean to be gone that long,” she added. Hedir was looking at his hands, but he nodded.

      “He was the first to know, you know,” she admitted to him and he looked up to her.

      “Lord Brack?” he asked, surprised. She nodded.

      “He saw changes in my figure and my behaviour, and he was very upset with me. It was his wrath that reminded me of you, of what I had promised.” She looked up at him. “I sent the bird that night. You caught up with us after Cross.”

      Hedir moved to the sitting area and perched on the seat beside hers.  He took her free hand in his and leaned over to kiss his son’s tiny head and then his wife’s hand.

      “You were sick already by the time I’d found you,” he said, and she heard the weight of it in his breath. “You wanted me to take the children once they were born and leave you,” he added and his head dropped a bit; she couldn’t see his face.

      “I’m not proud of myself, Hedir, for any of it,” she said.

      “I am not scolding you!” he said strongly, looking back up at her and his eyes were wet. “I would never have left you, but you were trying to save us all. You weren’t weak, Nyssa. How could you have known Dascus was to blame for it all? You were brave and I am so very proud of you!” he said and leaned forward to his knees so he could embrace her, putting his forehead to hers.

      Nyssa was taken by surprise by the intensity of the moment. She leaned forward into his arms but couldn’t embrace him herself with Forrest still at her breast. She heard a little ‘plop’ and looked down to see her son dislodged and drooping where he was fast slipping back into sleep. They separated and she was about to sit him up, but Hedir rose, took him and expertly plopped him on his shoulder to walk and pat his back. In seconds, Forrest awarded his father with a smaller, more dignified burp than his sister. Nyssa watched him rewrap the tiny body and lay him down. She’d forgotten to cover herself; she was still absorbing the conversation and studying Hedir.

      When he turned back to her, he stopped. Not knowing what to say, she didn’t move or indicate she wanted to. Hedir walked over to her, knelt this time directly in front and took the cloth from her hand. He gently wiped both breasts, cleaning them and drying them. When he was done, he kissed each one gently. He took her face firmly and warmly between his hands. She was waiting for him to say something next, but he simply kissed her mouth. His kiss was warm, but firm, desperate almost. He’d been tender with her since the birth, gentle kisses, rubs and caresses, but in this kiss, she felt what they’d both been missing. She felt the burn, rising and gaining heat. In only a few moments, they both were breathing hard and broke to catch their breath.

      Nyssa stood then and, rather than fasten the buttons and laces of the bodice of her dress, undid them further so the whole garment fell to the floor. Hedir had stood with her, and now was standing to watch. She was still wearing her underclothes, and she unlaced those as well. Struggling with a knot, Hedir’s hand appeared above hers, his mouth on her ear.

      “Are you well?” he whispered, his breath caressing her neck. She could hear in his tone that he’d long been burning for her as well. The thought quickened her pulse.

      “I am healed, and I am ready,” she murmured back, and couldn’t help kissing his long smooth neck where it was close. She felt a tug on the knot and her clothes fell. She stepped out of them.

      Hedir’s hand pulled her closer from behind. She wrapped one leg around him and kissed him. She thought they would just work their way to the floor, but he guided her expertly to the couch, where he began kissing her everywhere, her face, her neck, chest and body. Nyssa was burning all over; the ache was beginning to consume her. She helped him out of his clothes, but when he came toward her, again to kiss and caress her, Nyssa manoeuvred herself to take him inside her. Triumphant, she let out a small moan not to wake the children, but there was no way she could completely hold it in. She arched her back, moved her hips with his, and felt his hands guide and support her.

      It didn’t last; that wasn’t the point. To be as close to him as physical intercourse allowed was all she ever wanted, and she would take it in any duration she could get. When she bit her lip to hide the intensity of her release, he rose upward to meet her, his long arms going around her back and pulling her toward him. He kissed her breasts, moved with her, breathed with her until it slowed, until they were calm, until they were just together.

      When it was over, Nyssa never hurried to separate. It was the ultimate moment, the one thing she wanted more than anything afterward. To just be together.
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      Training was something Nyssa endured as necessity, but she had forgotten how starting from scratch could be so frustrating. She sighed, looking at her weapons, laid out for her on the table in the sparring yard, and she knew she just didn’t feel ready.

      She’d been away from any sort of physical activity for nearly six months. Her illness, pregnancy and then recovering from the birth had taken precedence, and by the time the twins came into the world, she had resolved to just let it. But now, now it was time to become who she was believed to be again. The child queen of a brilliant warrior, a warrior herself who was of such elite skill, she was rumoured to be supernatural. She was certainly feared by all her enemies. No longer a child, she felt she needed to reinvent that persona. Present to them the woman: the warrior queen of her people.

      Nyssa sighed at the thought while she held her broadsword in one hand. It was incredibly heavy, and she remembered the three months of training it took to condition herself to use it the first time, all those years ago. Now she doubted she could control the weight enough to chop a sapling without hurting herself. The tip drooped after only a few minutes in her hand.

      She dropped it back on the table and the resounding ‘clang’ made her frown.

      “Here,” she heard from behind her and turned to see Sir Chen standing there. She looked to where he pointed. In the back of the training area, in a small glen surrounded by fencing and low brush, was a training tree dummy. It startled her to see it there. She turned back to him.

      “I just finished it. As my queen understands, calisthenics is the basis of strength training and dexterous focus. For someone who has been away for some time, I figured you would want to build some of your resistance back up.” To her mild amusement, he just walked away.

      She let him, not offering any response in return, which he clearly did not need. It was perfect. She needed to relearn what she knew, re-teach her body to move, to react, to flex and to bend. She needed to toughen the skin of her arms and her hands, take a punch, give a kick and always land on her feet.

      One movement, one click of the dummy’s sticks at a time, and Nyssa let her mind slip away to the rhythm. She practised every day for three hours, and two hours with her weapons, starting from the very small; her throwing daggers, bow and arrows, short swords and rapiers, and graduating to the heavier, blunter weapons like the broad swords, pikes and lochaber axe.

      Nyssa spent a considerable amount on her hand-to-hand combat as well. Hedir frowned but held his tongue when she would return with a new black eye, or half the side of her torso a yellowish bruise and she could barely move for all the ones he couldn’t see, but they become less and less frequent. He did recognize that as time went on, her reflexes were improving, returning, he was told, to an already impossible speed and accuracy.

      After several months of training, Hedir joined Patrick to watch her spar with Jara. The exercise called for full armour, face-to-face combat, complete with shields, long swords and the use of any small weapons they normally wore. Hedir knew his wife favoured daggers in her boots behind her calves, and sometimes one hidden in the small of her back, lengthwise so it was discreetly tied into her breastplate straps. She wore her bracers as always, but very thin gloves. Though they were plated on top, he felt they weren’t protection enough from any crushing blow to her fingers.

      When Nyssa had left for the sparring ring, a light kiss to his lips, Hedir turned and stopped Jara from following. Intrigued, Patrick stayed behind too, but Sir Dorn and Sir Chen went ahead with the queen.

      “Sir Jara, a word,” Hedir said quietly. Jara held his helmet in his hand but was otherwise completely dressed for a major battle. Despite the weight and physical challenge to manoeuvring in one, Jara always made wearing a steel suit look effortless. He nodded to him and looked to Patrick, but the regent stood patiently silent between them.

      “You have explained to me the point of today’s exercise,” Hedir admitted. Jara shifted the weight with a hop of his shoulders but remained quiet. “Are you sure this is wise?”

      Patrick, hands in both pockets, rocked back on his heels at the conclusion of the question. He neither confirmed nor denied that he knew the point Hedir was trying to make. His eyes rose and fell from both men as he listened. He, of course, knew the point of the exercise and also that Nyssa did not.

      Jara took a steadying breath and switched his helmet to be under his opposite arm.

      “Nyssa is all but there, Your Grace,” he replied to him, “but she is not yet who she was.” Hedir found it cryptic and Jara expected that. Hedir hadn’t known Nyssa long before they’d married. Nyssa’s training and skill was Jara’s area of expertise.

      Her husband narrowed his eyes at him and then Patrick. For his part, Patrick smiled knowingly.

      He patted Jara on the shoulder and answered instead.

      “A lot has happened for my sister in the last year, as you are well aware, Hedir,” he began. Hedir folded his arms now, but waited. “She has fears she’s not letting go.”

      “Fears, like what?” Hedir asked, now surprised.

      “The black-robed man still haunts her nightmares, Dascus as well. Nyssa cannot have any doubt in herself whenever it comes time she face him again,” Jara replied pointedly. “She can beat the black-robed man. If the fight had been fair, she would have before. Even now, with her newfound knowledge about magic and that he was affected, she would defeat him today. She is refusing to annihilate him from her mind. I see this as a problem if she faces Dascus next time.”

      Hedir scoffed and dropped his arms. Nyssa hadn’t presented anything but recovery and a full grasp of her objectives, returning to full strength, duty, even his bed. She was returned, recovered and as strong as she ever was.

      “Nyssa is doing exceptionally well,” Hedir said defensively. Jara nodded, but he looked to Patrick again. His brother-in-law, however, bowed out from replying this time.

      “She is,” Jara said with implied patience. “She has yet to defeat me.”

      Hedir hesitated. He’d watched a lot of matches between the two of them in the last month or so. Nearly every day. He’d not noticed Nyssa had fallen in sparring matches with Jara.

      “We’re not going for damage, Your Grace,” Jara explained and the corners of his mouth twitched for a brief second. “By point, though, she’s behind.”

      “She’s getting there,” Hedir replied fast and again, defensively. Jara was grinning now. He moved to place his helmet. Stretching high, he swung it once so the plume swept back and he could lower it straight down.

      “I haven’t beaten Nyssa in a full skirmish since before she was queen, until now,” he told him when he was done adjusting the massive steel piece so it was even and his nasal was straight between his eyes. “She is afraid, Hedir. And that is dangerous for us all.”

      Jara nodded to him, looked once more to Patrick but left the stable shed. Hedir had turned and watched him go, but Patrick had stayed behind to help his concerned brother-in-law. He placed a palm on his shoulder and patted it, but left it there to guide him out.

      “What if he hurts her?” Hedir near mumbled between them. Patrick squeezed his shoulder. When he looked at him, Patrick’s friendly expression had turned strained.

      “The challenge today, brother,” he said to him low and pointed to the spot at the rails they should stand to watch, “is to be extra vigilante my sister doesn’t kill her guardsman. That is the risk and that is the focus for all involved.”

      Hedir turned sharply to see him. Patrick frowned but nodded. “We’ve not triggered Nyssa quite this way before. Naya has urged extreme caution. Never fear, Hedir, Dorn and Chen are watching. I am sure everything will be fine,” he added reassuringly, but his face never eased the anxious expression. Hedir’s chest had tightened in panic, but the clash and shouting coming from the ring meant it was too late; they had started.

      Nyssa met and returned every crashing blow delivered to her. Overhead, underneath, side thrust—she was anticipating and familiar with her opponent, and Hedir was beginning to think Jara was not a good choice for a partner. Not because he lacked skill but because he was too familiar to her. Hedir was about to back away from the fence he was leaning on to discuss this with Dorn, who stood in rapt attention and very close to the action as referee. Just then, Nyssa came up with a strong input in speed, blocked a swing from Jara, but rather than lean back in the expected recovery, ducked and leaned forward, pulling her blade in an upper cut. If she hadn’t been in total control of herself, this would have slipped under Jara’s plated breastplate and cut him from navel to diaphragm. Instead, she angled it just enough that the tip stopped in the bottom skirt of the plating and dragged upward in an awful sounding screech across the front, leaving a gouge in the metal.

      The entire group present went absolutely still and no one spoke. Jara, clearly out of breath and stunned himself, stood there, looked down at his armour and then at her. After a minute, the skirt of his breastplate fell to the ground. Nyssa dipped her head in acknowledgment of his defeat and made to turn away from him.

      Jara dropped his shield and ran for her.

      Surprised, Nyssa put her shield up and blocked his rush, digging her two feet into the ground to brace against his full weight, but when she pushed him off, he came at her again. He had no weapon in his hand, so his movements were quicker. He blocked her sword swing with his arm, punched her wrist and hand so she yelped and dropped the sword. In her surprise, she was backing away from him, unrealizing the ground she was giving up to him. No longer was she paying attention to her environment; she was completely overwhelmed by his attack.

      Hedir moved back around the paddock to be closer, wanting to stop the fight because he could see she had lost her focus. He looked to Dorn for any sign, but the big knight just watched, his eyes never leaving the action in front of him. Patrick put a hand on his shoulder to reassure him, but Hedir still fretted nervously.

      Jara let out a terrifying yell then and Nyssa visibly flinched. She was moving backward slowly and he was advancing, taking big steps and swinging at her, beating on her arms, trying to land swings to her head, trying to push her. Hedir recognized he was toying with her. For three months, he’d watched Nyssa relearn and eventually remaster every play they practised with her. He learned she watched her opponent’s techniques; she played scenarios in her mind simultaneously while she fought with them. This was not normal for her. Something was making her afraid.

      In a move that was lightning fast for most and should have been nonetheless noticed by Nyssa, Jara moved forward and swept out her legs from beneath her with one of his own. Nyssa landed with an audible ‘oof,’ but Jara was on top of her. Without stopping, he took a small blade from his boot and swiftly cut the strap of her helmet. He flung it backward, exposing her face. She bucked beneath him, trying to dislodge him, but he was too heavy. Her hands were trying to grasp his arms or any part of his armour, but she could not find purchase.

      “What are you going to do?!” he yelled at her, inches from her face. Hedir tensed and gripped the fence board. He stood his ground, but not without effort. Patrick, he noticed, had tensed also.

      “Huh?! What are you going to do?! You! A woman!!” Jara yelled just as loud, spittle flying in her face.

      Nyssa was still trying to kick her way out, but Jara moved down and put his fist around her throat. Nyssa’s two hands flew up to his wrist. Hedir could see the terror in her eyes from his not short distance away.

      “What are you going to do now, Nyssa? Yield? Give in?” repeated Jara angrily, but this time he was nearly nose to nose with her. His free hand now had the tip of the dagger under her chin. She was coughing and kicking.

      Jara moved the blade down and cut the straps of her breastplate. When they released and loosened, Nyssa stopped kicking. Hedir thought she had passed out. Even Dorn took a hesitating step forward. Hedir was about to vault over the fence and run toward her when he saw Jara move his dagger under the now untied armour but where he could lift up the material underneath and feel skin. He slowly dragged the dagger up under clothing from stomach to rib. Patrick put a hand on Hedir’s arm to stop him.

      “I’ve got you now, pretty bird,” Jara said low and was about to either drop his dagger or stab her with it.

      With incredible strength and speed Hedir didn’t think anyone possessed, Nyssa bent her knees and pushed upward. The result was Jara became temporarily unseated and, in his surprise, loosened his grip on her throat. When he was still airborne, she moved her shoulder back, and was able to pull forward an incredible swing. When the two of them landed, much in the same position as they had been before, Nyssa’s fist and all the strength with being momentarily freed met Jara’s helmeted head right at the temple. The clatter inside must have been deafening, but the damage could not have been all that much. Still, it appeared to have served its purpose.

      Jara was surprised and stunned, and Nyssa capitalized on her now looser restraints. She took aim again and a third time in very quick succession so that Jara was forced to defend himself. When his hand was off her throat, she sat up and was punching and kicking him faster than his armoured body could react from a sitting position so she could free her legs from under him. To her benefit, her own breastplate fell half away, so she ripped it off, which gave her a significant advantage over him for range of movement.

      Nyssa had Jara on his knees. When she roundhouse kicked him directly in the centre of his chest, it sent him flying backward and he landed flat on his back. But to Hedir and Dorn’s surprise, she didn’t end the confrontation there.

      Nyssa was breathing heavily; her eyes were wild and she seemed somewhat not in control of herself. Patrick waved to Dorn, who glanced at him but nodded only after he looked back at his competitors. Nyssa wiped the spit and blood from her mouth with the back of her hand. She saw Jara’s blade on the ground and moved to pick it up. She was staring at it. Jara was groaning from his landing and moved to roll over, but Nyssa’s head whipped up and she vaulted to land on top of him.

      “You will not take me!” she seethed at him. She cut his helmet strap and knocked it back. She punched him hard in the face and brought the dagger to his throat. “You will never take me!” she screamed at him, raising the blade over her head.

      “DORN!” Patrick yelled, half climbing the fence rail himself.

      Dorn was already there. He hit her from the side and they rolled together to a stop. Before Nyssa could stand, he had her held by the arms, pinning them behind. He stood with both of them, and tried to walk her away, break her line of sight.

      “My Queen,” he said firmly to her when she struggled, “the match is won now. Enough.” But Nyssa continued to fight. Hedir was coming up to her now. She kicked and started to scream as Dorn held her and Hedir hesitated.

      “You will never take me!!” she screamed at Jara again, but now Hedir saw the rage in her eyes, no longer the fear. Tears streaked her face, making dirty tracks where they ran down her cheeks. Patrick was now striding across the field toward her, his face a mask of anger.

      Jara was sitting up slowly; blood from a gash in his cheek was making a mess of his face. Somehow Nyssa got away from Dorn and though Hedir reached to catch her, she ran free. Seconds later, they could only witness as she brought her knee up against Jara’s face. A sickening ‘crunch’ echoed across the ring when her poleyn hit the bone. Jara fell back unconscious.

      Nyssa stood still at the foot of her enemy. Her shoulders shook with her anger and grief. She made no indication she was aware of herself or her surroundings, even after Chen and Dorn rushed past her to check on Jara, bloodied and beaten on the ground. Patrick was frozen a few feet away from her, looking from Jara to his sister, not sure what to do.

      Nyssa stood still and she smelled the putrid breath of the black-robed man. It made her stomach heave and she gagged a few times. Slowly she bent, and then knelt on the ground, feeling the adrenaline in her body leave her. She held out her hands and braced herself on all fours in the dirt. She was winded and could still feel the cold hand that had squeezed her throat. She felt the blade against her skin. Sounds were muffled. People were talking, but she could not make them out. Her ears were blocked by the sound of the roaring blood in her ears.

      The panic that had snapped her conscious mind like a twig began to recede, and the world in front of her began to take focus. She was leaning on her two fists in the dirt and her eyes now saw the brown, dusty surface. Sweat and blood slowly dropped from her face, making droplets that bulged up and cocooned themselves in dust rather than sink in. They jiggled when she exhaled on them. Now she couldn’t hear anything but a piercing ringing in her ears. She felt the air in her lungs again, but she had no other thought than that must be a good thing. She noticed the ground was getting closer and saw the detail in the grains of dirt. She did not recall hitting it before she passed out.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa stood at the window in the hall. Its magnificent cut glass fractured the light, sending beams and colours dancing on the walls and the floor. She wasn’t focused on any of it; instead, she felt like she wasn’t anywhere at all. She rubbed her hand and felt the hard cast. She blinked and remembered what she was doing there.

      “Your Majesty,” came a voice down the hall. She turned to see a robed woman walking toward her. “The healer says you can see him now,” she said briskly. There was little sympathy in her face or her tone. Nyssa ignored her.

      When she entered the dimly lit room, another nurse was packing up her things at the foot of the bed. Behind the insect netting, Naya and Patrick came around, and Nyssa visibly relaxed.

      “Majesty,” Naya said softly and held out her hand to her. Nyssa gave her two hands, forgetting one was currently wearing an enormous hard bandage. Naya eyed the bandage, and turned the hand over a few times. “I will come to you tomorrow. We can do something a bit more discreet with this,” she said critically.

      Nyssa wasn’t really paying attention. Her eyes were seeking out Jara’s face. She both wanted to see him and didn’t. She felt Patrick’s hand touch her shoulder.

      “He is badly wounded, Your Majesty,” she began. “He has a concussion, a broken nose, fractured wrist, and a badly broken rib. The concussion is what’s worrying us right now. The nose break caused significant trauma to his brain if it weren’t shaken up already. There is just no way of telling how much swelling there is. We have to watch and wait,” she said practically.  Nyssa eyed her sideways, not trusting herself to look at her dead-on.

      “I nearly killed him,” she whispered. A catch in her throat betrayed her hold on any composure.

      “Yes, Majesty,” Naya replied, but she spoke softly. “But I believe that is what you were training to do.”

      “A master knows her opponent and full control is part of the exercise. An Elite never kills without reason,” Nyssa snapped through clenched teeth. Hot tears spilled over her cheeks.

      “Did you know?” Patrick asked her. Nyssa didn’t reply.

      “Did you know it was Jara or did you see the black-robed man?” Naya clarified. Nyssa spun to see her. Naya was studying her face. After a minute, she sobbed but nodded. The black-robed man, a confirmed servant of the Emperor Dascus, had played a terrifying and reoccurring role even in her dreams when they’d been haunting her. He was alive in her mind, her nightmares. He was ugly and raw and forever one of her mind’s chosen villains.

      “It was him you saw, then,” she said finally, with a brief glance toward Patrick. “You saw the black-robed man.” Naya sighed and shook her head. “It was a risk. Dorn knew this, but a risk I warned them to be cautious with.”

      Nyssa stared at her. She had no words. She was shocked and scared and had no reaction to hearing the truth. Naya turned her away from Jara’s bed, and led her to the back of the room. She sat Nyssa down in a chair opposite the one she took for herself. Patrick stood at the window beside them.

      “Dorn came to me with questions,” she began. “He said your training was progressing well but that you were holding back. You were afraid of something. Dorn didn’t know the details of your attack, so I told him, parts of it anyway. He and Jara decided to make you face your fear, Nyssa, to draw it out of you to show you how you could overcome it. They felt it would make you stronger, give you back what you were missing.”

      Nyssa sat quietly for a moment. She’d heard what Naya said, but there wasn’t anything else she wanted to add. She looked over at the bed, seeing only blankets and bandages. Her oldest friend, her personal protector. A man who was pledged to bleed for her, to die in service to his queen and his country but wouldn’t, in the end, ever do it because he was obliged, which is what the world thought. He would do it because he believed in her. And loved her.

      “Why did I blackout?” Nyssa asked, not taking her eyes off the bed.

      “The mind is a complicated organ, Your Majesty,” she replied simply, and she ran both hands down her lap to straighten the folds in her skirt. “There is much we don’t understand. My theory to them was that while you experienced a significantly traumatic event, bringing it back to you amid the violence and heightened adrenaline similar to that of the actual assault, you might lapse. Lapse beyond just the memory of it, which I believe is just what happened, is it not?” she asked.

      Nyssa looked down at her hands. She remembered only fragments of what happened with Jara. One minute they were sparring as usual; the next she was pushing him back with her shield. She remembered him knocking her down and landing on top of her. Then it went blank.

      “Yes,” she said quietly. “I don’t remember it all. I remember Jara jumping on top of me. That’s it.”

      “Do you remember breaking your hand?” Naya asked, moving her chin to indicate the large bandage in her lap. Nyssa looked down at it and Patrick turned from the window to watch her.

      “No,” she replied.

      “I am told you broke it on Jara’s helmet when you made your escape from beneath him,” Naya said. Nyssa looked up at her, narrowing her eyes at the telling.

      “You defeated him rather spectacularly, Nyssa,” Patrick continued then, his tone factual, not scornful. “Dorn knew not to fear for your life from Jara, so he let it play out, trusting Jara to control the outcome, but in mimicking your foe so well, or perhaps playing on one of your darkest fears, they brought out a primal reaction. I think also, perhaps they unleashed the reaction that you always had within you. You pushed yourself farther than you ever have before to defend yourself, and for that you should not be ashamed.”

      Nyssa nodded but didn’t meet his eye. She stood and walked back to the bed. She didn’t want to hear anything about how well she’d done. If anyone was to say it to her, she wanted it from Jara himself.

      She moved to the head of the pile of blankets and sheets and sighed when she saw him. His face was purple and badly swollen. A gash was stitched up on his cheek, and both eyes were swollen shut. He was breathing through his mouth, his nose plugged with bandages and tied across the bridge. She reached over and gently pushed some hair off his forehead.

      Nyssa felt so utterly helpless for everything she had done. She had been elated by her progress, feeling the strength returning to her body, the speed and the agility; it felt like she was herself again, and she’d felt ready. Ready for any and all challenges. Now, she felt more unprepared than ever. Was what happened a raw nerve so exposed that she should fear its control? Should she fear this side of herself? They trained her to be a living weapon. Everything that happened was due to her superior achievements, but what good are they if she cannot contain them enough around friend or foe?

      Leaning forward, she kissed Jara’s forehead and then gently kissed his mouth.

      “Be well, my friend,” she whispered to him and sobbed quietly. “For everything that is holy, be well. I need you now, Jara. I will always need you!”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa wasn’t sure where to go with things now. It was only yesterday, but it had been a whirlwind ever since. It had taken a while for her to awaken after the match, and when she did wake up, she was agitated and afraid. Her hand hurt like fire and Hedir was begging her to calm down. She’d felt ill suddenly and rolled over to the side of the bed to retch on the floor. When she felt the room stop spinning, Naya was there and Patrick was behind her. She’d given her something to drink and she’d fallen asleep once more.

      When she awoke again, she was in her apartment, in her own bed. She was stripped naked, her hand was bandaged and Hedir was sitting beside her, a look of confused anxiety on his beautiful face.

      He’d explained to her what had happened. Slowly, he’d covered every detail. When he said Jara might not live, part of her world had stopped spinning. Terrified, she’d tried to get dressed and go to him, but Naya’s tonic was strong. She was to rest, and besides, he was with healers. She would see him soon.

      Now that she had seen him, Nyssa didn’t know what else to do. She couldn’t hold a weapon in her hand, and the thought of the dirt of the sparring ring made her stomach heave.

      “Your Majesty,” she heard someone say to her formally from behind. She turned to see Keerie’s page standing straight as an arrow, waiting for her to acknowledge him. She nodded to him. “My queen bids you to follow me so I may take you to her. She says, 'It is time,'” he said and bowed low.

      “Nyssa.” Patrick stopped her from following the page directly. He waved that the young man should give them a moment and he bowed and left them to discreetly stand at the other end of the hall.

      Patrick took her elbow and guided her gently down the warmly lit hall. They walked slowly and he said nothing until they were at the opposite end. When he turned to her, he sighed and put his hands on her upper arms.

      “Nyssa,” he began, but it was gentle. “What I saw was a spectacular skill. I have never seen anyone move so swiftly, so deftly and with such strength.” Nyssa wanted to interrupt him, but he hurried on.

      “You have nothing to be ashamed of, and I wanted to offer my apology,” he continued. “Nyssa, what happened was not your fault. It was mine. We miscalculated in that Jara is an ordinary man, but what you did in that ring was for that black-robed man, and you’d have defeated him yesterday had he been real. You need to understand that, Nyssa.”

      “OK,” she replied. She didn’t feel all that reassured, but held it back from him.

      “You’ve been here a long time,” he said then. When she looked at him, his expression was thoughtful, but there was something in his tone.

      “Yes,” she agreed. Nearly a year, she’d been in the Great Wood to protect herself and her family.

      “The Bough are not such a physical race,” he continued gently. She considered what he said but waited. “In Orak’Thune, they will honour this achievement, regardless of if it was against a normal man. Their warrior queen has recovered herself and is once again strong and ready. They will heed your call and prepare themselves. They are waiting,” he said proudly.

      “I nearly killed Jara, Patrick,” she reminded him bluntly.

      “You defeated a foe. I underestimated that foe. It is my burden to bear, not yours,” he replied firmly. She frowned at him, but she felt she understood what he was trying to say. “Do not feel weakened by these events, sister. You are strong and have accomplished so much. I am so very proud of you,” he said and pulled her in to embrace her. She went with this, needing it more than she expected. He held her for a little while, and she relaxed even. Finally.

      “I am going back tomorrow,” he said quietly, his chin resting on her head. She pulled back to look at him. “I have to. You know that. I’ve been here way too long, and we aren’t supposed to do that, remember?” he added with a smile.

      “Triana needs me at home and so does our capital. I will expect you to update me with progress of your necromancer training,” he said and she rolled her eyes.

      “We should speak nothing about it to anyone outside our inner circle,” he warned her then. “Dorn will replace Jara in his duties, until he is well again, and Chen will back him, but I’ll call Cord here, and meet up with Brack at home. He will make the preparations on your behalf. He alone will know what you’re up to here, but as for the rest of Orak, no one else needs to know. I think the best course is to surprise Dascus as much as possible. The Bough of course, don’t count, but I don’t imagine Keerie and Baro have told many people anyway.”

      “I agree,” she replied simply.

      “When you get home though, after all this is done, we’ll write songs and weave tales for the ages about it, but not just yet,” he chided her. She couldn’t help but laugh. He pulled her into another hug.

      “And that whole trick with having two babies, well, Triana is going to just ply me with questions about that. Don’t be surprised if she calls you a cheater or a spoilsport.” And now Nyssa did laugh, making her brother smile warmly.

      Patrick took her back in an embrace, but held her. She realized this was his goodbye.

      “Be well, sister,” he said quietly, and was swinging her gently back and forth. “Be well and know that I love you. I am here for you, and I always will be.”

      When Nyssa looked back from following the page, Patrick was waving after her. When she went around a bend in the hall and he was no more, her heart immediately lost a piece of itself. She imagined taking it out and putting it in her pocket until the next time they could be together.
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      They walked for some time into the woods. It was growing thick and overgrown with bushes and debris, when quite suddenly, they came upon a clearing, beautiful and maintained. There was a large gazebo to the side and a stone patio in the centre. Benches encircled half the patio, and the overgrown vines, kept at bay by some invisible border, flowered everywhere, bringing a sweet scent on the breeze. Keerie sat on the bench directly in the middle. She rose when they approached and came over to greet her. Her page said nothing, just bowed and disappeared.

      “How fairs it with your honourable guardsman this morning?” Keerie said, taking Nyssa’s hands and moving to embrace her gently. Nyssa returned the embrace but shrugged in answer to her question.

      “He is gravely wounded,” she replied, not able to hide the shame. “Naya is not sure of the outcome at this time.”

      “He has done you an immense service, Nyssa,” she said to her seriously. “Any friend who walks with you to face your fears, regardless of the cost, is a true friend. He will pull through. Naya will see to it,” Keerie said confidently. Nyssa nodded, even if she did not feel Keerie’s optimism at the moment.

      Keerie pulled Nyssa to walk with her and led her to one of the benches. When they sat, she sighed and raised her face to the warmth of the sun.

      “Naya tells me she has found a suitable mother to help with feeding the twins,” she said, and Nyssa was jarred by the change of subject. She nodded, but in reflection, wasn’t sure why she would need this woman’s help. She was always close enough that she could take a break from whatever she was doing to go back to them.

      “Nyssa, I asked you here to show you where your training will take place,” Keerie said and spread a hand wide to show the whole area.

      “It’s lovely,” Nyssa replied.

      “Yes, and it is important that you remember it that way,” she replied. Nyssa looked at her questioningly.

      “Here is where I will teach you to cross into the Undead Realm, Nyssa,” she said brightly, but Nyssa noticed her eyes flickered with a hidden light. “Here you will meet the dead face to face, and they will talk to you, cajole you, beg from you. Some may even taunt you, try to trick you and some others may even try to hurt you. Here,” she said and stood to walk to the centre of the patio, “is where you will harness a power greater than any other known to the natural world. Here,” and she rotated slowly in one spot, her face upturned to the sun and her arms spread out wide, “I will teach you to face your real fears, and if you are successful, one day, no power on earth will be able to harm you.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “What do you feel, Nyssa?!” Keerie was yelling at her, but Nyssa’s eyes were closed against the wind. For what seemed like forever, Nyssa was standing in the middle of a vortex, the wind howling in her ears, ripping at her clothing.

      “Wind!” she yelled back.

      “Open your eyes!” Keerie replied. Nyssa didn’t want to. The wind was whipping everything around her, but she clenched her teeth and did it. When she opened them, nothing was there. No wind, no swirling vortex. The darkness that was present on the plain was there, but nothing else. Keerie stood serenely beside her. Her face like stone, her expression flat and unreadable in her concentration.

      “That was the gate,” Keerie said woodenly. Nyssa had passed through the portal several times now, always accompanied by Keerie, but this was the first time they had felt the wind. This was the first time they had passed through not holding hands.

      Nyssa turned to look from Keerie to straight in front of her. As Keerie had been training her to do, she began concentrating on ‘seeing’ what was out there. It required a certain amount of inner calm, so she had to shut down the adrenaline that was coursing through her that the portal had caused.

      After several deep breaths, slowly they started to emerge. Figures cloaked or semi-transparent, whisps that flew away into the underbrush so fast she couldn’t focus on them. But they were there. The figures were slow-moving — sometimes they spoke, sometimes they wailed, but most said nothing at all.

      The whisps sometimes would fly close to her and giggle. Others would whisper eerie nothings like broken sentences, or teasing lyrics, nothing that she could understand. She had to filter them out when they were like that: organize them into those that she felt she could address, those that she felt would be the most responsive.

      The ones that wanted her attention in return tended to become more solidified after a few moments. They slowed and waited or changed course from their aimless directions and came toward her. Most of them were harmless, confused. They needed guidance and asked for information, but they were not threatening. In fact, Nyssa had come to understand the Undead Realm was a place of interminable peace. Unnerving for a living being, but to a dead that knew no relation to time, it was just there. It was random but not chaotic.

      Nyssa had also learned that it was without doubt her gift, as the beings paid no attention to Keerie whatsoever, and flocked to only her every time she appeared. Keerie had explained that they simply didn’t recognize her the same, and in addition, when Nyssa pointed out the unique smell of burnt sugar again, Keerie confirmed she did not appear to share that aspect of the skill. While the dead wandering around could see the Bough queen, they appeared to think she was simply one of them.

      But Nyssa could not hide her wonderment at the blazing light that encircled Keerie in the realm: her aura. It was brilliant yellow and rose coloured, and gave off a comforting warmth Nyssa appreciated in the cold realm. As for her own, Keerie could only smile wide and proudly, her eyes roving around Nyssa’s form in clear admiration.

      Aside from the blazing light they emitted, the world looked exactly the same in both plains. A tree in front of her in the land of the living stood likewise in the land of the dead. Time, however, had confusing effects in the underworld. An hour in the Undead Forest had meant several to her before, and in her training, she’d discovered it in a controlled way, so Keerie kept their visits to a maximum of twenty-minutes, which in her world was just around one to two hours. It was more than enough anyway. Nyssa found walking the underworld was so physically and emotionally exhausting, she could do it only once a day.

      Keerie explained that Nyssa had to create the reality she required for being there herself. Gravity, light, space, all of it was based on her already accepted notion of the land of the living. She took that with her into the land of the dead. Her mind controlled the illusion, and her body simply followed her mind, but the physical truth was that gravity wasn’t required there, nor time or space. Nyssa, therefore, worked for twenty minutes every day to keep her body moving normally on the ground in zero gravity, and her mind focused on believing it was there. Likewise with the space. Her mind kept things in distance and peripheral perspective. But in reality, it bent, turned upside down and twisted where there was no natural attribute to apply control.

      When Nyssa asked why these things weren’t relevant when Dascus had walked her through for over an hour, Keerie explained it was due to his ability to control the environment, including shadowing the truth from her mind, which was a testament to his incredible skill. Because she now understood that, it was a critical revelation to her on just how important it was that she learn this gift for herself. Whenever she did face him again, she wanted it to be on equal footings. If she could best him, all the better.

      Over the course of her daily training with Keerie, her hand healed, and she returned to physical training as well. Hedir watched her with concern, but she never missed a feeding, so he said little. Every day before meeting Keerie, she visited Jara, who was improving, but would need bed rest for nearly a month. Nyssa was dutiful in her visits with her friend, but her guilt did not wane, despite his blatant refusal she take any responsibility for what had happened on herself. She’d scolded him for being so careless, but he’d known what she was capable of and careless was not his mistake. Ever Jara, he was proud of her.

      After one gruelling session, Keerie sat serenely on the bench beside Nyssa while she huffed and puffed with exertion, trying to regain her breath. She’d been talking with some spirits, trying to help them in their confusion. This time they had been more desperate, more agitated and jumbled and were falling over themselves to vie for her attention. At one point, she had felt overwhelmed and cried out to Keerie for help. The Bough queen had grasped her by the hand and pulled her back out of the realm. She had said nothing since their return.

      The concentration it took to maintain her environment and carry a conversation was numbing. Her physical self felt like it had just run a marathon, even though she was freezing in her own skin.

      “I think you should visit Riverbrook,” Keerie said finally. Nyssa looked at her inquiringly but didn’t reply. “I made the arrangements that the ward of the village, a Bough named Nool, will welcome you and provide you lodgings and every courtesy while you are there.”

      Nyssa lifted her body, leaning on one elbow to see her. Her hand was still bandaged, and she tucked a loose thread before looking back at her.

      “Why?” Nyssa asked.

      “The Undead Forest is strong there. It is the centre of its power,” Keerie explained. “Darnoon lived there for a reason, but also the Pass is there. All Sheppards have called it home. It is a place described as ‘the Gateway of the Dead.’ They are trained with the guide and the mother, two Bough exclusively gifted to recognize the Sheppard gifts and aid them in their development until they are masters themselves. I think there is much you can learn by continuing your training there, at least for a little while.”

      “How long?” Nyssa asked, still trying to control her breathing, but Keerie just shrugged.

      “That’s up to you really, but I think a few months or so should be enough,” she replied. “Take the children with you, of course. You will not need to leave the safety of the Great Wood to travel there, and Riverbrook is no stranger to twins; in fact, you will likely be highly celebrated upon your arrival,” she added with a smile.

      “I don’t think that’s a good thing, Keerie,” Nyssa replied. Her hand was throbbing a bit, so she rubbed it. Keerie took it in her own and massaged it properly; Nyssa closed her eyes in relief.

      “Why?” Keerie asked. Nyssa frowned.

      “Won’t they be expecting me to stay, take up the mantle of Sheppard to the Dead?” Nyssa offered. Keerie considered it for a minute while she worked on Nyssa’s hand.

      “They will understand,” Keerie said. “Nool has been advised of who you truly are. He will not make the mistake that the reigning Queen of Orak’Thune is moving to Riverbrook to change careers. But,” she said and laid Nyssa’s hand down on her lap, “they may have hope that one of your children might return one day, so don’t be surprised if they speak as if it is foretold. For them, it sort of is.”

      Nyssa was studying Keerie and listening to this. She still wasn’t sure it was a good idea, and the mere idea that one of her children might have to go through this made her irrationally uncomfortable.

      “Why again do you think I should do this?” she asked skeptically. Keerie sighed, but not impatiently.

      “Because I see you are doing well here. But you are also comfortable here, and so long as I am beside you, you will not explore each new step on your own. I know you will not be harmed there, else I would not send you alone, but I think also the strength of the place is quite unique. Nool will provide you lodgings and all the comforts you require, and you will be free to train in peace with people who know more about it than anyone. No one will expect you to be ‘shepherding,’” she added and patted her knee. “But I trust that you will return with an experience I could not have given you otherwise, and that may prove most valuable of all.”

      “You think I am ready?” Nyssa asked, surprised.

      “You have the basic skills to manoeuvre yourself, and you have learned the physics required to settle your mind. Your body is accustoming itself, and I have introduced you to the theory of what you have yet to face. Riverbrook should be more populated in the underworld there, but no more dangerous. In fact, I think the spirits will be less confused. Likely, just lonely,” she said. “I want you to keep trying to find your father.” She continued, “If he’s out there, he’s still out there, and he could be a great ally for you in the coming confrontation.”

      “You think he’s in Riverbrook,” Nyssa said surprised.

      “I think he’s wherever you are. You just haven’t connected yet,” she said. “But Riverbrook has forever been a welcoming place for the dead. Perhaps with the energy being stronger there, he will find you easier,” she said.

      “I still don’t know what you expect him to do for me. He can’t travel back to the land of the living to help,” Nyssa replied and stood up to stretch her back and walk a bit.

      “Dascus is at the front of a large group of undead ancestors, Coltair’s ancestors,” Keerie reminded her. “If anyone can raise an army equal to his power to meet them, perhaps it is your father,” she said. Nyssa stopped and stared at her.

      “What concern is it of the living if the dead want to fight a war?” Nyssa asked incredulously. “If the dead can only manipulate necromancers, then it is only Dascus and I that are in any danger, isn’t it?”

      Keerie sat absolutely still for a very long while. Nyssa was growing nervous.

      “The dead do not know time. It passes without affecting them at all,” she said carefully. “if you do not deal with Coltair, who then will be left to face him, and would you risk him or her to win?”

      Nyssa was frozen, still cold from the Undead Forest, but now frozen in shock. No one knew if Skye or Forrest could be the next necromancer. Maybe one of her children or that of her brother’s, or their children after that. The truth was undeniably there and they were now always at risk—not only from the dead, but a living (or undead) necromancer, like her uncle.

      Nyssa, now in her time, her present, knew the dangers any of her descendants in particular could face. If she turned her back on it, refused or failed to deal with it, Skye or Forrest might just be next. Nyssa knew her gifts and her parentage were unique in this as well, even though it was yet little understood. It was as if she were born to finish it. She did see it as she was the one who had the best chance, and she wasn’t going to leave it to her daughter or any other future descendant instead. It occurred to her that maybe this Nool might have more answers on her family heritage about just that.

      Keerie seemed to be regarding Nyssa with particular interest. Nyssa was still frozen and staring off into space as she was considering it all.

      “I also want you to prepare for a breech,” she said then. Nyssa stared at her, remembering her theory from previous conversations. Keerie held up a hand and looked away for a minute, but continued. “It’s never happened, but if Coltair is manipulating Dascus’s physical dead body, animating it—he’s nearly there. If anyone had enough power to open a portal for the dead to walk through, I’m afraid to admit it, but it’s him. Look especially for anyone who can speak the dead language,” she added in warning.

      “I’ll go,” she said to Keerie abruptly. The Bough queen gave one of her best beatific smiles. Little did it do to unthaw Nyssa’s terrified heart.
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      Hedir took over all the arrangements, making contacts and hiring staff that would escort them to Riverbrook. Magdara was delighted to accept the invitation that she accompany the small family, much to Nyssa’s relief, and Hedir provided for her two assistants and a cook that she herself was to manage. The young woman was beaming with pride in their confidence.

      Jara was forbidden to travel with them. His concussion was severe and he was ordered to stay back and recover. When fit, he was to be assigned as her representative to Brack, in Bough Capital. Sir Dorn and Sir Chen would be her escorts, but Jara would organize all they would need to stay in touch while she was away. Nyssa had had to agree with Healer Naya’s assessment of him, when in a particularly animated argument, he’d stumbled once. Nyssa had thrown herself under to catch him. She’d looked at him terrified, but after seating him down and the worst of it subsiding, he was angry—blind with hopelessness and rage.

      She’d endured it, every horrible thing he’d had to say, mostly about himself because that was annoyingly Jara, but she’d let him rant until he’d tired himself out. She’d sat with him the evening and well into the night. He’d wake and doze, complain about the fatigue and then doze again.

      In the morning, she’d begged him to willingly accept her orders, not force it. He’d remained rather distraught about the whole thing, arguing the excursion would only help his recovery and seeing as Riverbrook was a peaceful area, he should be fine to continue his convalescence, but that was not the point and he knew it. She could only promise he’d return to her as soon as he was able.

      Naya had had two carriers made up for the babies, one for each of their parents. They would wear them around their shoulders, close in the front, which made riding considerably more manageable. Nyssa outright refused a carriage on the forest road as she deemed it too slow and cumbersome, not to mention inflexible. They could load whatever they needed on pack horses, travel light and quickly and have the manoeuverability they required for any occasion. It wasn’t an army on the move, but Nyssa was used to moving in a certain fashion.

      Their route ahead was long and Baro had given them an excellent guide who gave good instructions for preparing for the mountain trails and the weather. Extra clothing and climbing gear such as ropes and small axes were included, just in case. No one was planning a climb, but some of the passes were mere trails, and should the worst happen, ropes and pulleys and sharp pointed objects would be of great support. Baro also made sure they had many wool-lined garments, things that would layer and things that would stay warm even if wet. Nyssa had wintered in Orak’Thune, but it was usually mild. Some snow in the darkest months, but never more than a foot and it usually melted repeatedly. Now Baro explained several feet, sometimes into the twenties of feet of snow they could face, and such a sight she was excited to see.

      By the time they were on their way, ten people and fifteen horses were lined up two-by-two and threading their way through the sun sprinkled road of the Great Wood. The day was warm and fresh and Nyssa found she wasn’t feeling the gloom of the goal of their excursion so heavily. Even Roan was showing his excitement, practically dancing sideways where he clopped in the hard dirt on the road. For the last few days leading up to this one, she had been withdrawn and distracted somewhat, trying to think about her training and to come up with some idea of an approach for her challenges ahead. It bothered her that what she had experienced in Bough Capital would be different in Riverbrook but resigned herself that she would just have to wait and see. If Keerie believed in her ability, perhaps she should trust in that.

      The Great Wood felt mystical. Nyssa looked forward to each day that they rose and mounted like a birthday, a new adventure. She felt strong and looked to each new day with growing enthusiasm. She and Hedir had taken up most of the hunting duties, leaving the babies in Magdara’s capable charge for brief respites so they could head into the forest on foot in search of their group’s evening meals. They were never disappointed and would return with pheasant, rabbit, even turkey. They kept the pace leisurely and before long, every last one of the group, Dorn and Chen included, was enjoying themselves.

      Nyssa noticed the smiles and laughter around their cook fire on the sixth night and noted perhaps this was the best scenario they ever could have hoped for. She felt the group was well chosen for compatibility and resources and everyone seemed happy to get along.

      She missed Jara; her back felt colder always without him, but then she would see his bandages and him stumble when she caught him and she pushed the image of him aside. He’d not have wanted help out here either. He simply needed to take this time for himself to heal.

      She snuggled down with Hedir and their children between them at night, their tent keeping out the worst of the insects and letting in the best of the outdoor air. She slept soundly and without dreams.

      After twelve days, the topography began to change more rapidly. The deciduous trees thinned out and more evergreens were filled in. The air was cooler, particularly at night as the sun was blocked by the trees and the rising peaks for half the day. They were more chilled by the time it set in the evenings. Nyssa and Hedir had begun to don the layered clothing and the others with them. Their mood was still light, however, and as usual, Hedir and Nyssa thoroughly looked forward to their hunts.

      Nyssa had spotted a grey rabbit, its white tail barely visible behind the similar coloured boulder from where it was nibbling grass at its base. Without a word, she signalled to Hedir that he should stop moving and keep quiet. He was in mid-step, but saw her, so he slowly lowered his leg and stood completely still, his eyes searching out what she saw. When he saw it, he nodded. Nyssa had her bow out and readied the arrow. She was about to lose it, but the wind shifted, and she saw the rabbit stand up to sniff the air. She let it fly anyway, but the rabbit was swifter. It had smelled her on the wind change and did not hesitate to get away.

      Hedir shrugged and swung his head to Nyssa that they should move westward. They moved slowly and silently, stepping over fallen logs and boulders, eyeing the underbrush for movement and listening for sounds. Nyssa saw small animals, mice and chipmunks, but wasn’t interested in that sort of challenge. She was amused when she caught herself calculating how many of them it would take to feed her moving entourage. But no, only something larger, more substantial would do. Now that it was getting colder, people would need more calories.

      She had heard it long before they came to it, but the sight of the small running brook was a welcome one. They’d been out for a good couple of hours and had yet to capture one meal. Nyssa was looking to fill her canteen and she saw Hedir removing his bow and quiver to set them down and unstopping his own with the same idea. Before she could fill hers, he stepped in front of her.

      “You have to taste this water, Nyssa. There is no sweeter in the world,” he said smiling and scooped a handful of it for himself. She watched with amusement. He gulped it all in one sip, barely spilling a drop. She followed and was surprised when the water entered her mouth, it was freezing cold and pure, so pure it did taste sweet after all. Her second handful, she closed her eyes and let it sit in her mouth a moment longer than the first, savouring it. When she opened her eyes again, Hedir was watching her with a wide grin.

      She considered the stream while they took their time there. She washed her hands and face, filled her canteen. It was rejuvenating her skin and awakening her senses. She began watching the middle intently, looking for any ripples in the already bubbling and gurgling flow. Hedir clued into what she was looking for.

      “A little ways up, we should find some. We need a little wider and deeper than this,” he said and rose to pick up and replace his things. He jerked his head that she should follow and the two of them set off at a jog along the water’s edge. About a mile later, he stopped and pointed to the wider middle. She followed his finger and noticed a different ripple and a bit of an eddy out in the centre.

      “There, probably salmon,” he said quietly, pointing to where she should look. He turned to look behind, scanning the forest floor. She watched him walk away for a bit, but then went back to watching the swirling centre. When he remerged, he had a long, stout branch, which he handed to her.

      “Sharpen the point,” he said to her while he bent down and started removing his boots. Nyssa pulled a small dagger from her hip and started chopping diagonally on the tip. When she was satisfied, she handed it back. Hedir was just standing up from hiking his pant legs.

      “That water is freezing, Hedir,” she warned him, unsure of his plan. “Should we risk it?”

      “There is little risk, my love,” he said calmly. “I have an idea for when we are finished here,” he said, but his attention was already on the centre of the brook. Nyssa watched him wade out, smirking at what that might be.

      Without much else to do, she moved back a bit and sat on a log to watch him. Hedir stood absolutely still in the centre of the gurgling water, the sun sparkling off the broken surface and warming Nyssa’s face. She was sure Hedir was feeling the cold water, but he showed no signs it bothered him. Suddenly, he stabbed the water, and in a huge explosion of sparkling droplets, lifted back upward in a sharp retraction. On the edge of his makeshift spear was a wriggling and slapping, very long grey/pink, spotted fish. He turned to her with a huge smile and she couldn’t help but laugh and clap.

      In little over an hour, Hedir had caught six of the large fish and Nyssa had busied herself with hooking them and helping him remove them out of the water. When they were done, he hopped out and hurriedly replaced his boots. He shivered once, but that was enough. His heavier cloak seemed to warm him. Nyssa finished tying the rope on their haul of fish and noted their cook would be pleased with a different challenge tonight. Before she was fully turned around, Hedir had her in an embrace.

      “I hear body heat is the most efficient for warming another body,” he said to her, nuzzling her neck and she felt the shivering and cold skin of his mouth. Nyssa was particularly fond of this activity, though it did sometimes have the unnerving effect of leaving her speechless and unable to form coherent thoughts.

      Hedir had laid her cloak on the rough edge of the riverbank, and she fell on it, but his own cloak he wrapped around them. Underneath, their hands were free to move around, undo clothing and other things. All the while, they were still sheltered from the cool air by the wool-lined cloaks. Nyssa was happier than she could remember being at that moment. They hadn’t been intimate since they’d left Bough, not having a lot of time to themselves, but it just wasn’t urgent. Now she was wondering if they had just been suppressing it, because neither of them felt an option to stop, even if they had to.

      “Hedir,” she whispered as he moved her and she with him both physically and emotionally.

      “Mmmm,” he managed, his mouth fully occupied by her neck and under her ear. She wasn’t sure if she should continue, but it was a thought that wouldn’t go away.

      “What if I become pregnant again?” she said, a bit rushed as he had just moved her to the next level and she could feel the climax beginning to build. She regretted it then. She felt him hesitate, and she couldn’t bear it if he stopped completely. She grabbed his backside hard and arched her back, hoping to indicate this concern.

      “It is highly unlikely, Nyssa,” he said and groaned once, her hand still roughly holding him against her.

      But for all her movement and convincing, he did stop and looked directly at her. Concern was there. He was about to say more, but Nyssa’s body revolted. She closed her eyes as the climax mounted without her control and Hedir returned to respond to her body’s wishes. Feeling the euphoria of being alone, she let out her cry of ecstasy this time. Her back was arched and Hedir on one knee above her, one hand beneath her back holding her up and close. They came together and, in the end, were lying with him on top of her, panting and breathing until they were calm enough to kiss and nuzzle once more.

      “Does that bother you?” Hedir asked her quietly after a while. He was resting half on her, half off, still inside but soft, just as she liked him to be afterward. She felt dreamy and lethargic and wasn’t sure she wanted to talk, but it was her question, and it did still niggle at her.

      “No,” she replied and stroked his hair. “I was more concerned about it because we enjoy each other so much,” she said simply. He chuckled where his face rested between her breasts. They were leaking slightly, a maddening side effect from breastfeeding, but Hedir never seemed to mind.

      He sat up on one elbow then to look at her. He watched her, moved a strand of hair from her eye, and dragged a slow finger down her cheek.

      “Nothing would make me happier,” he said finally, “but no. The odds are against us now, I am afraid. You remember Bough do not sire many children, well; I think siring twins is as lucky as any Bough can get. I fear Mother Nature has given us all her fine gifts in our children that there was to be had.”

      Nyssa was watching him. A soft smile on her lips at first, but she saw sadness in his eyes when he finished talking and it reminded her of their subtle differences, but she had no regrets. She’d asked out of concern. Out of the things that lay before them, she did not wish to meet her next challenge, promising to be more dangerous than the last, in the same condition as she recently had: unexpectedly pregnant and far from home.

      “They are gifts, indeed,” she said and smiled at him, trying to convey not her concern but her genuine gratitude and similar feelings of good fortune.

      He nodded to her and kissed her tummy gently. To her delight, it was the best sort of kiss and in minutes, he rose to mount her once more.

      “Nyssa,” Hedir said as they were dressing some time afterward. She looked up from lacing her boots. He was struggling with something, so she stopped and waited.

      “If you want more children,” he continued, but he appeared not entirely pleased to do so; he was looking at the shirt in his hand and not at her, “I would step aside. If you wanted more babies, I mean. And if it were just about them, if you wanted Orak babies, I would accept them. You know this, yes?”

      Nyssa didn’t know how to respond at first. She was shocked. The sheer idea had never occurred to her. She was frozen where she sat, just staring at him. When she didn’t respond, he did look at her. It was awkward and she hated it. She started shaking her head.

      “I would never,” she began, but she couldn’t find more words. “Never,” she tried again but went back to her laces, but she wasn’t focused.

      “Do you think I could do that?” she demanded of him finally, dropping her laces in frustration. He didn’t respond; his expression was serious. She stood up and went to him, but stopped just short of touching.

      “Do you?” she asked again. His eyes followed hers, but he did not reply. Clearly, he wanted her to.

      “Well, I could not,” she said hotly. “I simply…”

      “Becoming a mother must have its driving factors,” he said woodenly. “You also haven’t yet met someone who could tempt you.”

      “Tempt me?” she asked, her voice rising a tone.

      “I only want the babies that you can give me,” she said, sudden anger making her face hot. “I am not interested if it is otherwise or not meant to be. I accept that. I was simply concerned that we have so much danger yet to face. I was worried about being unprepared, hindered, or putting you through what I just did,” she railed at him. “But you think I could want you for just that?”

      “Of course not,” he started to say, but she cut him off.

      “You think I don’t value what we have that I could just go and do, do, do what we just did with another man?” she said and the idea of it made her stomach ill. “And then what? Live with being pregnant and birthing someone else’s child with you forced there beside me? With another man?”

      Nyssa remembered how Hedir had helped deliver their twins himself. The sheer notion of him doing that for another man’s children seemed outright ludicrous. Her motherhood and all she’d been through meant so much to her because they were theirs.

      “I know you value us, Nyssa,” he interrupted, grabbing her hand. Instinctively, she tried to jerk it away, but he held tight. “But I am aware of my limitations for being Bough in this unique situation. You have every right to want more children, as a human woman,” but Nyssa was shaking her head and now she shook her hand free of him.

      “I want only what we have and will have. I will never want for what we don’t. Human or Bough,” she said more steadily.

      He was looking at her, almost painfully. He kissed her hard then, catching her a bit off guard. When they broke, he held her close, their foreheads resting together.

      “I love you, Nyssa,” he whispered.

      Nyssa and Hedir didn’t speak the whole time back to their camp, but that wasn’t unusual. This time, however, it felt unusual. Nyssa kept turning over their conversation in her mind, shaking her head often at the thought of using another man as a stud, forcing Hedir to accept her children as their father — it was all preposterous. But then she remembered some families came together beyond biological means. Maybe a father or mother is killed and they remarry; maybe they had children previously and now they have replaced that lost parent. She realized that his offer was more sacrificial than a taunt of her loyalty. Before they rejoined the crowd, she’d understood, and she held him back with a hand on his arm. He turned to look at her, his expression curious.

      “I’m sorry for how I reacted,” she said to him. “It was incredibly selfless of you to offer. I know what it would cost you if I had wanted it, and I want you to know that I know,” she said and tried to smile reassuringly. He listened patiently, but moved his hand down and wove his fingers in hers.

      “Hedir, I am here. Your wife, your lover, your friend, and your partner in all that this life has to offer, and there is no other man that can change that for me, ‘tempt me’, as you called it.” She went on. “You have nothing to fear in that regard. You know that, don’t you?” she asked quietly. She waited, but eventually, he nodded. Not entirely a convincing response. Her fingers tapped her thigh.

      “As you know, I am surrounded by men most of the time,” she tried to explain. “I grew up with the ratio being heavily weighted for men more than women; in fact, I understand less about my own gender than I do about yours,” she tried to laugh. His smile lifted a little.

      “But for me, it’s not that you are beautiful. It’s how you love me,” she said and sighed. “You know me, move with me, you want me and care for me.” She moved closer so she could lean into him. “And I want for no other. I need of no variety,” she went on, now saying it in the crook of his neck, breathing on the skin where she could inhale his warmth. Hedir swallowed hard and closed his eyes. He was aroused and he was fighting it. “Our babies are all the ones that I want. Be that two or seven; they are yours and mine. That is all I want,” she whispered.

      “I believe you, my love,” he whispered heavily in her ear, his hand clenching hers hard. She kissed his neck and started moving to his face, but his hands went up to stop and hold it. He didn’t open his eyes at first. Just stood there, carefully working to smooth out his breathing.

      “But if you don’t stop this, I will take you in front of eight people who we have to live with us every day for however long this journey takes us and I think that it might be awkward if they see how I would make you shout for your pleasure,” he said and eyed her carefully.

      He stepped away from her and leaned back on a tree, out of sight of the camp. He’d handed her the laden line of fish and nudged his chin in the direction of their camp. She stood there watching him with the fish in her hand.

      “I need a minute,” he said. She nodded, arching an eyebrow at him, and walked away with a grin.

      Nyssa exclaimed in delight to see her children and when the cook saw their catch, she nearly jumped up and down. Immediately she buzzed away to her supplies, talking about the recipe they would feast on tonight. It sounded delicious, but she knew Skye wasn’t interested in expertly caught big salmon. She just wanted her mother at this moment. Her mother and her mother’s milk, of course.

      When Hedir rejoined the camp, he only glanced at her, but when they did catch each other’s eyes, he failed to hide his smile.
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      The road narrowed and twisted the more into the mountains they travelled. The wildlife seemed quieter, and the wind, ever-present in the evergreen boughs, swished and hissed constantly above them. The road grew rockier too. The horses were sure footed, and the groomsmen paid careful attention to check their shoes and legs often to stave off any injuries. Roan seemed alert and pensive; his ears twitched often but he kept in steady control. Around one particularly long, blind bend, Nyssa’s view widened and she gasped in surprise.

      The high peaks and vast canyons stretched for miles out before them, appearing like they were from another world. The wind was sharp and whipped their cloaks around them, but the sheer rock face at their back and deep caverns that plunged hundreds of feet below, awed Nyssa and she found it hard to concentrate on steering Roan.

      That night the snow fell and Nyssa felt the cold in their little bed for the first time. The babies were warm, she checked that often, but her back was cold and with two babies between them, Hedir was too far away to warm her himself. When they woke the next morning, a foot of snow lay over everything and the sun shone clear and brightly but did little to warm the air.

      “A gale here is very uncomfortable and can last for several days. There is little place to stop, so it can be a dangerous place,” Trib, the guide, was saying. “But we are making good time; in fact, we’re near the summit now. This is the highest we will climb on this road. It’s downhill again from here. Tonight’s camp will find us back in the shelter of the trees,” he added cheerily. Nyssa nodded but looked uncomfortably at their small fire. She tugged on the wraps that held Forrest against her. They were snug and so was he, his little head slightly back, his mouth slack and a little snore now and then from his mouth. He was warm enough in his woolly clothes and cap; she needn’t be worried for him.

      Nyssa took a moment to look at the vista. Again, she was awed by the wilderness, the harsh stone and washed hues, the angles and jagged edges, so beautiful against the incredible blue sky. High flying raptor birds circled in the updrafts and she heard their screeches as they hunted things hundreds of feet below.

      There was something else about this place, she thought to herself. She sensed it more when they were back on the road than that morning, a growing shadow in her mind. It did not threaten, just a feeling that it was there. The Undead Forest, she thought. It was always around them, but here it was more powerful. It shouldn’t surprise her then that she should feel it, even when not trying to cross into it. Nyssa clenched her two fists tightly where they held the reins and called to the two stones she wore. She envisioned them dormant and begged them now to wake.

      “Be with me,” she thought silently to them. “Don’t leave me alone in this place.”

      Roan exhibited visible relief when they were back among the trees again. His step lightened and his pace quickened. Nyssa wasn’t holding the reins so tightly anymore, for his sake anyway, and she relaxed. Trib found a comfortable enough spot and called the camp to be constructed.

      The group was tired more from the stress of the Pass. The next day, all rose later and slower from their beds. They completed their chores mostly in silence, and the sounds of the forest here, wild and alive, served to soothe their fatigue and nerves.

      They made the final descent from the mountain road by the end of the next day. Emerging from the trees, the road opened to the view of a massive valley where lush, green trees grew in a dense forest right up against the steep mountain walls. Nestled in the centre was a village of not insubstantial size. Houses dotted the middle, lazy smoke trails rising from their chimneys. In the centre, a larger building stood higher than the rest. It had many windows and a massive, peaked roof. No less than eight chimneys smoked from the building, and it appeared to have a large courtyard as well.

      Beyond the village, where the valley continued through the mountains, it narrowed sharply. Two massive peaks, shrouded in mist, rose upward toward the sky. The Pass, Nyssa thought. At its base, deep green of treetops loomed heavy and thick: the Undead Forest.

      They picked their way down a switchback road, wary but enthusiastic about arriving. The horses themselves were brightened by the warmer weather at the valley floor, the richness and return of grasses at the edge of the road a great improvement. Hedir looked over to Nyssa and smiled an encouraging grin. She returned it with genuine keenness. It was one of the most beautiful places she had ever seen.

      It was evening and the sun was low, just about to fall beyond the mountain and disappear. The gates to Riverbrook were high and impressive, richly decorated with symbols and flapping banners Nyssa had never seen before. The two massive, red-coloured doors were open, people were coming and going, but the large group was causing a disturbance so that foot traffic either stopped altogether or made a wide cut through the grass on the shoulder. Trib nudged his horse to the front of the pack and stopped them just short of the entrance. Beyond, Nyssa could just see the beginnings of a sprawling settlement, quaint and deeply cloistered, but clean and colourful.

      An elderly man, his age Nyssa could only begin to guess, moved slowly forward, leaning heavily on a richly carved staff. He wore white robes, lined with raw wool that poked out from the sleeves. He wore sandals, despite the cooler climate. They waited for him and his entourage, an elderly woman, not nearly as ancient but wise by her face, and two younger Bough, one man and one women, followed. The old man stopped at the gates and nodded to them.

      “You are welcome, friends,” he began, his voice much richer and clearer than Nyssa expected. “I am Nool, Ward of this settlement. Would I have the great honour of welcoming the Queen of Orak’Thune on this fine evening?” he asked politely.

      Nyssa smiled to herself. Trib was about to say something, but she cleared her throat and he looked back in deference to her. He moved his horse back so Roan, who had puffed himself up with the sense of an important moment, trotted smartly to the front.

      “I am Queen Nyssa, my Lord,” she said simply. “My family and I would be greatly honoured if you would allow us to stay and rest in your beautiful village.”

      Nool bowed very low and his entourage, startled at first by this custom, followed him.

      “We are deeply honoured by your esteemed visit, Your Majesty,” Nool said formally and with great respect. “I welcome you to Riverbrook.”

      Nyssa was about to simply accept, but it occurred to her that this was not the relationship she wanted to start with Nool. Or his family if that was who the group was standing behind him. She rose and dismounted, handing Dorn her reins. She flicked a look at Hedir, who quickly followed. When they were together, she removed her gloves and tucked them in her belt. She was certainly not clean and presentable for a formal introduction, but at least she could be gracious in her genuine pleasure to be there.

      “Nool,” she said warmly and bowed her head without taking her eyes off him. A sign of respect from a monarch who otherwise is not permitted to curtsy or lower her eyes to anyone lower than her station. He grinned happily to see her up close.

      Nyssa turned to indicated Hedir.

      “My husband and consort, His Grace, Hedir, duke of Bough,” she introduced him formally. Noblemen were extremely rare in Bough. Hedir had explained once that a ward was similar to an earl or baron in Orak’Thune court, but more practically in Bough, they were also a leader of an area, which made him a mayor or governor to his citizens.

      Nool bowed low again.

      “Your Grace,” he said, somewhat awed. “A Royal envoy from our beloved king and queen, I am so delighted to welcome you,” he said and reached out a hand to Hedir, who took it warmly. “And a fellow ward,” Nool added with a wink, indicating that he recognized Hedir beyond what Nyssa had changed in him. “I do hope your father and mother of Western Ward are well.” Hedir put his second hand overtop of their handshake and warmly nodded at the older man.

      Nool turned to his own group then and held out an arm to the small woman who shyly moved up but held back from joining him equally.

      “My wife, Zara,” he said and Nyssa caught the affection in his voice. Zara curtsied as low as she could manage. She was a bit nervous, and her hands shook as she held out her skirts and bowed individually to Nyssa and then Hedir.

      “My daughter Zathra,” he went on and the young women moved forward and curtsied steadily. “My son, Quade.”

      The younger man was proud, but his kindness was warm on his face. His smile made Nyssa relax instantly. She couldn’t help but openly smile in return.

      “Well now,” Nool began, but just then, Skye decided to complain. She kicked roughly, Hedir grunting where it caught him in the chest and a tiny fist shot out of the top of his swaddler. Nyssa laughed but cleared her throat to explain.

      “And these,” she began pointing at the tiny, clenched fist first, “are our children. That would be Princess Skye and this one, Prince Forrest,” she said proudly, lowering the wrappings to expose the baby a bit more so they could see them. The women gasped in obvious surprise.

      “Are they…?” Zara said in disbelief, and Nyssa sighed and nodded.

      “Yes,” she said calmly, “they are twins.”

      Zara’s sharp intake of breath clearly spoke volumes. She looked awkwardly to Nool and back to the babies. Nool understood it all; this was no surprise to him. Keerie had told her he was informed. The fact he hadn’t told his wife was a choice that Nyssa did not understand. He coughed uncomfortably.

      “A special and holy gift,” he said politely. “Children are the stars in our lives and the sunsets in our dreams.” He walked closer to look at them. His face serene and reflective.

      “We welcome you all,” he said, holding his hands wide and moving to indicate an open path behind him. “Will you walk with me to the villa?” he asked Nyssa. She nodded and fell into step beside him.

      “My queen informed me of your unique gifts,” he began with her. “I wasn’t sure how to explain it all here, as I did not wish to incite any special attentions toward your coming. I want you to know that the initial novelty will wear off and that I understand fully your goal in coming here and the importance of discretion. I will explain this to Zara,” he assured her.

      “She’s not wrong, though,” Nyssa added. “Zara, I mean. I am…Gifted, and of that line.”

      “No! Oh no, she is quite correct, but it’s…different this time, where your children are concerned. I understand that now, but nearly all citizens of Riverbrook have known a Sheppard in their lifetime, until the last generation. My children, for example, should know your ancestor, but they never came. Now my queen tells me our beloved Kara was one of those twins. She lived all of her youth here, and no one once suspected.”

      Nyssa wasn’t sure if Keerie had divulged who the living necromancer was. She decided she would absolutely tell him, just maybe not in the middle of the street.

      “You knew my mother?” she inquired gently. Nool smiled and it warmed his features.

      “Indeed,” he said softly. “She was a gentle and beautiful soul. A genuine person, truthful and loving. So lovely!” he said, chuckling. “The beauty of your mother will never be forgotten. I see we won’t want for trying either,” he added sweetly. Nyssa smiled at the compliment.

      “Why do you think she left?” Nyssa asked.

      She was afraid of the answer. If she was so well-loved here, did Riverbrook blame her father?

      “Your father was a commanding man,” Nool began diplomatically. “A force, but a man, nonetheless. He saw your mother and she him, and that was the end of it. I knew it. We all did. He didn’t take her away at first, but she was persistent. There is an attachment with Bough. You may have sensed this, in your own marriage?” he inquired lightly. Nyssa huffed and nodded once, avoiding a smirk from Hedir.

      “Your father brought her back, once,” Nool continued. Nyssa looked at him, knowing a little of this part, but she was interested in his perspective. “Oh, yes,” he went on, “she had stowed away to be with him, but she was young. He didn’t want anyone to think he had stolen her, so he escorted her back here.”

      “Then he left?” Nyssa asked, eager to hear the truth of a tale she’d only been given fragments. Even her own mother apparently had glossed over the details of their early affair.

      “Yes, but not right away,” Nool added. Nyssa frowned, unsure what he meant. Nool was clearly delighted that he was able to tell her the story.

      “He was supposed to leave right away, but your mother refused to stay,” he continued. “He lingered in hopes of convincing her that it was better here. That his life might not suit her, that she would be alone a lot of the time.”

      Nyssa nodded that not only was she familiar with this version, but she agreed with her father’s reasoning. She had had the same reservations when she’d met Hedir.

      “But your mother shocked him when she said another suitor had promised her a domestic life, close by her side and she had refused. It wasn’t the life she wanted; it was the man,” he said and Nyssa worked to keep her expression even.

      He didn’t know anything about Dascus yet, then. She would wait for a private moment to inform him. She indicated for him to go on.

      “As much as your father didn’t want to admit it, he was deeply in love with your mother,” Nool said, a bit of whimsy in his voice. “She convinced him to marry her, threatening to live her life waiting for him, but while he was no fool for the dramatic, he did so, right here at the villa you are about to inhabit,” he said and raised one arm to the large building that had been rising above them as they’d come closer.

      “Wait,” Nyssa said, moving her eyes from the impressive building in front of her to Nool’s face, “they married at this inn?” she asked, stunned.

      “Yes, your father requested it. I married them myself, right here,” he confirmed and put a hand on her back gently to lead her inside.

      The villa was simply enormous. The outer courtyard, entirely stoned, had stables to one side, covered and clean and covered walkways all around the exterior of the building for access. There was a fresh water source, and a large, manicured garden with blooming trees and flowers. The building itself was three-storeys, with massive, chinked log construction, and decorated in geographical designs and bright colours, as well as endowed with windows of great size.

      Nool led them into the main entrance, a double door painted a vibrant blue, which led into a double-wide glistening foyer. Polished wood from floor to ceiling glittered in the light of the few lanterns that were beginning to be lit with the coming dusk. In addition, beautiful red wool runners ran the full length of the hallways that continued up the circular stairwell, located at the centre of the grand hall.

      Nyssa noticed colourful tapestries and paintings, each with images depicting mountains and forests, often animals and men (Bough by the blonde hair), and other natural scenes. They were exquisitely detailed and vibrant with colour.

      “It would be my honour to give you a complete tour, Your Majesty,” Nool said from her elbow where he was patiently waiting, while she admired the décor.

      “It’s incredibly beautiful,” she said, awed. “Is this your residence?” she asked politely. Nool nodded but shrugged.

      “I hold apartments in this building, yes, but it is also an inn and guest house for esteemed guests. A common building of sorts, the village uses the large rooms on the main floor for assemblies and celebrations as well,” he said, his eyes dancing with the light from the lanterns.

      “Your lodgings are here, on the top floor, opposite my own. Come, I will show you and then you can rest and refresh yourselves,” he said and led her to the massive stairway.

      Hedir and Magdara followed, with Chen staying close, his eyes everywhere. The rest busied themselves outside with the horses and packs.

      On the upper level, again double-wide hallways ran the sides of the building, open to the middle of the lower halls, with elegant railings that curled and swept the length of the walkways. Enormous antler chandeliers hung over the largest open areas and hung at the perfect level to light all levels. Many windows along the outer walls showed the incredible vistas from every angle, just below the heavy roof overhang. It had a cozy and safe feeling to it. A warmth from within.

      The aid that ran before them stopped then, in front of another set of enormous carved double doors. He swung these open as they approached and stepped aside, bowing so that they should enter. Chen went in first while they waited, but after only a few minutes, he returned, smiling at her.

      Nyssa approached the room beyond with curious excitement. Not to be disappointed, she gasped at the room beyond. A salon or sitting room of sorts, it was quite large, had three sofas and matching number of chairs. A large eight-person dining table was directly to her left, and a business desk, complete with blotters and ink wells, sat at the ready in the far back.

      Four doors, two each lined either side of the room that she surmised would be bedrooms and baths and the back wall, which was no wall at all, but floor to ceiling windows, took her breath away. The peaks beyond, still snow-covered in the mid-spring snows, blazed white and blue in the sunshine but were changing fast to violet in the coming dusk.

      She entered further, admiring the furniture and the floors, gleaming wood, polished to a shine, littered with thick rugs. The fireplaces were in the centre of each wall, the two doors on either side. They crackled with small fires, just enough to warm the room but not enough to overheat.

      Nool followed her and Hedir inside. He was waiting for them to speak first, but his smile showed his pride in their joy.

      “It’s incredible, Nool,” Nyssa said to him and turned to face him directly. She bowed to him again. “I could not be happier,” she added. Nool grinned a toothy grin. It brought a jovial look to his face.

      “Then please, make yourself at home and take as long as you wish. I would be pleased if you would join my family’s table for dinner, however?” he asked. Nyssa nodded immediately.

      “We’d be delighted, Nool. Thank you,” she replied. Nool bowed again and left.

      Nyssa watched until the door was closed, and then turned to look at Hedir. He raised his eyebrows at her.

      “I honestly did not expect this,” she said and turned away to go to the windows. “It’s as posh as home. A full palace!” she said and laughed.

      “Riverbrook has an important place in Bough,” Hedir replied, coming up behind her. “A spiritual centre, a causeway between two realms. It guards the whole world from the Underworld Pass and wild north,” he added and placed his hands on her arms, pulling her against him. Skye made another grunt and a little wail and she turned to look at her.

      “They’ve been in there a long time,” Nyssa said, reaching in to take out her now fully awake daughter. “I’m sure they’ll be happy to have some freedom of movement. There sure is enough floor space in here,” and she laughed.

      Hedir moved to the door to the right and poked his head in, leaving the door open, and then checked the one opposite the same fireplace. He shrugged to her as he passed and went to the other side of the room and did the same. When he was sure, he turned back to her.

      “Those are the master suites,” he said, pointing to his first door, the one left of the fireplace. “The one beside is Magdara’s quarters. There are two beds and a washroom in there. Ours is a full suite, by the look of it,” he said, and stopped to take Skye back from her. Nyssa unwrapped Forrest, lifted him out and hooked him on her hip. He stared outward at the room, chewing on his hands, while his mother walked over to the apartments. Magdara entered then with several large packs under her arms.

      Nyssa poked her head in Magdara’s rooms and was pleasantly surprised to see it was large enough, had a smaller but lovely window, a private bath and a sitting area near the small fireplace, which was the back side of the larger in the other room. Nyssa noticed the discreet door behind a curtain just beside it, guessing it linked to her own. She left the door open for her and smiled when she came back out.

      “This one is for you, Magdara,” she said. Magdara nodded, a bit wearily she thought, but the excitement was still clear on her face. She gathered the packs again and started across the room.

      “And yours, Majesty?” she inquired, stopping in mid-step. Nyssa nodded to her door’s neighbour. “Ah, of course. My apologies,” she said and rushed on. Nyssa watched her disappear and turned to frown at Hedir.

      “They all need a rest,” he said, acknowledging her silent thought.

      Nyssa went now into her own apartments. A large bed in the corner, luxuriously appointed with down duvets and pillows, sitting area by the fireplace, a massive copper tub she could see in the private bath, and a balcony with doors to a small porch. Beside the bathroom was the small door, same as in Magdara’s room, half-hidden by a curtain. She knocked and waited. Magdara opened the door a second later. She smiled at her.

      “If you have packs of mine, you can leave them here. We will unpack a bit later. Take some time for yourself and rest,” Nyssa told her. Magdara nodded, disappeared into the room and returned with four packs, which she deposited inside the door on Nyssa’s side.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said and curtsied. Nyssa closed the door softly.

      Nyssa went to the large rug in the middle of the room and laid Forrest down on his back, to his intense delight. Immediately, the baby began roughly kicking his legs and flapping his arms in newfound freedom. Nyssa sat and rubbed his tummy while he played.

      “The other rooms are for Chen and Dorn,” Hedir said, coming back into the room with more packs. “I have just indicated that’s where they should go and advised them to rest also. Trib will take the other room. Gwen will stay with Magdara,” Nyssa nodded to him. Hedir put the packs down and fussed inside one while balancing Skye on his knee. She saw her brother on the floor and started making crude noises after him, like she wanted to join. Finally, her father complied, new clothes in his other hand.

      “We should bathe them,” Nyssa said, tickling Forrest. Hedir stopped in his undressing of Skye and nodded.

      “Good idea,” he replied.

      He moved his daughter over beside Forrest, where Nyssa captured her attention, and disappeared. A few minutes later, he returned with a bucket of water and a large kettle, which he moved to the fire. When the water was dumped in the kettle, he returned it to the rug. He went back to stripping his wrinkled and slightly off-smelling daughter.

      In short order, Hedir had organized a rather efficient bathing station on the floor, with the bucket of warm water, soap and towels, fresh diapers and blankets. Each one took an infant and sat them in the bath. The babies squealed and splashed with delight.

      Hedir pointed to the corner of the room with his chin, and Nyssa turned her head to see over her shoulder. Nool had thought of everything. Two bassinets stood waiting, fresh linen blankets laid out in each. Nyssa turned back to grin at Hedir. Paradise.

      With the children bathed, fed and tucked into their bassinets for a nap, Hedir and Nyssa collapsed on their own bed. Nyssa felt as much as smelled her own road-weary body and wished for the running water in her own tub. It was a fleeting thought, though; within minutes, she was fast asleep.

      “Majesty, your bath is ready,” Magdara said above her, gently shaking her shoulder. Nyssa opened her eyes and tried to remember what she was doing. She rose up on one shoulder to see Hedir working in packs on the sofas, and the babies rolling around in a makeshift pen on the rug. Nyssa nodded and rose, following Magdara to the bathroom. The water steamed from the tub, and the room smelled of rose water and lemongrass.

      “We will have to work quickly with your hair, Majesty,” Magdara was saying after she sat in the bath, and the maid began to wash it. “It won’t have time to completely dry before dinner.”

      “Braid it, and tie it up then,” Nyssa suggested and Magdara nodded, disappearing to fetch more items. Hedir walked in then, his arms full of toiletries retrieved from a pack.

      “Did any of my clothes fair?” Nyssa inquired, wincing at the thought of any of her gowns surviving three weeks on the road unscathed. Hedir laughed.

      “Magdara has been planning that for days,” he replied. “She’s steamed one of your more formal gowns for tonight. She says it will be fine.” He kissed her on the top of her head as he walked out.

      Nyssa continued her own ablutions and heard Dorn’s voice at one point, but he was only handing over her crown jewels to Hedir. Dorn carried them in his packs when they travelled, for added security.

      When she was finally slipped into her gown, Gwen pulled the bodice laces tight around her waist while Magdara stood waiting to install her crown. She felt familiar and relaxed. Hedir stood to the side, long since dressed and ready, his arms crossed loosely at his chest, watching the performance with mild amusement. She caught his expression briefly, slipping one foot into each shoe, where Gwen directed her.

      “It takes almost as many people to dress you in fine velvet as it does in armour,” he remarked. She snorted.

      “It takes more, in fact,” she replied. “I could dress myself in armour if I had to, but I could never manage this hair or this bodice without these fine ladies,” she replied and the girls giggled around her.

      She stood tall and the girls stood back so she could review her reflection. Magdara had turned after the crown was in place and was now holding out Nyssa’s ornate dress sword. It had a long gold rope to secure it, and rubies on the hilt. Nyssa was about to take it from her, but she noticed his frown as he looked at it.

      “Yes,” she said gently to him. “It is necessary.”

      She took it and began fastening it around her waist, hanging it expertly to the side, just behind her hip, where it wouldn’t show from the front, but it was never completely hidden.

      “Nool and Riverbrook are not used to so many Orak in their ‘esteemed inn,’” she said to him, nodding at her reflection and thanking the girls so they could go back to their other things. She crossed over to him. “I hear the Bough sentiment,” she said softly and placed her hands on his chest, “but I am Orak and I am not in convalescence here. I am Queen of the Orak. If we are going to spend any time here, then they are going to see me train, see me in my armour. Dorn and Chen will always be armed. Even Roan might be dressed at some point…I think it’s best, and probably kinder, if I introduce them to all of it right from the start.”

      “You’re right, of course,” he said, finally. He took her hands and held them wide to admire her. Impressed, he brought her in close.

      “Shall we go?” he said low into her ear.

      It felt like an age ago since Nyssa had been dressed and attending a formal event. This was not formal in most ways, but it was stately, and she was pleased to be a part of it. Hedir, on her left, held her hand on his arm, a satisfied and relaxed expression on his face.

      Dorn, dressed smartly in a more manoeuvrable leather chest plate, armed, but discreetly so, walked behind her, with Trib and Magdara taking up the rear in plainer, but no less fine, Bough traditional attire.

      The dining room Nool invited them to was indeed in his private apartments, which were surprisingly a little smaller than Nyssa’s.

      Trib came forward when they were admitted and bowed to Nool and Zara, who stood at the head of the table waiting. Nyssa and Hedir took their places, and Nool indicated that she should sit first. Zathra and Quade sat last with Magdara and Trib.

      “Thank you, Nool and Zara, for inviting us to your table. We are very pleased to be here,” she said politely. The two smiled and sat slowly after their guests.

      The meal unfolded much as expected. A beautiful array of culinary courses Nyssa had never before experienced, each more delicious than the last. Nool explained the local fare and the excellent cooperation with far neighbouring villages and farms in their weekly markets and boasted how lucky Riverbrook was for such reliable patronage, being that they were such a remote location.

      His daughter, Nyssa noticed, had descended on Magdara when her father was finally distracted, peppering her for details on the life of a woman in Bough Capital. Magdara blushed frequently, Nyssa suspected as the girl must have asked her of the quality of men there.

      Quade found himself an instant friend in Dorn, who seemed to favour the hunt of large game, and Trib, who seemed skilled in anything found outdoors, regaled them with stories of fanciful beasts he’d seen in his journeys.

      “The babies are well?” Zara interjected. Nyssa noticed she’d been trying to say something for some time, but her husband had the talent for keeping up a running conversation and staying on topic.

      “They are, Zara,” Nyssa said appreciatively, “and I am so very appreciative of the comforts that we have been provided in their regards. The bassinets, in particular, are lovely. They have already had their naps in them, and I am expecting will soon be in their beds for their nighttime rest and happily so.”

      Zara shot her husband an inquiring look, but he ignored it. Nool was about to start up again, but she interrupted him once more.

      “They are twins, you say?”

      Nyssa was about to put her spoon in her mouth but had to stop to politely reply.

      “Yes, they are,” she replied patiently.

      Zara seemed to be thinking hard about this. Nyssa waited for another question, saw an opportunity and quickly put her spoon in her mouth.

      “What a wonderful gift,” Nool said then, patting his wife’s hand.

      Zara looked at him, and Nyssa saw the flash of irritation and confusion in her eyes. Hedir cleared his throat and wiped his mouth with his napkin in the awkward silence. Nyssa swallowed her soup and put down her spoon.

      “I will answer anything you would like to know about my children, Honourable Zara,” she said trying to put as much warmth in it as she could. “When your husband is satisfied it is time.”

      Nyssa hoped that was the best diplomatic response. She really didn’t mind answering Zara’s burning questions, but didn’t think his children, his support staff, nor Trib and Magdara needed to be involved.

      Nool smiled in acknowledgement of Nyssa’s request.

      “Of course, Your Majesty, when we retire for a warm drink by the fire, we can talk about more personal things,” he said gently and patted his wife’s hand again. Zara swallowed, looked slightly embarrassed, but agreed quickly.

      “When will you begin your research, Majesty, if I may be so bold?” Nool asked her.

      “As soon as I can, I suppose,” Nyssa replied. “I will need a guide into the forest at first. Hedir will accompany me and Dorn or Chen until I am familiar with my surroundings, but I don’t think to delay it for long.”

      Nool nodded and smiled, pleased by her answer.

      “I am pleased to hear it,” he answered her. “Quade will guide you if you will accept his assistance.” He nodded to his son, who stopped his conversation with Trib and looked up at his father.

      “It would be my honour, Majesty, Your Grace,” he replied smartly. Nyssa smiled warmly at him.

      “Then the day after tomorrow, I think should be early enough. Tomorrow we will rest, and continue to learn our surroundings, but then I think we’ll get right to it.”

      She smiled at all of them, at Hedir, who nodded back and she returned to her soup.

      After dinner, Nool led her and Hedir into a private study that had windows like her suite but was a much smaller version filled with books and large comfortable chairs. The fire sparkled and cracked and Zara bid them to sit, while she turned to fetch them more wine. Nool sat with a considerable sigh, betraying his age just a bit, Nyssa thought.

      Hedir chose the sofa beside Nyssa, rather than a single wingback. They sipped their wine and relaxed before the fire for a few minutes. Nyssa complimented them again on the meal.

      “It is long since we’ve had royalty here,” Nool began, referring to his early conversation about her father.

      “You said you married my parents here, in this inn?” Nyssa asked, and Nool nodded and sat up a bit straighter.

      “Indeed! Indeed! And what a beautiful ceremony that was,” he said and laughed softly. “Your mother, young and lovely in flowing skirts and spring flowers, and your father, in heavy armour and dark red robes,” Nool chuckled. “The two most opposites, you could not imagine.” And he laughed again, taking a sip from his glass. Zara had been sitting very straight in a chair beside her husband. She clicked her tongue at him but was smiling.

      “They were so in love,” she said then, “but steel and flowers. That’s what they were.”

      “How long did they stay?” Nyssa asked.

      “Oh, they were here a year, I guess. When Madras brought Kara back that first time, it was late spring. He stayed the summer and into the fall, trying to entreat with her, but the snows close the Pass in early winter and he was forced to stay until the spring. I think that was just long enough for them to settle their minds about what to do. They were married at the melting of the snows and Madras packed her up with him by the summer,” Nool said.

      “She was with child already also, but Madras had been too long away. They were in a rush to return to Orak’Thune so Kara would not have to travel too late with child,” Zara added matter-of-factly.

      “Is that so?” Nyssa replied, her mind working out the details. She nearly laughed out loud when she remembered her father would have faced the predicament about timing and marrying foreign nationals with Orak law.

      “Your brother, Patrick is his name? He was born later that year then,” she added. Nyssa nodded. “And you two years after that?”

      “Not so long ago,” Nool said, a little whimsically.

      “Do you know who my mother’s mother was?” Nyssa asked, and Nool and Zara stilled in their seats. They looked at each other, but when they looked back her, she thought they looked sad.

      “Kara’s mother, the woman who raised her, was a gentle woman from our village. She made dyes,” Zara replied then. Nyssa sat patiently, but intently. She was determined to hear everything. Nool spoke then.

      “But the woman who birthed your mother was a mystic,” he said sadly. “A woman who lived in the woods alone, considered a little unbalanced, unsocial, so she lived by herself in the wilderness. We knew of her; she would come into the village to trade and buy supplies with her furs and meats, and she often brought Kara’s mother the most interesting plants, from which she made her unique dyes.” Nool obviously loved storytelling. Zara looked nervous in her seat.

      “How do you know this strange woman was my grandmother?” Nyssa asked.

      “Tepa, Kara’s adopted mother, told us this woman brought her an infant daughter. She reported it to us directly. She begged us to let her keep the child, even though her husband had been killed in an avalanche and she was alone. Of course, we agreed. Tepa was a good provider and loyal citizen of the village. She would have neighbours to help her. The child needed a home, obviously,” Nool went on, “and Tepa needed a family.”

      “Is Tepa still alive, Nool?” Hedir asked gently.

      “She is not,” Nool replied kindly. “She is gone from Riverbrook. She walked to the Pass just a few winters ago,” he added sadly. He reached forward and took Nyssa’s hands in his own. “We were also sorry to hear of Kara’s passing, Your Majesty. She was very dear to us. To all of us.”

      Nyssa wanted to cry herself just then. This outpouring of love for her mother and the sad story of her abandonment and rescue reached to her core. She wished more than ever that she had had more time with her. She seemed to have touched so many people.

      “She was ever proud of you, though,” Zara said. Nyssa looked at her in surprise.

      “I was so young when she died. I wish she could have been with us to see us grow. Patrick and I loved her so much,” she said.

      “This mystic, she was human,” Hedir said, changing the subject but refocusing the point. Nyssa was glad of that.

      “Yes, mystics are magic-sensitive humans,” Nool explained. “She was also only reported to have been around a short time. An extended life might have led us to believe otherwise, but it’s a safe presumption.”

      “Do you remember a boy named Dascus?” Hedir asked then. Nyssa watched their reactions carefully. Nool’s face looked thoughtful, Zara’s a little more coloured.

      “Yes, certainly,” Nool said after a moment. “He and Kara were inseparable all through childhood.”

      “He was in love with Kara,” Zara said, and Nyssa could tell it was something she had not approved of. Nyssa looked at her curiously. Nool just shrugged.

      “He was a bright and respectful boy, but he was…special. Intense but shy, difficult to get to know. As they grew, so did his focus on Kara. One got the impression he lived only for her. He was obsessed with her, but she never said anything untoward about him. She tolerated him, and so did we all because of her, I suppose.”

      “I guess this is where the story gets a new ending.” Nool expertly saw through the questioning.

      Zara, not so quick to grasp it, looked from her husband and back to Nyssa in confusion. Nyssa shifted in her seat and rubbed the edge of her glass. She felt Hedir put his hand on the bottom of her back in encouragement.

      “You know Dascus became Emperor of Rogun,” she began. Nool hesitated but refrained from any answer. She wondered if to him, it had always been a rumour and a coincidence of namesakes.

      “He was nominated by Coltair in his will. It was accepted without question. Imperial law is like that, but Dascus’s parentage—meaning his mother—was always a curiosity. Coltair had three wives, all of whom he killed himself. We think Dascus’s mother was his second wife, and that she was the same as your mystic.”

      “How is that possible?” Zara asked, shocked.

      “Because Dascus and Kara were brother and sister. Twins, in fact,” Hedir said then.

      Nyssa herself found it difficult to say, and she was grateful for him and his help in all of it. Nool and Zara were completely silent.

      “We think this woman left Kara here and took Dascus to Rogun as a baby. We don’t know why or what happened after she got there, but Coltair recognized something in her or maybe it was the baby himself. He married her to legally bind them to him. We think that when she learned he was planning on using Dascus in some way, she tried to hide him—she sent him back here still as a child. We know from diplomatic dossiers that Coltair’s second wife bore him a daughter as well but there the connection and stories get vague. When Kara moved away with Madras, Dascus inexplicably returned to Rogun, maybe to find his mother again. Coltair would have rediscovered Dascus, older and likely presenting signs, so we think he killed his third wife and son so there would be no competition. Upon his death, he left everything to him. Nyssa thinks that Coltair knew what his gift was, and saved him for that single purpose,” Hedir added.

      “What was his gift then?” Zara asked her expression slightly afraid. Hedir looked at Nyssa.

      “He was a necromancer,” Nool replied. Nyssa tried to appear calm, but her insides were jumping like frogs in a bowl.

      Nool looked at Zara. There was great shock, sadness and a little fear on their faces.

      “So, he was our Sheppard then?” Zara asked hurriedly. Nyssa nodded.

      “Yes, I am sorry.”

      “So Darnoon’s line had not ended,” Zara went on, suddenly a bit angrily. “All this time, we thought the Sheppard line had died out. We were at a loss with what to do with the Pass, the Undead Forest. People still come here to see the Sheppard. For thirty years, we’ve had no answers!”

      “When did Dascus reappear here in Riverbrook?” Hedir asked.

      “He was an older boy by then, nine maybe?” Nool replied, looking at the ceiling reflectively.

      “He was delivered to us by a merchant who gave very little detail except to say the boy had been born here and his mother had passed away. I, of course, took him in and we placed him with the blacksmith. A man and wife, human, who had lost their own son in a fire,” Zara said, almost dismissively as she was still upset.

      Hedir looked at Nyssa and nodded. One more piece of the puzzle confirmed.

      “He left for the last time when Kara left with Madras, to permanently reside in Orak’Thune,” Nool said, recalling more as he thought about it. “Yes, directly after. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen? He left without much notice but at the same time. A short note to his surrogate parents to say he was leaving, but that was all. We didn’t think anything of it, only that it was not a surprise that should Kara go, he would follow.”

      “He went to Rogun,” Nyssa reconfirmed. “Maybe to find his mother, as we said. But Coltair found him there, and shortly after he died, made Dascus instantly emperor. We think he reached out to Kara, inviting her to join him. She even visited him on the island much later after my brother and I were born.”

      “Visited him?” Nool said, surprised.

      “Yes,” Hedir replied. “It is well remembered in Orak’Thune that the Royal Mother made the trip one time in her early years.”

      Zara was silent until then. She still seemed upset by the news about Dascus, that he was their Sheppard, that he could abandon them.

      “I don’t think Dascus was ever aware of the extent of his gift,” Nyssa added, watching Zara carefully.

      It got her attention. She narrowed her eyes, but sat patiently. Hedir took over, but Nyssa watched the ward’s wife carefully.

      “We have stories that indicate the Dascus came into his gifts around the time that Coltair died. He was not here in Riverbrook, where someone would have identified his gift and he would have been welcomed and trained. He was alone in a hostile country, an adolescent without parents or friends. His only love, a sister he didn’t even realize, had chosen to devote her life to another man in another place. As a necromancer, he could speak to and hear the dead. Coltair was a nasty man, infatuated with magic that he did not possess nor understand. In Dascus, he saw a future. A way to an immortal life, perhaps.”

      “And just how did he propose to do that? Sheppards commune with the dead; they cannot be possessed by them!” Zara said hotly. Nool stood to walk to his wife. He held out his hand and she rose, but she was confused.

      “I am sorry, dear, but the hour is late. I will finish my meeting with Her Majesty and His Grace and be off to bed with you shortly. Do not wait up. I will be along,” he said and expertly walked her out of the room. When the door was shut, Nool put a hand on it for a minute and sighed. When he returned to his seat, his shoulders were slumped.

      “Coltair possesses our fallen son,” he said quietly. “Is he dead yet?”

      “Dascus is dead. We are fairly certain,” Hedir replied. Nool nodded sadly.

      “It gets worse, Nool,” Nyssa said. She wanted to warn him. She felt she was the bearer of horrible news, and felt heavy for it. He looked at her, a weak smile to hide his sadness.

      “I know that it does, my dear,” he said intimately. “If Dascus is dead, but the threat to this world lives on, then the worst is definitely to come.” He took a deeper breath.

      “I didn’t tell Zara your children were twins, because my wife has been mother to the necromancers for the last three centuries,” he said and smiled a little. “She would have welcomed them in an entirely different way, and my wife can be difficult to dissuade when she sets her mind to something,” he said by way of explanation, but there was a fond smile. “I needed her to see the situation for what it was, not what it might be,” he said carefully. Nyssa chuckled at that.

      “We are aware of the legend,” Nyssa replied and though she hated to say it aloud, she forced herself to be diplomatic. “I can’t promise my service, obviously, but my children’s futures are still their own, and I promise to ensure to watch them for signs.”

      “And this research you will be conducting, is it to aid in their training then?” he asked. Hedir looked at Nyssa.

      “Nool, Keerie did tell you exactly why we are here?” he asked intently. Nool looked a bit surprised, but still smiled.

      “Of course! She informed me the Queen of Orak’Thune was coming, which I was delighted to hear because I have ever wanted to meet the daughter of our lovely Kara, but that she was also bringing her family, twin children,” he said. Nyssa pushed forward.

      “And?” she asked him. He looked a bit startled. Nool stood and went to his desk. He pulled a scroll with a broken seal and handed it to her. Nyssa unrolled it and leaned toward the lantern to read it out loud.

      Ward Nool of Riverbrook,

      It is with great pleasure that I announce to you the coming to Riverbrook of the gentle Queen of Orak’Thune, Nyssa, who will be accompanied by her husband, Hedir, Duke of Bough and their twin children and entourage.

      I trust no further introduction need be discussed and require of you the hospitality and protection fit our dearest sister and her family, and the capable assistance of your mother and guide in the unique situation that has befallen us. Know that Her Majesty is Endowed herself and likely her children, with a range of unique gifts — most notably that which has been thought lost to us — and that your experience and guidance are required to its fullest.

      I will expect full disclosure of any information regarding Her Majesty’s mother, Lady Kara, and her experiences in Riverbrook, as we continue to rebuild these lost years in Bough history, the most important of which may yet to be discovered.

      With thanks for your enduring and loyal service,

      Her Royal Highness,

      Queen Keerie

      Nyssa let the scroll roll itself back up again and handed it to Hedir, who took it slowly but read it to himself a second time. Everyone was silent until he slowly handed it back to Nool. She looked at her husband, who seemed slightly concerned.

      “Nool, we admit it is likely one of our twins is gifted as a Sheppard,” Hedir said slowly and gently. Nool nodded in understanding. “But we’re not here for their training,” he said and let the last word hang. Nool looked at him and then he frowned.

      “I don’t understand. Aren’t you here to learn the ways of the Sheppard? To train your child?” he asked. “I didn’t want Zara to get it in her mind that she was to take over one of your children or undertake it upon herself to watch them for signs. It’s unusual that a parent would want to assume that role, but it is entirely your choice. Rest assured, Zara will provide you with every assistance,” he replied in full confidence.

      Nyssa felt her heart constrict a little bit. She wished Keerie had been more precise in her letter, but she understood the need for vagueness in a time of uncertainty. Still, she looked to Hedir feeling helpless.

      Hedir took her hand and squeezed it. He kissed it and then looked back to Nool.

      “Nool, Nyssa herself is a necromancer,” he said plainly. “We are here to complete her training. See the two rings,” he said and held up Nyssa’s hands together to show the twin stones, “Summer East, both of them.”

      Nool’s eyes widened with shock. He looked at the rings, and sat back a ways, almost as if in fear of them.

      “But how?” he said, barely above a whisper. “If Dascus was a Sheppard, and he is, er, was alive while Nyssa was…how is it possible? In thousands of years, Sheppards have come every two hundred years, overlapping only as long as it takes to train the replacement. Zara as the mother greets them and nurtures them, the guide shows them the forest and the old Sheppard trains them before they move on,” he said, going through the knowledge of how things have always been. “We have been without a Sheppard for thirty years, but now three are identified to us all at the same time? Wait, was Dascus still alive when your children were born?” he asked a bit frantically.

      “We think so,” Hedir replied.

      “Then three!” he nearly shouted. “Three at one time and none of them in Riverbrook as Sheppards! In all of history, that has never happened before!”

      “The last Sheppard is gone?” Nyssa asked, curious.

      “Yes, gone,” Nool said and stood to walk around his study. “She went through the Pass thirty years ago. She was already overdue to train her successor, but….” He stopped to calculate on his fingers, “Dascus was born by then. He was just never presented. She didn’t abandon us. She just felt he might come if she left and she was being called home. She could train him from either side, so we didn’t concern about it overly much.” Nool was calming down now and his shoulders lifted in a dismissive shrug.

      “Why three hundred years? Bough can live for so much longer,” Hedir asked. It had bothered him to hear Sheppards living such short lives. It bothered him more that his wife was one of them.

      “They serve three hundred years,” Nool clarified, not looking up from his pacing. “The new Sheppards are born after two hundred years or so and presented. They train them and then are free to move or live on. Often though, they seek out the Pass. It’s a life they know, and it’s a great peace to them. It’s early in the third century the new Sheppard is expected; never as late as Dascus was, mind you. It has always been timely before.”

      Nool sat down again, his face a mask. He said nothing for a long while. Nyssa and Hedir waited.

      “The Summer East stones have never been used here. My Queen is their keeper. She alone possesses the power to wield them,” he said after a while. “Until now.”

      Nyssa didn’t know what to reply. Keerie had never really discussed with her what her opinions of Nyssa’s gifts were. She was surprised by the stones and understood the need for the second ring after the attacks on her by Dascus and Coltair, but Nool understood them to be powerful, and that, she realized, meant Nyssa herself was powerful as well.

      “Dascus has been manipulating the realms,” Hedir said. “He’s sought out and has been attacking my wife.” Nyssa noticed the tightness in his voice. Nool did as well. He looked up sharply.

      “What do you mean?” he said. Hedir went on to tell the backstory. Right up to the birth of the twins.

      “He could control you?” Nool said, wide-eyed and mouth open. Nyssa shrugged and shifted in her seat.

      “He could then via my dreams, but we don’t think he can any longer. Keerie has been training me in the realm, to recognize it and be aware, and the stones have been warding off most of the rest of his magic when I am not focusing. The risk is high, however, that returning there again, he will find me. Keerie is most concerned that I learn as much I as can about controlling myself and my environment, so I can resist him when he does,” she said calmly. “I am sorry, Nool, that I am not here to be the Sheppard. It is my deepest regret that I cannot be that vital person for you,” she added, leaning forward to touch the old man’s knee.

      Nool regarded her, but quickly lightened his face. He patted her hand. “I understand, Your Majesty,” he said then, “more so than I thought I would, actually.” He stood up and began walking again. “This is a serious situation: a Sheppard that haunts us from the other side, a living one that knows not her gift, and an infant not yet known to us, but gifted nonetheless, which makes him or her vulnerable. One we must protect at all costs,” he said seriously.

      Nyssa was glad Nool saw it the same way that she did and was extremely pleased with his ability to immediately grasp the situation. She was also relieved that he saw instantly that her children were at risk should Dascus and Coltair be left unchallenged. He would help her to defeat them, if only to preserve the Sheppard line.

      They took their leave of him then; Nyssa was extremely tired from the long day and the long journey and the pull of the beautiful bed in their room was hard to resist now. Hedir walked with her slowly down the hall, and neither of them spoke. The building was hushed in the late hour, the lanterns and chandeliers damped for the night, but just enough were left on for them to see their way.

      Magdara was still awake to see her undressed and her finery put away, but that was it. No one had the energy for anything else but a light kiss on their baby’s cheeks and a tuck in under the covers.
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      The next day saw a rude awakening for Nyssa. She was fully asleep still at sunrise, buried in the bed clothes where she was warm and cocooned. No one had yet disturbed her, but when Skye awoke, hungry, she woke her brother also, and their combined wails were enough to wake an entire sleeping village.

      She turned and threw the blanket off herself, sat up and looked around.

      “OH! Sorry, Dear One,” she said surprised by the smooth bareness of Hedir’s round bottom and long legs, which she’d completely exposed when she threw off the whole cover.

      “It is considerably cooler outside this bed than it is inside,” he remarked, his voice muffled with his face still in the pillow, but he moved to sit up and kiss her. He got out of bed then, and strode to the washroom. She admired after him, a little of the burn warming up her centre. Then Magdara entered with the screaming Skye, just as Hedir closed the other door, and Nyssa sighed as the little spark instantly winked out.

      “Here, my darling,” she called to her and Magdara grateful deposited her in her mother’s arms. “Yes, we are here. Always together, my lovely one,” her mother cooed to her.

      The day finally began, still a little slower than usual, the family taking breakfast in their rooms, dressing slowly and without purpose. Nyssa dressed in her comfortable breeches and vest, high riding boots that she also found comfortable for walking. Most of their things needed to be washed and dried, and Magdara spent several hours, Skye on her hip, giving instruction to Gwen and Sasha on how the household would run.

      The babies were old enough to sit and just about to crawl, so a penned area in the middle of the floor to give them room to explore, move and stretch, was built in the bedroom apartment. Magdara could watch and tend to most of her duties from there, and Nyssa and Hedir could entertain guests in the living room without disturbing them.

      Nyssa left late but wanted to wander the building a bit, see Roan and his accommodations and talk to Dorn to see to his requirements. She found a page and requested late tea with Zara and Nool on the following day if he could be spared. Then she continued on her way, knowing the page could find her with a reply probably anywhere. She felt a day more for them to reflect on the news she had brought them might be best, and she herself wanted a break from so many sad stories. She felt her mother in the walls of the inn, and she missed her.

      She caught up with Dorn in the late morning. He was looking for her in the stables. Roan was dozing when she’d found him, but she’d been pleased with his arrangements, and took some time to meet and talk with his groom. She warned him of his temperament, and shared with him the secret of carrots when he got that way. She was saddened to hear he had a light sprain, probably from negotiating the mountain paths, but the groom was confident he would fully recover in a few days. She asked him to advise her as soon as he felt he was ready, and she would personally take him out to be sure.

      Dorn had been busy meeting his own contacts. The head captain of the forces that provided protection for the village required an entire breakfast meeting. Dorn reported the man to be of extremely professional ability and was impressed with his organization of his responsibilities.

      “Would you believe there are five hundred troops here?” Dorn was saying as they walked slowly and talked quietly around the inn. Nyssa looked at him in surprise. He nodded.

      “Captain Fox is a very astute man and detailed. He explained the area doesn’t see any aggression, but is considered a viable option for anyone wishing to surround the Great Forest. They are stationed here for that purpose and there are many defensive scenarios built into the area, but most of his numbers are reserves. They are soldiers among the people, much as is our custom,” he reflected with approval. “Needless to say, I feel we are well protected here. Should Rogun try to come at you directly, they will be met with a considerable deterrent, one we can easily reinforce with enough time from either Bough or Orak, if necessary.”

      Nyssa hadn’t considered this possibility with any real enthusiasm. Dascus’s plan so far had mostly involved trying to catch her in the Undead Realm, though his troops at her borders were never far from her mind. Should he succeed, she knew their orders were to enter the continent in wide abandon, hoping to capitalize on the confusion of what happened to the Orak queen.

      Still, Dorn’s report was valuable to her. Baro and Keerie’s insight about protecting their flank here was a wise one, and being on the edge of the Great Wood, in a difficult terrain, simply meant reinforcements would always be slow. They were prepared to defend themselves, no matter what the world situation.

      “Is he on any alert or readiness due to our presence here?” she asked him, feeling a little guilty if any farmers were required to drop their normal lives to provide sentry duties in empty hallways — regardless of how valuable it was to have eyes on every corner no matter what.

      “His regular troops, one hundred or so, have been vamped up to manage more rotational security in the village and all are apprised of the valuable state guest and her family, so their patrols are on alert and everyone has been armed. The reserves have been alerted of you as well, but put only on notice. He said this was a standard procedure they were trained for, and we should not think anything more of it.”

      “Then we won’t,” Nyssa said and smiled at him. Dorn only nodded. “Do I need to meet with him? Does he want to, I mean?” she asked Dorn.

      “I think he would be honoured, my Queen, of course, but perhaps an informal setting would be sufficient for now,” Dorn advised and Nyssa agreed. They walked a bit more in silence. Nyssa was still impressed at the covered walkways and the extent to which they were built. They were coming to an open area, with some green grass and low bushes, some flowering trees.

      “We can resume your exercises when you see fit, my Queen, but I caution waiting too long,” Dorn said as they stopped in the middle of the green lawn. “We have long been on the road, and your sword arm will always want to be lazy.” Nyssa frowned at him, but then just laughed. He was right, of course, but the visual of a lazy sword arm seemed funny.

      “Soon, Dorn. Tomorrow,” she said to him and he nodded in satisfaction.

      “I will meet you here then, after breakfast,” he said and saluted smartly. Not one for drawn-out conversation, he turned and left. Not like Jara, who would sit with her, and never fully left her side.

      Nyssa had asked directions of the groomsmen, and borrowed another horse. She left from the west gate of the village, and walked a good long while enjoying the fine weather and gorgeous natural surroundings. When she noticed a wall of enormous trees rise up like spikes out of the ground in the near distance, she paused. Her horse was very calm, every so often swishing its tail, but it stood patiently while she took in the scene of the living version of the Undead Forest before her.

      She closed her eyes, concentrated on the wind and listened. The temperature dropped suddenly and she pulled her cloak closer. When she felt the near freezing, she opened her eyes again, and saw her breath rising from her mouth. She needed to find a central reference, and looked at her horse. Her breath was not steaming, and her colour was as rich as before. She would be her anchor then.

      Nyssa nudged her mare into a slow walk and entered the forest. The dim hue of the Undead Realm was around her, but it was not darkness and not threatening. She felt her rings warm on her fingers, and it made her tense a bit. She took deep breaths and steeled her concentration and courage.

      Slowly, light shadows began to show themselves. Nyssa watched as ghosts walked to and from trees, sometimes appearing and disappearing, sometimes flying away, or disappearing into vapours of mist. She didn’t speak to them, and they didn’t to her, but she waited.

      “Are you my mother?” came a wane little voice to her right side. Nyssa performed the mental break in her mind and body that prepared the anchor to her world before admitting her mental self into this realm. If she didn’t perform this exercise, the ghosts could consume her, and she would lose track of time. If she stayed too long, she would not be strong enough to leave on her own.

      Once confident of her surroundings, Nyssa looked down at the spirit standing patiently on the road beside her.

      “No, dear, but perhaps I can help you find her?” Nyssa offered. A real child, Nyssa would have dismounted and comforted, but it was always better not to interact with a ghost.

      “Oh yes, please,” replied the small ghost. “She said I was to wait for her here. In the forest,” the girl explained. “But I have not seen her for some time.”

      “Can you describe her to me, then?” Nyssa asked politely. The girl nodded and gave her a vague description that would describe any woman in the world.

      “That shouldn’t be too hard,” Nyssa replied encouragingly. “What is your name, sweetheart?” she asked.

      “Casta,” the little girl replied. Nyssa nodded and closed her eyes. She gripped her hands into fists, feeling the rings there and mentally called them to barricade her while she worked. She felt them warm immediately and she took a breath.

      Nyssa called out in her mind, repeating the little girl’s name, and asking the spirit she wanted— the girl’s mother—to answer. The possibility that her mother wasn’t yet dead occurred to Nyssa then, but she put it aside. She would try first, and if it didn’t work, at least she could explain the little girl was doing the right thing, and only needed to wait a little longer.

      In less time than she expected, Nyssa felt a disturbance in the hem of her cloak and opened her eyes. A tall, robed woman was striding through the forest toward them. Nyssa couldn’t see her face, but the air was charged with her presence. This was unusual, Nyssa thought. This ghost had power.

      “Casta!” the woman said loudly and threw her hood back.

      “Mama!” the girl cried out with delight and ran through the forest to catch up to her. They embraced and Nyssa relaxed a small bit. The power she felt was still there, and she was keeping the stones in her mind’s eye. She watched the two embrace, but said nothing.

      Usually, the ghosts, having met their objectives, simply vanished. Sometimes they thanked her, sometimes they had messages, but most of them just disappeared. She was about to nudge her horse, who was probably warm in the real world and wondering why they were standing around doing nothing, when the woman spoke to her, her voice like a whip.

      “You, woman,” she called to her, not too politely. Nyssa kept herself still, and simply looked at her. Her horse shifted her weight, but didn’t flinch.

      “You are not meant to be here. You bring danger to this realm,” the woman said to her.

      “If by danger, you mean reuniting you with your daughter, then I thank you for your warning, but I fail to see the threat,” Nyssa replied haughtily.

      “You are a necromancer, yes,” said the woman accusingly and she came haltingly closer while tucking Casta behind her. “But you are not a Sheppard. I can see the power in you. It’s like heat waves and colour. A Sheppard is only coolness and calm. You, mistress, are a flame.”

      Nyssa was shocked by this revelation. She stared at the woman, who had already started to back away.

      “And what are you, Madam, that makes you able to see my ‘colour’?” Nyssa asked coolly, trying not to scare her before she could get more answers.

      “I am a mystic. I have listened to the winds speak of danger in the inferno for as long as I can remember. Be warned; your flame will attract the Darkness. The Serpent has been unleashed.”

      “If there is a Serpent, perhaps I am here to vanquish it,” Nyssa replied, again exerting considerable effort to maintain her calm grip on her environment, and compelling the stones.

      “Without doubt, Mistress,” the woman replied, but she was backing away now. “But you will need the assistance of the Sheppard for that. Vanquish this evil you may, but leave the realm of the undead afterward you will not. Not without His divine assistance.”

      The woman walked backward, Casta peeking out from her cloak, and after a few more steps, simply disappeared. That was when Nyssa felt the heat in her hands.

      Nyssa began to tremble in her efforts. The rings were beginning to burn, and Nyssa looked from side to side to see if there was any danger, but she didn’t need her eyes to tell her something was close.

      She knew she was at the limit of her strength and needed to leave the realm quickly. She had caught the attention of other ghosts, she saw now, and they were beginning to surround her. She needed to break from them before becoming overwhelmed.

      Nyssa nudged her horse to walk backward a bit; the feeling of getting underway was helping her shrug the shroud of the realm from her mind and the weight of it she often felt fell away from her shoulders, as if it were a physical cloak. When she felt surer of herself, she turned the horse around and nudged her to a faster gallop, and then a run. She burst from the line of trees, and the warm sun hit her face, chasing the remaining shadows from her mind. She felt the warmth return to her, and breathed a certain, reassuring sigh of relief.

      Hedir was waiting for her at the stables, a look of curiosity on his face. She hadn’t slowed the horse much since leaving the forest. She rumbled into the courtyard and skidded a bit when Nyssa reined her to stop. Nyssa jumped down quickly, nearly tossed the reins to the startled groomsman and was about to run into the inn, but turned back.

      “That horse is trained to ride the Undead Forest, isn’t she?” she blurted out. The startled groomsman looked from her to the mare and nodded. “I want to use her in all my training runs. Please ensure she is reserved for my use.”

      Nyssa didn’t wait for an answer. She turned sharply and ran into the building, a hand to touch Hedir to indicate he should follow, but she didn’t slow.

      At the top of the stairs, Hedir tried to call out to her, but she didn’t want to stop. She burst through her apartment doors, ran to the bedroom and asked Magdara not to interrupt them for a minute. She slammed that door shut, then turned back to the main door, which Hedir was still standing in front of, dumbfounded. She ran past him and closed that door too, but she leaned her head against it and, for the first time, stopped to try and catch her breath.

      “Nyssa,” Hedir said cautiously from behind her. “What…” but he stopped. He hesitated to touch her. When she felt he was close, she shook her head, panic rising in her throat.

      “Sit, and put your head between your knees,” he advised her. She slid down and followed his advice. He tried to take her hands, remove her gloves, but she pulled away from him.

      “They…” she tried to explain, still between short breaths, “they might…burn…you.”

      Hedir stopped, his hands hovering just above hers. Nyssa tugged hard on her gloves and tore them off, throwing them to the side. She tried flexing her fingers, hoping to break the stones’ magic. They’d continued to burn and vibrate since she’d left the forest, only diminishing now that she was home.

      “What did you see?” he begged her.

      Finally, he grabbed her legs. She tried to flinch from him, but he had her firmly. When he didn’t scream in pain, she visibly relaxed. She still kept her hands away.

      “I don’t know,” she said finally. “I don’t know how to explain it. I felt something, though, something big. The rings got so hot and the air was so close, like I was being squeezed,” she said. “I had to focus to leave… I had to run,” she said and buried her face in her knees.

      Cursing that outcome, she wasn’t actually scared now, but the emotion of the Undead Realm was deeply felt, and she always felt raw when she returned.

      Hedir took her in his arms and they sat on the floor, behind the door, until she was calmer.

      “You’ve been gone almost all day,” Hedir said quietly to her. She was leaning on his shoulder, letting him rock her while she stared at the mountains out of the window. She blinked.

      “I need to see Forrest,” she whispered to him. Seeing as she’d been gone all day, Hedir figured she’d be intensely needing to feed the children by now.

      After ensuring Magdara they could manage, Hedir shut the door and returned to sit close to Nyssa in a chair by the window. He sat silently and watched, but she was miles away, her mind replaying what she had experienced in the Undead Forest.

      “Nyssa,” Hedir called her out of her reverie.

      Hedir was prepared to take Forrest when he was done, as he had for his sister, but when the baby let go, Nyssa revived from her thoughts and expertly pulled him up and burped him. She was singing to him softly, and Hedir saw her tears. She pulled the baby against her gently, burying her face in his tiny neck and finally, she cried.

      “Nyssa?” he called to her softly. “Please, tell me why you are upset,” he begged her.

      He watched as she gently pulled the sleepy baby from her shoulder, smiled through her tears at him, but her eyes very obviously wandered all around him as he lay now against her thighs.

      “It’s him,” she said, not able to hold back her tears.  “His aura is brilliant, Hedir. I wish you could see it. Brilliant silver and blue. Forrest is the Sheppard, and there is nothing I can do to protect him from it.”

      Hedir was surprised, and stunned. He felt his heart race and slow down too fast and he swallowed hard. He looked at his baby son in his wife’s sobbing arms and he understood the real meaning of fear.
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      “Honourable Zara,” Nyssa greeted her; they had invited her to a meeting in their apartments. Zara bowed deeply and came in, bowed to Hedir and smiled warmly at the baby. Hedir sat with Forrest on his lap, the baby happily chewing on a braided rope toy that Magdara had made for him.

      Nyssa followed Zara in and sat down beside Hedir.

      “Zara, your husband informed me that you are the mother,” Nyssa began. She felt they had spent enough time on pleasantries since arriving a week ago, and fleetingly hoped that Zara was as practical as Nool and would allow her now to get down to business. Nyssa had been distinctly on edge since returning from her first and only excursion to the Undead Forest so far. She hadn’t shared with anyone else the full recounting of what had happened, except with Hedir. He’d been supportive and vigilant of her ever since, but more relaxed about Forrest than she expected.

      “I am, Your Majesty,” Zara replied proudly.

      “How does that work exactly?” Nyssa inquired pointedly. Hedir cleared his throat, trying to soften the tension. Zara shifted in her seat a bit, but continued to hold her smile.

      “Well, when a child is suspected of being gifted — in my case, they are ‘the gifted’ — they are brought to me for a test,” she began. Her eyes were already beginning to focus on Forrest, who was returning her gaze with interest.

      “If I see the child is indeed ‘the One,’ I inform the parents, who are always quite pleased,” she said and tried to chuckle. When Nyssa had no reaction, she coughed uncomfortably and continued.

      “From there, the child spends time with me as they grow and I teach them about the natural world that includes the realms. But as all children are taught about nature and its reliable cycle of life, Sheppard children must be attuned to it from a different perspective,” she added carefully. “That is really where I come in. In a warm and loving environment, I teach these children about death, about not fearing it, about the power of it, and finally, the power they wield over it within themselves. The last part, of course, we get to when they are of age, usually walking and talking. As you are no doubt aware, Your Majesty, this power has a physical presence. One must be big enough to endure it. I do not expose them to the undead section of the forest until I am sure they can physically survive it.”

      “You,” Nyssa said without hesitation, “you can enter the Undead?”

      “No, not directly,” Zara replied quickly. “I can feel the realm, and my gift is to see them while they are crossed over, still talk to them even, but I do not see the undead, though I am told they can clearly see me.”

      “Like Keerie, then,” Nyssa said. Zara blinked at her. Nyssa rolled her hand, trying to push the conversation through. “Keerie was my guide. She could enter the realm with me, but the spirits did not interact with her,” she explained.

      “A talented mother, my queen is then,” Zara said proudly, “which is only right, seeing as my queen holds the knowledge to all known gifts in the Bough world.”

      “Well, here, that responsibility, the one to walk with the student in the realm, falls to the guide,” Zara went on. “The guide can enter and can see the ghosts though he cannot interact with them. He walks with the student, and teaches them the physical and atmospheric laws of the realm. I provide guidance and love as their emotional and spiritual connection while they are there; the guide is their physical and their protector.”

      “Quade,” Nyssa blurted out, “your son, he is the guide?”

      Zara blinked. “Yes, that’s correct.”

      Nyssa nodded and leaned back in her chair to bite her lip. Hedir waited for her to explode with more questions, but when she seemed finally satisfied, he cleared his throat again to take over.

      “Thank you, Zara, for seeing us today,” he began gently.

      Zara, who had been looking at Nyssa with a little bit of worry, moved to look at him. She visibly relaxed when she could focus on him and his babbling son.

      “It is my honour, Your Grace,” she said. “And, of course, always a pleasure to see you again, Your Highness,” she said to Forrest and wriggled a finger at him. Forrest was content to stare at her in return, but he kicked his chubby legs in response to her attentions.

      “Is his sister well?” she inquired politely after Skye.

      “Oh, yes,” Hedir smiled. “She is in the other room with Magdara, playing—or eating. Both seem to be her favourite pastimes at present.”

      Zara chuckled. Hedir was still watching her. With a sigh he hoped she hadn’t noticed, he leaned forward.

      “Would you like to hold him?” he asked her.

      Zara’s eyes opened wide with delight. She nodded enthusiastically and straightened her skirts in preparation. When she was ready, she leaned to take the baby, who seemed not to care in the least that he was hanging in mid-air. When Zara had him securely, she slowly moved him back to her lap, but she caught the look of danger in Nyssa’s eyes.

      Zara immediately moved to relinquish the baby, trying to pass him to his mother. Nyssa hadn’t yet moved.

      “Your Majesty, if you would prefer I don’t hold your son, of course, I completely understand,” she said quickly. She tried to hold Forrest’s weight away from her, but Nyssa only shook her head.

      “It’s alright, Zara,” Hedir assured her. He motioned that she should sit back and the baby with her. “Nyssa is fine with it too. She’s worried at the moment. Please do continue,” he said, and tried to keep Zara’s focus on him.

      Zara nodded awkwardly and kept shooting nervous glances in Nyssa’s direction, but it was clear no one was going to come and remove Forrest, so she sat him down.

      The baby did squirm a bit in the confusion, but settled instantly in Zara’s comfortable lap, so she turned him around to face her. Hedir slowly sat back in his chair to give them room. He looked at Nyssa, who was still rigid, like a coiled viper ready to spring.

      Zara was talking to him and complimenting him on how big he was growing. She talked to him about his teething toy and his beautiful blue eyes. She bounced him on her knee, which Forrest seemed thoroughly to enjoy and gurgled a giggle when she repeated it. She laughed herself in delight and continued with the game for a few minutes more. She stood him on her lap then, supporting him with her hands, and his strong baby legs pushed against her thighs. The two of them giggled with delight.

      Finally, Zara sat him back down, gave him back his chew toy and looked at Hedir and then Nyssa.

      “Would you like me to test him?” she asked gently. “I assume that is why you asked me to meet him alone,” she said.

      “Yes, please, Zara,” Hedir said quietly.

      Nyssa sprang from her chair like a coil unbound. She walked away from the sitting area to stand at the windows, her fingernail between her teeth. Hedir nodded to Zara but stood to go to his wife. He took the hand she was chewing on and held it warmly between both of his own.

      “We will keep him safe,” he whispered to her. She sighed heavily in resignation, but nodded, finally coming to lean heavily against him.

      “Forrest, my love,” Zara said to him and the baby looked at her, “look what Zara has to show you,” she cooed at him and was removing a box from the pocket of her skirt. The small, rectangular, black velvet box fit in her palm. Forrest looked at it with rapt interest, but didn’t reach out to touch it. Zara reached her hand from around him to open it slowly so he could see what was inside.

      Forrest’s eyes were fixed on the contents of the box. She turned to show it to his parents. Hedir shrugged but nodded. Clearly, he saw nothing in the box, and this made Nyssa tense; she said nothing but stared at the bone that lay there fine. Zara returned to show the contents of the box to Forrest, who looked at it again and then back at Zara. She nodded to him. The baby reached out and picked up the contents.

      Nyssa began to sob softly into Hedir’s clothes. Zara, concerned at the lack of joy she was used to at this prestigious moment, pulled the baby closer and kissed him on his head to reassure him. Magdara entered at Hedir’s call and was visibly startled to see Nyssa upset, but he redirected her.

      “Please take Zara and Forrest in to visit with Skye, Magdara,” Hedir said calmly.

      The maid nodded, but hesitantly bowed to Zara and held her hand out to indicate the way. Zara stood with Forrest but was clearly distressed about what to say. She stopped halfway out of the room.

      “It really is nothing to fear, Your Majesties,” she said, deeply confused by their reaction. “Forrest will be well-trained, and he will provide comfort to hundreds if not thousands of souls. You’ll see!”

      Nyssa could only hide her face away. Her mind played the image of her baby son grasping happily onto the small humanoid bone he’d pulled out of the box, somehow captured from a spirit and not the living realm.
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      “You cannot take Nyssa into the Undead Forest,” Hedir said, his impatience becoming difficult to control. “She is not a Sheppard. She is a gifted necromancer, but her powers are different,” he reiterated to Nool and Zara.

      Zara had been lobbying Hedir to allow her to take Baby Forrest into the forest, on the living side and escorted by Quade, of course, but to begin his acclimatization. She promised him that it was not a full immersion, that she would walk him only to the edge and sit with him while he became accustomed. In her experience, she tried to assure him, the younger, the better. By the time he became a fearless toddler, he’d be able to run into the forest freely by himself and never look back at it uncomfortably again.

      But Hedir would never risk his wife’s sanity with such a move, nor her wrath. So now Zara, having enlisted her husband to add pressure, was suggesting Nyssa go too. That, Hedir knew clearly, was an incredibly dangerous idea.

      Zara was about to begin again, but Hedir stood from the table. He was sorry for his haste with his hosts, but the stress of his wife’s discomfort and his own uncertainty regarding his son’s future were weighing on him also. He felt the emptiness of the chair beside him, where Nyssa should have been.

      “I am sorry,” he said, trying to invoke the calm back into his voice. “I appreciate that you are very skilled and knowledgeable at what you do, but Nyssa is unique. Our queen said it herself.” He suddenly remembered a conversation with Keerie: ‘She is unique as there has never been one like her before.’”

      “My son will take his training with his mother’s consent and full participation. As soon as she is decided, we can meet again, and she will contribute to the conversation,” he said and quietly left the room.

      That afternoon, Hedir guided Nyssa around the complex on their daily walk, with Forrest in his carrier, strapped firmly to her chest. He was big enough that she had to hang him forward and he delighted at seeing the sites and the people and animals. Passersby greeted them warmly and the weather was fair. Hedir felt renewed when they returned, a sense of peace from the exercise. He lifted Forrest high out of the carrier when they were back at home and he zoomed off with Magdara, who had a game going with his sister in the living room.

      Nyssa had removed the carrier and was removing the rest of her clothing too. It had been six weeks since they’d arrived and heard Forrest would be the one to learn the undead, speak to them, dedicate his life to them. Since then, Nyssa had done little but visit the forest on her own, desperate to find some comfort or familiarity with putting her infant son in there. She had become withdrawn and protective of them. Forbidding them to go near until she made the call.

      Hedir was painfully aware of the weight she had lost, Dorn’s scornful words about her weakened condition echoing in his mind.

      He came up behind her, desperate to touch her smooth skin. He couldn’t help it; he kissed her shoulder and her neck. In the last six weeks, she wouldn’t respond, wouldn’t let him do anything until he quit from despair at her lack of interest.

      He was turning away now to pick up her shirt when he felt a hand on his chin, lifting it to her face. She was completely nude, completely exposed. He burned for her clothed, let alone like this. Even worse, after several weeks of celibacy, it was taking considerable control.

      “Nyssa,” his voice cracked. He cleared it and tried again.

      She lifted his other hand, and placed it on her breast. She kissed him. It was light, not as passionate as he remembered she could be, but there was life in it. He grabbed her behind with both hands and roughly pulled her against him. When he broke the kiss, he saw her eyes. They were looking at him. For the first time in a long while, she was seeing him.

      “Make love to me, Hedir,” she whispered faintly.

      He was breathing hard, but she was calm. He nodded and, with great control, lifted her gently onto the bed. He didn’t wait to be free of his clothing. He fumbled and managed, just enough so he could enter her and she gasped—the first expression he’d seen from her. He wanted to cry out right then. He moved again and she warmed to him. Again, and her cheeks coloured. Again, and her hands gripped hard to his shoulders. He knew one, maybe two more times would see it end. So desperate had he been for her, he had no restraint.

      “Nyssa,” he breathed hard into her ear.

      “Save me, Hedir,” she begged. “Take me to where I feel we are together again.”

      Hedir needed no more invitation. He pushed hard, once and a second time, feeling the climax ripple through his body, the complete loss of control and the physical release. He was going to separate from her, afraid to smother her, but her hand came up instantly and gripped him hard, and he smiled to himself, and fought the ticklish feeling of going soft still inside her. He relaxed back down, pulling her close to him. Some things never change, and some more than others he hoped never would.
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      Hedir watched her like a hawk, never leaving her side or out of his sight, and what he noticed was her intense awareness of her children. She was always attentive, but now she was almost otherworldly. Once while training, she stopped in mid-swing and ran from the yard to their apartment because she had ‘felt’ Skye get hurt or be in danger. She wasn’t, but Nyssa was wound up tight about them, and the tax on her mind and her emotions concerned him.

      He brought it up with Askara, the High Healer assigned to them by her sister, Naya, who seemed as skilled a psychologist as she was a physician of the body. Her opinion was Nyssa was a young mother who’d met a mortal threat to her infant and her reaction was protective, obsessive behaviour that should fade in time. She reiterated that not all mothers had Nyssa's defensive and offensive abilities. Her reactions may have seemed fierce, but she was reacting no differently than any other new mother. This reassured Hedir a bit, and he began to relax about his wife.

      A lot about who she is, an Orak, a queen, a warrior, a human, were things he never realized would stand out in a person as much as they did with her. He was constantly in awe of her, but there was also a strength he sometimes feared. It was a fear of self-sacrifice, a fear of her fearlessness, a fear of her independence and her total understanding that in a lot of her destiny, she truly was alone. He felt he was constantly warring with her to let him in, to let him share some of her truths.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      The snows came while Nyssa slowly settled herself, closing the Pass and restricting communications to birds, which were fewer because they had to be comfortable in the arctic air. Patrick had a snowy owl that seemed not to mind the trip, but it was no man’s pet, and arrived only if the trip for himself was fruitful.

      Nyssa was thrilled to hear she was successfully a new aunt for the third time, and that Triana and the new baby, a boy, were in good health. Patrick wrote that he was elated and a little in awe of the commotion so many small and short people could cause. He admitted he guiltily sought refuge in his office more and more every day, though the older ones, Hayden, now six and his sister Glenna who was just four and a half, simply ignored the closed door and the council having meetings and frequently set up their games in the corner of the room. Patrick admitted they had the free run of the palace, and that meant councilmen to courtiers needed to adjust to the pitter patter of little feet. That made her smile, but it faded a little to think her own children could not join their cousins in the terrorizing of Orak’Thune Palace. Maybe one day…

      Brack’s letter was far less interesting. He reported a lull in the activities of the coast, and continued bland and non-committed communication with the northern island people of Kitska. A cold and mostly rocky continent found off the north-eastern shore of Orak’Thune, the Kitskan people were tradesmen in metals. They had mines that ran deep and pulled all metals of value, including iron ore, copper, brass and even gold and silver. As a result of their topography and climate, they grew little, and so the free trade agreements with the fertile and vast Orak’Thune kept them fed, while Kitska kept the Orak armed.

      Rogun had stirred them up some with Dascus’s interference, now begun over a year ago. A faction had risen and threatened to join Rogun, accusing Orak’Thune of hoarding foods and other nonsense. An old and weightless complaint, it wasn’t new and it never amounted to anything. Since the signing of the Kitskan Peace Treaty centuries earlier, no Kitskan had starved or been denied food. They simply placed orders and Orak’Thune filled them.

      When word came that Rogun was antagonizing them, Nyssa hadn’t taken it seriously; in fact, it had made her feel sorry for the Kitskan people. Even if Dascus succeeded in raising them, they’d capitulate early enough. Maybe not even fight at all. The island had a fraction of the population of even Rogun, and fewer than that were able-bodied soldiers willing or capable of leaving their homes and families, which, due to their location, took constant upkeep to survive. They were pawns, empty threats, and it made her sad that Dascus would use them that way.

      But interesting that Rogun seemed to be taking a nap on things. Maybe the winter didn’t appeal to them either. Orak’Thune was vast miles of fields and dotted forests and the winter blanketed her for five months of every year. No army liked fighting in the cold wet snow or cold rain, unable to warm up by their fires at night. Rogun was a tropical island continent also. She doubted Dascus’s generals were any more thrilled to be roaming her countryside than her own soldiers. But war was never pleasant and anger fuelled many bad ideas.

      She prayed her musings were close to the truth.

      Riverbrook welcomed winter a little later than the Pass, but it welcomed it with enthusiasm. Two feet of snow covered the ground the first morning Nyssa woke up to the aftermath of her first blizzard. She was surprised but also enthralled. The children were dressed in layer upon layer and brought outside to roll and play, marvel and cry at the cold wet snow that they saw and touched and tasted. Nyssa felt the world was quieter, clearer and clean.

      When Nool presented Nyssa with a sled, it was the greatest gift she could have received. Her daily activity was to take the children out and explore the village and the countryside. It gave her an idea, and she approached Quade.

      Nyssa, Hedir, Zara and Forrest were loaded into the sled, Forrest bundled and sitting happily on his mother’s lap, and Quade drove the team that pulled them. They went to the edge of the Undead Forest, just to the edge, on a crystal clear and very bright morning. Just outside the wall of tall pines, the ground was a flat blanket over the grasses that were dormant underneath. They walked over it, sinking a little bit, but Forrest squealed in delight to be let down. She let him, and watched him teeter on his newfound walking legs, then fall, crawl and try again. His father humoured him with this endless activity. It didn’t take long for Nyssa to notice that Forrest had a direction, though. He was aiming for the trees, for the forest. Like it was calling his name.

      She let him by not interfering, and nodded that Hedir should go with him. Zara followed along, smiling and encouraging his efforts, not influencing him in any way, and Quade walked ahead of him, scouting the surroundings and turning back to the tiny being every so often. Nyssa stayed back, planted firmly by the sled. She gripped her sword under her heavy cloak with one hand and the rail of the sled with the other. Her eyes went back and forth between her son and the treeline.

      When she saw her, Nyssa froze. Feeling her body tense and her concentration firm up in her mind, she was opening herself to both sides. Comfortable enough entering the realm that it was no longer like entering a portal, she would now feel or see a spirit and the world simply changed colour. She could work simultaneously in both realms: a trait Zara had confirmed to her was a necromancer’s mastery of the gift.

      The small woman teetered out of the pines, smiling at Forrest and delighting in his wobbly ways. She clapped and encouraged him and he smiled and laughed in response. She saw Hedir look up and Zara too, but they would not see this woman; she was a spirit.

      Forrest was making to walk to her, like he did all the people he saw, expecting her to catch him. She started to worry because she didn’t want him to be hurt when he fell into her arms and there was nothing to catch him. But Forrest didn’t fall into her arms. He walked just enough and then he stopped. He smiled at the woman, who smiled back and spoke to him. He nodded when she asked him something and he pointed at Nyssa. The woman stood up and looked directly at her. The smile turned wary, but she bowed low anyway. Nyssa nodded in response.

      Changing her mind, maybe it was the air of this woman—her aura was blueish and light. Nyssa wanted to converse with her. The last woman, the terrified mystic, had been unhelpful, but Nyssa felt it was time to work with these spirits. If they wanted their Sheppard back, they needed to settle the threat to their realm, and Nyssa worried she was the only one who could help.

      The woman saw her approaching, and though she looked to be increasingly worried of Nyssa, she held her ground. Nyssa motioned to Hedir and Zara that they should wait and keep their distance as she passed them. She scooped Forrest up and into her arms, and he squealed again in surprise and delight and nuzzled into his mother’s neck with a very cold nose. Nyssa might have teased him about this, but she was locked on the face of the spirit.

      She stopped a few feet away, shifted Forrest to a hip and bowed lightly to the woman. The woman returned the bow with a deeper one again.

      “Pray, Madam, what tidings do you hear in the forest of the undead this morning?” Nyssa began, unsure if there was a greeting she should use or if questions were uncommon. The woman did not look surprised, eyed Forrest often, but made the motion to swallow and speak.

      “The forest is quiet, Majesty,” she said timidly. “Though all the spirits rejoice that the Sheppard has returned,” she added and smiled at Forrest, who bounced awkwardly where his mother held him. Nyssa swallowed hard, not ready to announce it yet, lest some follow Forrest before he was ready, but it was clear to her now, they appeared to know him already. She noticed even this close, still on the edge, Forrest’s aura was blazing whites and blues; every now and then a silver streak would arc out and blind her, even if she weren’t looking directly at him.

      “Have you heard of the Serpent, Madam?” Nyssa asked plainly. The spirit shrank a bit, and looked behind her, but she nodded.

      “He is searching, ever searching,” the woman said. Nyssa noticed her appearance fade in and out a little bit. “But he has been quiet of late. He used to call for the Fire Queen,” she added and now seemed to shrink in on herself.

      Nyssa remembered the mystic and how she had called her aura ‘a flame.’

      “I am looking for my father,” Nyssa said then, surprising even herself.

      She had felt that finding her father was a personal quest, but until saying it out loud, it hadn’t occurred to her where she might start.

      The woman considered her question for a while; Forrest quieted and sucked on his thumb. The woman seemed to be considering whether to help her. Finally, she squared her shoulders and spoke again; “What is his name, dear?”

      “Madras,” Nyssa replied.

      “The general?” the woman replied immediately, sounding surprised. Nyssa was surprised also. This woman had seen her father? Here? Nyssa nodded.

      “He is here, sometimes. I have not seen him for some time, but he has been here. He never speaks, but he is an image to behold. He helped me find my son. I am indebted to him. If I see him, I will tell him his daughter is looking for him,” she said.

      “I would be forever grateful to you, Madam, very grateful,” Nyssa replied, and she felt her heart warm and shoulders relax.

      “But you mustn’t linger, Majesty,” the woman said then, crouched and speaking low. She wriggled a few fingers at Forrest, who gurgled happily. “The child can protect you when you are together, but the Serpent means you harm,” she warned.

      “Can the Serpent harm the Sheppard?” she asked directly. The woman looked at Forrest, considering it.

      “I am not sure, but it would be a poor decision if he did,” she said. “The Sheppard is the Chosen One here. Without him, we are lost to anyone and everyone, doomed to be forgotten. All the Undead Realm would rise against him if he tried, I am certain. But the Fire Queen is, without doubt, his enemy. He will come for you,” she said and pointed a bony finger at Nyssa.

      “Is the Undead Forest threatened by him? So far, all I’ve heard is how he wants to vanquish me. Why should I bother to vanquish him? So long as he does not breach the veil, he is no threat to me,” Nyssa replied haughtily.

      It seemed all the spirits wanted was their Sheppard and to be rid of her. They seemed to live with the Serpent like he was no more than a nuisance. A spider to a cat, in a very big open forest.

      The woman seemed to recoil a bit with her tone.

      “Do you even need help?” Nyssa said again.

      “Yes, we need help,” came a voice out of the darkness beyond the trees.

      Nyssa’s eyes shot up to look beyond the woman. The woman whirled and began backing away. In three steps, she’d vanished. Nyssa stood firm to see a figure there. Tall, broad in the shoulders, wearing a long cloak, maybe some sort of armour. He wore no helmet.

      “Who are you? Come out into the light, so I may see your face,” she called to the figure, but it stayed silent.

      Frustrated but curious, Nyssa turned and walked Forrest back to his father, who was standing with Zara. They looked at her questioningly, but she silently handed Forrest over, took off her gloves, where she rubbed the stone rings, felt them warm and turned to walk back.

      When she got to the tree line, the figure was still there, but she couldn’t make out his face in the shadow.

      “I have been warned that I am a beacon, a danger to myself and my companions if I enter here alone,” she said to the spirit, trying to entice him to come out.

      “You are in no present danger here,” the man replied loftily.

      Nyssa gritted her teeth and pursed her lips in muted frustration. She stomped ahead in the snow, hearing Hedir call out to her, but she ignored him. She saw Quade run ahead of her on the path and stop where he could watch her and her surroundings. Not sure what good it would do, but it was a comfort he was there. He could at least witness she was talking to someone and warn the others to flee if things went wrong.

      When she was past the first few trees, the snow depth lessened considerably and she stepped around the odd drift, but was walking on fairly uncovered ground. She stamped her feet to rid her high boots and leggings of the clinging snow before they melted and made her wet. She shook her cloak, and wrapped it back around her. The wind was very cold in the shadow of the wood. She stopped just past the edge, and waited.

      Standing behind a trunk, the figure seemed to be waiting for her. When she stopped fidgeting with her cloak, he moved closer. Finally, his face came into enough light, and Nyssa nearly fainted.

      “Da?” she said, breathless and in shock.

      He stood nearly four inches above her, and he looked not a day older than when he married her mother. The portraits in the Crown Hall depicted their likeness for her so that she had stared at them for hours after her mother’s passing. For her, her father had aged considerably after that. He was grey and lined when he’d died. Before her, stood her father and king from the painting, young and strong.

      The man wore the long Orak cloak, and light breastplate with the crest of the previous sovereign, her king. His hair was slightly long, bouncing off his shoulders, and his eyes warm, even if they were not fully coloured like those in the land of the living. He was a shade, there was no doubt, but he was real.

      “Da?” she said again and took one small step forward. The man smiled.

      “They weren’t kidding, Nyssa. You really are the Fire Queen,” he said, chuckling. His eyes roamed around and above her head.

      Nyssa took another step forward, but her father took one back.

      “Careful, Daughter,” he warned her. “Though I long to embrace you, we are a ways yet from accomplishing that,” he said gently. Nyssa mind was slowly unfreezing itself.

      “You…you touched me,” she stammered. “You touched me. You stabbed me!”

      Her father smiled then. “You remember. That’s good.”

      “Remember? You saved my life!” she replied. “And those of my children. Your grandchildren!” she added and was nearly choked saying it out loud. She sucked her breath in when she sobbed. Her father stood silent a moment.

      “The child with you, he is your son?” he asked quietly and leaned around her, trying to see. She thought she caught a bit of emotion in it. She nodded.

      “Yes! Yes,” she replied, working to swallow her emotion. She turned quickly, seeing Quade, and motioned to him. “Bring Forrest!” she yelled at him. Startled, Quade hopped once, then took off. “And Hedir!” she yelled after him.

      “Why don’t you come out? Why stay here, in the shadow?” she asked him then. Spirits could go anywhere they wanted. They chose the forest, Keerie had explained, because the magic that supported them was stronger there. But they could roam, if they wanted to, if they were strong enough.

      “I feel stronger here, Daughter,” he said calmly. “I can protect you here. For a while.”

      “Protect me? From the Serpent, you mean?” she said then and dropped her tone with her dismissive annoyance at the reference. Her father only regarded her with authority. Like he used to. She wanted to cry.

      “I have missed you, Da,” she said then after watching his face for a moment. She reached out to touch him, and he did not move back, but where her hand should have made contact with his cheek, it sparked brilliantly, and smoke or vapour trailed up from his face. She snatched her hand back. There was a hole in his cheek that she could see right through.

      “Fire Queen,” he said calmly.

      Nyssa was holding her hand. The Summer East on that hand felt white hot and burned her, but she didn’t move to take it off.

      “Never take it off, Nyssa,” Madras said then, seeing the stone in her ring. “It amplifies your power, and protects you when you focus,” he advised. She looked at the ring and willed it to cool down.

      “I’m sorry, Da. I didn’t know,” she said, still staring at his face. He shrugged.

      “It will repair in time. The lesson was worth it,” he said and smiled.

      Nyssa heard crunching in the snow. When she turned, Quade and Hedir were there, with Zara just behind.

      “Welcome, Mother and the Guide,” Madras said from behind her and Nyssa repeated it for them. Quade bowed deeply and Zara followed, confirming they were at least aware he was there.

      Hedir looked from side to side at what they were doing, but when he looked at Nyssa, he was confused and nervous. She held out her hand to him, her eyes beginning to brim with tears. Forrest had eyes only for his grandfather. He was inspired and started kicking and bouncing in his father’s arms.

      “Hedir, please come forward,” she asked him and sniffed. “I would like to present you to my father, King Madras, Overlord of Orak’Thune,” she said and turned to stand beside him. Hedir looked at her in shock. He swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Your Majesty,” he tried to say strongly and bowed, which was awkward with Forrest. Nyssa reached out and took him so he could accomplish it with some dignity.

      “Da, I present to you Hedir, Duke of Bough,” she said, and beamed with love for him, “my husband.”

      Her father, who had been regarding the small party in front of him with warm interest, raised his eyebrows now and peered closer at the tall, fair-haired man bowing before him.

      “A Bough, then?” he said. Nyssa nodded. Slowly, Madras began to nod as well. “I recognize this Bough. He is the one I led to find you.” Nyssa nodded vigorously.

      “Is he brave, Nyssa? Does he stand with you or behind you?” the king asked her.

      Nyssa was about to act offended on behalf of her husband at this remark, and was happy Hedir couldn’t hear it for himself, but then she remembered Nool’s account of Madras’s experiences with her mother. He actually didn’t think Bough were not courageous; he was asking if Hedir himself was simply as brave as she, whom her father would consider braver than most. If she thought him her equal.

      Nyssa was looking at Hedir this whole time. Hedir was starting to feel awkward under a gaze from her he didn’t understand.

      “He is with me in every challenge, in this world and the next, Sire. He has smote our enemy in my honour, delivered me our children when I was deceived, and saved my soul from wretched despair. He alone is my heart and my guiding light,” she said and the tears overflowed. Hedir stared at her and, realizing she was answering her father’s question, stood up straighter and looked ahead, he hoped, at her father.

      Madras was, in fact, watching Hedir, his lips tightly closed in consideration. He noticed the bouncing boy, and smiled.

      “And this is the child he gave you, then?” he said and let his smile broaden.

      When Forrest made eye contact, he let out a startling screech and giggled and held out his arms to his grandfather in hopes he would take him.

      “Alas, my dear boy, I am a stranger to you,” he said softly, “but you show no fear, now do you?” he said and laughed openly at Forrest’s antics.

      “Yes, this is Forrest, Da. And his sister Skye is at home,” Nyssa explained. Madras, who had been making faces at Forrest, stopped and looked up at Nyssa.

      “Sister?” he asked and looked at Forrest. A shadow crossed his face. “Ah,” he said, understanding now what he was looking at: the Bough twin phenomenon. He wriggled his fingers at Forrest, but he stood up straight again, his expression returning to concern.

      “I greet you then, Hedir, Duke of Bough,” Madras said. “And because I must trust my daughter in these things due to my final situation, I declare I am pleased with my grandchildren, and I guess I welcome you as well, son,” he said.  Nyssa tried to hide the smirk. Hedir frowned at her.

      “King Madras,” she said formally, straightening to add some credence to the statement, “greets his son-in-law. He expresses his pleasure at the news of our parenthood and his continued bloodline, and welcomes you.”

      Hedir turned back to the empty space and bowed deeply. Nyssa smiled, but as she watched her father, it faded a bit. How much she wished her mother were here.

      “I have many questions, Da. About mother, about this realm. Queen Keerie sent me here to train my gift, but she also hoped I would find you,” Nyssa explained. Her father regarded her again and he nodded.

      “There seems to be a lot you don’t know. That is true,” he said, and she stiffened at the condescending tone she hadn’t heard in several years. “This ‘Serpent’ the ghosts refer to, you’ve heard of it,” he said and she nodded. “Well, what is it then?”

      Nyssa balked at being put on the spot, but this was his way. Madras always expected his children to think quickly, act quicker and always be informed.

      “It’s Dascus himself,” she replied, though that was her hunch, but she felt strongly about it. Madras showed no reaction, but he nodded.

      “Good start. Don’t forget that,” Madras said with the authority of an overbearing parent.

      “Is Forrest in danger, Madras?” she asked him then, her tone firm. He didn’t look away from her son when she spoke.

      “No, Dascus has no interest in the Sheppard. The old woman was right. To harm him would mean certain annihilation in this realm,” he replied.

      Nyssa felt the relief wash through her body like a wave, like a breath she had been holding. Hedir noticed this change in her and leaned over, calling her name in concern. Her father noticed also, and now he did look at her.

      “Don’t do that, Nyssa!” he said sharply. She stiffened in surprise. “He may not be in danger, but you most certainly are. Never lose your focus or let down your guard here!” he snapped. Forrest was startled by his grandfather’s harsh tone, but he didn’t cry. Nyssa looked down at him.

      “I should let him begin his training, then?” she asked quietly.

      She’d braced and hardened her thoughts on the stones again on her father’s command, but she was thinking of her son.

      Madras looked back at his grandson. “I don’t even see how that could be a question, Nyssa. He is a Sheppard. Even as an infant, he has more ability to protect than you know.”

      “He’s not yet a year old, Da,” she said, almost pleading.

      The sharp look her father gave her made her step back. Hedir had never seen his wife do that before, and could only imagine the man her father had been.

      Madras regarded his daughter. She was staring helplessly at her baby boy, the fear and love for him plastered simultaneously on her face.

      “And what about my granddaughter, this Skye? Does she exhibit gifts, as well?” he asked, his tone considerably softer. Nyssa shook her head.

      “Skye seems to hold great ability in her personality, but I have not seen her exhibit any gifts,” Nyssa said quietly. Hedir cleared his throat and hefted Forrest higher in his arms.

      “Yet, Your Majesty,” he interjected. “Skye may yet have some of her mother’s other useful gifts, the sensitivity, for example,” he rushed to say. He was looking at the spot of thin air Nyssa seemed to be directed. Nyssa saw Madras regard him calmly, as if he could be seen.

      “Maybe,” he said quietly. “Still,” he said to Nyssa, “I should like to meet her if it’s not too much trouble.”

      “But Da, she won’t be able to see you,” Nyssa said, but Madras shrugged.

      “We’ll see.” Madras’s shade had started to fade and pulse a bit. Nyssa got the impression he was getting ready to go.

      “Da,” she said quickly, trying to get him to forget about leaving for a minute. Madras solidified a bit and focused on her. “Where is Mother? Have you found her?”

      Madras looked sad. He shook his head.

      “I have never found your mother, though I look for her constantly. There are rumours that tortured souls go somewhere else. Their pain in life suffocates them and they remain unable to free themselves to walk liberally in the wood. This is all rumour, mind you,” he warned her then. “I am still looking.”

      “Did you know?” she asked then, softly. “Did you know about Dascus?”

      Madras regarded her, but gave no indication he understood.

      “Da, Dascus was mother’s brother. They were twins,” she said gently. Madras narrowed his eyes at her hard for a long time. She returned the look, firmly making her stand.

      “I know this…” he started to say, “but knew this? No…no, she never told me. But how? How could her brother…NO! Dascus?” He was mumbling and his face was unreadable.

      “Coltair,” Nyssa said then and Madras’s head whipped up to stare at her.

      “The Serpent,” Madras replied. Nyssa blinked. She thought the Serpent was Dascus…

      “Wait, Coltair is the Serpent?” Nyssa asked, but the rest was cut off by a wicked and terrifying howl that came from behind Madras, deep in the forest. The branches began to sway and the air grew even colder.

      “GO!” Madras said then, panic in his face.

      “Da!” Nyssa said, taking a step to go after him. He turned on her and loomed over her, the shade growing ten feet above her.

      “GO!” he said again and the ground shook with his voice. Forrest began to cry.

      “GO! Go now, back to the sled!” Nyssa ordered everyone and the party bolted from the tree line and back to the waiting horse team and sled. The horses were dancing and snorting, their ears whipped back and their mouths salivating from where they were nervously biting the bits.

      As they were climbing in, they again heard the screams and the howls. Nyssa nearly blocked her ears from the loudness of the noise. The trees were bending in the force of the wind now; snow was blowing unnaturally outward from the tree line. She saw spirits fleeing, flashing in and out of view in their panic.

      The horses kicked into a run immediately after Quade had them turned around. Nyssa stood up to watch the forest as they left it. A bright light was growing, white and enormous. Beams of its light struck through the treeline as if it were the sun itself. And then there was nothing but the light before the burst.

      Nyssa saw the first ten feet of trees break instantly and flatten outward. Snow erupted in the pressure wave bursting toward them and at impossible speed, the wind that carried it flattened everything in its path toward them.

      “GET DOWN!” she screamed and threw herself at Hedir and Forrest, pulling the baby from his arms, and wrapping her body around him to lie on the floor of the sled. Hedir grabbed Zara on his way down and tried to cover both women.

      The shock wave hit the back of the sleigh and it lifted a few feet off the ground, coming back down with a terrible crash. The horses bolted and the reins were ripped from Quade’s hands. Hedir barely had time to grab the man and pull him down into the sled before he was thrown forward to fall certainly under the rails. Zara was under the seat beside Nyssa, holding on for dear life, and wailing.

      The horses were running wildly and out of control, banging the sled against trees and rocks off the path. They were startled and running too fast to control. Hedir looked at Quade and they nodded to each other. He checked they were not being followed and gave the signal, so he would rise and move back to the driver’s seat. Hedir joined him, and together they worked to hold one while the other reached the leathers that tethered the horses.

      Quade yelled at the horses to hear him. Yelled at them to slow and stop, but it took them both, pulling back on all the tack they could get a grip on to slow them. When they were tired, though, the horses slowed and finally stopped. Quade jumped out and ran to face them to show them they were safe and calm them.

      Hedir jumped out and pulled Nyssa and Forrest out of the sled. He went back for Zara and sat them all together on a fallen log. They were about a mile from the village. All of them were stricken, scared and bruised.

      Nyssa was frantically checking Forrest for anything broken. She was whispering and trying not to lose control, but the baby was fine. He cried and clung to her with white knuckles on his chubby baby hands.

      Quade and Hedir declared the sled unusable, so Quade unhooked the horses. He and Zara mounted one, and Hedir and his family the other. They were burdened, but they would make it. Someone would be sent back for the wreck.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      That night, Nyssa stayed an hour watching her babies sleep in their beds. She replayed the visit with her father, seeing his young face again, hearing his words. Even the ones spoken harshly, she loved them. She understood them now. He was her parent and he feared for her life all the time, even in death. Just like she did now for Forrest and Skye.  His words were not meant to slay, but to be heard. To bruise maybe, but to be remembered.

      It didn’t take long for Nyssa to surrender to her father’s direction and allow her son to be taken to the forest with Zara and Quade, though she took several days to settle her nerves after the incident. While the incident had frightened her to death, knowing she was denying Forrest the skills he would need to know to protect himself convinced her she could not delay any longer.

      She did insist that Hedir go with them, however. Even if he couldn’t see what they saw or hear what they heard, he was there if they needed him to be. If Forrest needed him. She hoped her father was there too and sometimes knew he would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mama, that is not how it goes,” Forrest was saying as he walked with his mother along the path from the woods. Their horses were left to graze in the small grass field near the entrance of the forest. They were more comfortable away from it and really loved the wildflowers that grew there. Quade followed discreetly behind them.

      “Tell me then,” she said to him encouragingly.

      Now four, he was intelligent and articulate, wise beyond his years and she was in awe of him. He could read emotions very well and often connected people with lost loved ones, even without them requesting so. He was instantly famous in the village, of course, and was stopped and greeted whenever he went out.

      But it was his gift that Nyssa saw in him, so like and yet unlike her own. They had carefully returned together only once every month or so and even then, Nyssa paid special attention to not go too far in. Forrest insisted she would be safe with him, that his aura could mask hers or dim it, but she wasn’t going to test it on a four year old, much to his utter incomprehension.

      Zara was afire with her pride over Forrest’s abilities and aptitude. She’d been training with him for all the three years, and most of those years, he didn’t speak all that well. She’d watched him grow and find his way in the realm, barely able to communicate with anyone but himself. Now that he was talking and with full sentences and concepts, he was a marvel to everyone. A strong boy, tall and slender with his mother’s auburn hair, he was calm and mature when he spoke with people. He was suited to his noble birth, Nyssa thought also. Like his uncle, he was a natural surrounded by others.

      Skye had been Nyssa’s biggest conundrum. She was high-spirited from birth, quick to anger, quick to please, and she seemed to experience life at the edge of the blade point. Nyssa wondered what kind of handful she would be when she could walk and talk, but nothing could have prepared her for Skye, at any age.

      Skye was tall, like her brother, and blonde like her father. Slender, fine-featured like her Bough heritage, she simply was Bough, until she opened her mouth. Skye proved to be an expert negotiator, with a sly mind for detail and weakness and she had you with a shift in the tone of your voice. She was not malicious or distasteful; in fact, Skye didn’t have to manipulate. She simply found out the truth, stuck to the rules and played the hand most likely to win. She was her uncle and grandfather to a tee and that startled everyone because she looked just like the docile side of her father. You never saw her coming.

      In all the anomalies, Skye had the Bough features and hair, but Forrest had the human ones, and yet, they were opposite in their abilities. It made Nyssa smile to see her children bending the forgone conclusions about them so early on. Whatever their race, they were products of her and Hedir and she loved them, body and soul.

      Nyssa had spent considerable time with Forrest as he grew, mostly because it was Riverbrook and he was the Sheppard there. It was not lost on her that having a daughter who was exactly the same age as her son and likely experiencing the same needs as her brother was a challenge. Hedir stepped in, of course, but he struggled sometimes with Skye’s relentless pursuit to achieve: a trait he accused her mother of providing her.

      They had mounted and were walking leisurely back to the village; Forrest was explaining to his mother just then how he controls the environment in the forest. He had asked her about her first time and she had just finished explaining to him her training with Keerie.

      “You don’t have to imagine. You have to feel. The realm is there. You have to choose which you need to be. If you have a spirit who wants to talk to you, you focus on them and that way you can still see outside,” he said.

      She nodded to him, because he was correct, but what he was failing to understand was the difference between being born a Sheppard and being awakened. She tried again.

      “That would be scary,” he conceded. “Were you scared, Mama?” he asked and turned in the saddle to see her face when he squeezed her hand. She smiled and shrugged.

      “I was at first, but not by the spirits. Just at the different structure of the realm. Do you understand what I mean?” she asked him and he nodded. She smiled at him.

      “Grandfather said that you were not scared but simply ‘new to it’ and that’s always how you are when you’re just learning,” he said then.

      She sighed at the mention of her father. She had been exponentially pleased when Forrest began returning with stories that her father had told him on their “walks.”

      “Yes, well, Grandfather would know, wouldn’t he?” she laughed.

      “Grandfather knows a lot of things, Mama,” he said proudly.

      “Yes, my darling, he is very wise,” she replied.

      “Grandfather was a king! Just like you, Mama!” he said and threw his arms whimsically in the air. It was a statement of fact, not a question and she watched him carry on about it for a bit.

      “Will Skye be a queen?” he asked out of nowhere.

      Nyssa considered it. It was very likely, but it depended on if she favoured the sword or the book. Whatever her choice, she had the background and the charisma to go on with either one.

      “Maybe, Forrest. What do you think?” she asked him teasingly, but he tapped his mouth with a gloved hand to consider it.

      “I think she will be,” he said after a long while. “She is bossy enough to be and strong. Like you Mama!” he said proudly. Nyssa frowned a bit, but smiled anyway.

      “Thanks,” she said dryly.

      “Is it true Uncle Patrick is coming to visit this summer?” Forrest asked then, changing the subject so fast as only children that age can do.

      “Yes, certainly, he’ll be here any day,” Nyssa replied happily.

      Nyssa had been very excited when she’d received word that Patrick planned a visit to the village and would arrive as soon as the Pass opened. She hadn’t seen him in three years and she was desperate for her brother’s company. She wanted to tell him what she had learned about their father. Take him to the woods so they could visit.

      Then more recently, Trib had returned from wintering in Bough with all kinds of interesting correspondence from Baro and Keerie, but the most intriguing of all was the formal request that Jara be reinstated to his full duties and join her in Riverbrook. Naya had given him a clean bill of health within the year she had left, but Brack had kept him busy running troops and rotations along the road from Bough to Orak’Thune.

      Jara was a highly skilled field general, but it wasn’t what he wanted. Madras had given him the lifelong appointment of first guardsman to his one and only daughter himself, and he’d vowed to never fail at that duty, so long as he lived. To him, not performing that assignment was a punishment worse than death.

      It all seemed too much even, a family reunion of sorts. Nyssa was imagining reuniting with Patrick one minute and seeing Jara again in the other, scenarios of their conversations running through her head.

      Then later that week, she and Forrest were coming down a light slope that curved under the west gate of the village. Already some of the citizens had spotted them and were lining up to wave and offer their greetings to Forrest. Nyssa was used to this as a queen, but her title carried less weight here and she quite liked the relaxed environment. However, now that her son was their Sheppard, the celebrity status on the family was returned and it was nearly entirely focused on her four-year-old son.

      “Good afternoon, Sheppard, and to you, good Queen Nyssa,” said the first woman at the gate.

      Technically, Nyssa would always outrank her son, even if she retired the crown. Once a queen, always a queen, but that didn’t seem to matter here. She chuckled to herself and watched Forrest, who young as he was, knew his audience.

      They were halfway back to the Central Inn when Hedir came riding toward her, Roan being pulled alongside him, saddled and ready. He reined in just in front of her.

      “Someone’s here. They just cleared the mountain pass. I thought you’d like to greet them yourself. On Roan, of course,” he said breathlessly.

      They must have been close if Hedir had run out to meet them. A groomsman slid off the back of Hedir’s mount. Roan had no patience for a new rider today, she surmised, and moved to take the reins of her own horse.

      Nyssa passed Forrest over to Quade, who repositioned him in his front. She dismounted quickly, handing her reins to the waiting groomsman, and turned to heave herself back onto Roan, who nodded and huffed in greeting.

      “Can I come too, Mama?!” Forrest exclaimed. She hesitated, but then moved closer and leaned to reach for him so he could sit back with her.

      “Where is Skye?” she asked then. Hedir threw his head over his shoulder in the direction that was behind them.

      “At the inn, reading,” he replied and instantly regretted it.

      Without waiting for a reply, he turned his horse and pounded back to the inn. Roan moved after him, but at a much slower pace. The big destrier adored the children, and always kept his calm if he was carrying one of them.

      “Mama, when can I have a Roan?” Forrest asked her, patting the big horse’s muscle carved neck. She laughed.

      “A Roan?” she said and tickled him.

      “Yes!” he squealed. “A horse friend that likes only me, like Roan and you,” he said.

      She considered his description and marvelled at its astuteness. “I imagine, Forrest, that very soon you will find your Roan,” she replied warmly. “Horses love you already, but your true love will seek you out and then you will be friends forever,” she added and kissed the top of his head.

      “How did you find your Roan?” he asked.

      “Grandfather found him as a colt, had him trained, but it wasn’t enough. He was considered too wild, too big and too dangerous for even a knight to ride. I had to prove to Grandfather that I could work with him, so I completed his training and we learned from each other. Now, he is for me, as I am for him,” she said. “No horse would go where I go, protect me like he does and understand me better.”

      She gave a couple of smart pats on Roan’s big neck, too, and the animal snorted his appreciation.

      By the time they’d reached the inn, Hedir was being handed the skinny blonde girl known as the Princess Skye, and she fussed heavily with her seating arrangements. When Nyssa figured enough had been said about it, she approached and entered the square, which thankfully was enough to end the debate. She sighed in constant relief that one thing Skye respected above all else was rank. To her, her mother was the overlord of the whole world.

      When they were settled, the family, plus Dorn and Chen, hastily mounted behind them, and rode out at a pounding gallop to greet the party seen coming through the mountain pass. Just as Nool had greeted them, they arrived at the south gate in time to see the group that was making their way down the final bend in the rocky path. They looked worn, tired and dirty, but their faces visibly lightened at the sight of the family all waiting to greet them.

      “Nyssa,” Patrick said breathlessly, his eyes fixed on her.

      He dismounted and she did also, hastily positioning Forrest to hold on to his seat alone and handing him Roan’s reins while she rushed past him and into her brother’s arms. He kissed her soundly on both cheeks, held her back and pulled her in again.

      “My sister. Oh, my sister,” he said and laughed when he hugged her again.

      “And,” he said, clearly still overwhelmed. She was smiling and holding his hand, “the family! The little ones, the babies, where are they?!”

      Forrest came forward on Roan, but a bit shyly and Skye fussed that her father let her down. Hedir dismounted after his daughter and lowered Forrest too.

      They came together, holding hands at their mother’s beckoning. Hedir was just behind them, pushing them forward.

      “Hello, Uncle Patrick,” they said together. Patrick burst forward and hugged them together on his knees in the dirt. They giggled shyly and hugged him back.

      “You two!” he said. “What a whirlwind you two have caused in this world. First, you’re born twins. Then Forrest is a Sheppard in Bough and Skye is the beautiful princess who talks like a queen! It’s chaos, I tell you. There isn’t a person on this continent, geez, this world, who doesn’t know about you two and here you are. Beautiful, smart and just as real as can be.” He laughed despite himself.

      “Hedir!” he exclaimed, spotting their father standing behind them.

      Hedir held out a hand to shake his, but Patrick claimed him in a huge hug instead. When they separated, Patrick took another look at everyone, like he was seeing them for the first time in a decade.

      “I brought someone,” he said and winked at Nyssa, who was eyeing him suspiciously.

      “Come down, sweetheart,” he said and pulled a little girl of about five from behind a woman who Nyssa guessed was a governess.

      “Glenna?” Nyssa said, amazed. She went to the girl and was about to embrace her, but the girl stopped and curtsied low and stayed there.

      “Greetings and Hail, Queen Nyssa, Overlord of Orak’Thune,” she said timidly. Nyssa stopped dead in her tracks by the formality. She flipped a look at her brother, who shrugged to say, “I’ll tell you later.”

      Nyssa didn’t want to frighten the girl nor deny her appropriateness in the situation. She realized she hadn’t physically ever met the child. But she was thrilled that she was here now, and struggled with how to make her welcome.

      Technically, she was the only one who had acted correctly so far. Perhaps she appreciated the formality and so Nyssa would give her that.

      “All Hail, Princess Glenna, daughter of the regent of Orak’Thune,” Nyssa said graciously and when the little girl looked at her, politely dipped her head. She noticed Glenna eyeing her children, a look of worry on her small and innocent face.

      “May I present to you, Princess, my son and my daughter. Prince Forrest and Princess Skye. And this is their father, Hedir, Duke of Bough, royal consort to the queen, my husband,” she went on. Glenna curtsied deeply to each of them.

      Forrest bowed and Skye returned the curtsy. Hedir struck a leg and bowed deep to the small girl.

      The elegant moment was broken by Skye, who squealed with delight at the sight of a fellow girl child. She threw herself at her cousin, and danced around her, holding her hands and pulling her back toward the village. The group watched them go by and Forrest, who looked back at his mother for reassurance he was dismissed, went after the two girls with a shrug.

      She felt Patrick slip his hand in hers and they walked together, leading their horses, watching their children run and play ahead of them.

      “I can’t wait for you to tell me everything,” he said quietly to her, and squeezed her hand. His eyes, though, were wide and he looked frequently around them at the cozy village while they walked back through the centre to the inn.

      The arrangements had been rejigged so the children could stay together. As they had grown and their residency in Riverbrook extended, Magdara and Gwen had moved to the opposite side of the living room and the children had taken up the adjoining room. An extra bed was brought in for Glenna now, and the cousins squealed and screamed with games of capture the flag and building pillow forts right from the start.

      Patrick took a single apartment down below theirs, and Glenna’s governess moved in with Magdara and Gwen. Dorn and Chen were still bunking, as Trib had left after the first season, but they were making the arrangements for a barrack’s bunk, for when Jara arrived. Quarters were getting tight, but they were comfortable, and Nyssa felt truly at home.

      “What made you bring Glenna? Or should I say, only Glenna?” Nyssa asked her brother as they sat down for tea later that afternoon. They were sitting on her balcony, watching the kids play in the courtyard below.

      “She’s too old to be staying at home all the time. Triana wasn’t keen, mind you, but I thought the poor thing wasn’t learning a damn thing about her country or her people or her QUEEN sitting around at home, where her queen never goes, and so I said, why not? Riverbrook is far, but it’s safe and I heard quite picturesque — which is an understatement — and your children are here, so that was enough to convince Triana,” he said happily. Nyssa made a sad but understanding expression.

      “It’s true. I’m letting down a whole generation of children, aren’t I?” she replied.

      “Quite. But have no fear. You saw they are all well-trained,” he added, reminding her of Glenna’s formal greeting.

      “Yes, about that,” she said and now made to accuse him of something. “Why is she afraid of me?”

      “Oh, don’t read too much into that. Glenna is just a princess raised in a castle. She is mindful of her elders and of her monarchs, but mark me, she is quite in awe of her Auntie Nyssa, so don’t let her down now. If she asks about any stories, don’t play them down. She grew up hearing about the babies born in the woods, slaying the king’s murderer on the battlefield, the love of a handsome Bough duke and how he slew the giant that attacked the queen. That one, by the way, Hedir got a lucky shot in while you were distracted. That’s it.”

      “Good call,” Nyssa murmured, but had to chuckle despite it all.

      “But she was excited to come, and I must say, she is an excellent travelling companion. I have learned a lot about my daughter over these past TWO MONTHS,” he said loudly and across the table at her. “Geez, Nyssa, could Riverbrook be any farther from Orak’Thune? I left at the end of March, still snowy and wet. It was miserable!”

      “How did Triana take it?” Nyssa asked, ignoring her brother’s discomforts, imagining her sister-in-law faced with letting one of her chicks free from the nest. It must have been tough. Patrick pulled his lips down in a toothy grimace. He wobbled his hand a few times.

      “It was touch and go for a while, to be honest. She’s up to her neck in toddlers still though and Glenna’s of the age that she helps a lot. I tried to remind her that was not integral to her training, but Triana had no defence.”

      “How old is the baby now?” Nyssa asked, trying to remember all their ages.

      “Treq is three. Hayden is in charge. He’s a hefty lad, going to be formidable something, whatever he is,” Patrick said and laughed.

      “And Tilda? She’s well?” Nyssa inquired after the last infant, born while hers grew from infants to toddlers in the mountains, news of her coming brought late by the owl, the last of the children she still didn’t know. Patrick nodded and laughed, thinking of his daughter.

      “Tilda is my trickster. She finds stuff for me. She’s quiet as a mouse, as big as one, and can get into anywhere. I would have brought her also, but Triana adamantly refused losing two children at the same time. She said it wasn’t natural,” he laughed.

      Nyssa smiled, she understood the sentiment because it had occurred to her as well, but having twins meant it was not an option for her. Both her children would grow and age at the same rate. Now that they weren’t babies, that time was over for her.

      “Any more you think?” she asked, trying to sound innocent about it. Patrick’s eyes widened, but he wisely controlled the panic in his voice.

      “Uh, who knows! Up to Triana, I guess. She says no, but the woman is a fiend whenever a baby is in the room and I swear every female courtier of age is pregnant or newly mothered because there are babies and pregnant wombs everywhere I go,” he said and flushed. Nyssa laughed, imagining the sight.

      “What about you and Hedir? I realize the challenges you face as a family are pretty unique, but you have help, and I would take them if need be.” Nyssa watched her brother, and felt nothing but love for him at this moment. She had to shake her head, and it was hard to hide her sadness.

      “It’s not possible,” she said quietly. “We’d like to, but Bough aren’t known to have a lot of children and Hedir is pretty certain the uniqueness of twins means this is pretty much it. It’s OK though. I am pleased with what I have, and I will always have your children to play with if ever I get home.” And she laughed then.

      Patrick regarded her a minute. She felt he was absorbing her emotions though she was trying to hide them.

      “I remember the racial characteristic from the Bough side, but I was never sure if that applied to mixed-race couples, also,” he said quietly, his face full of concern. “I’m sorry, Nyssa, I mean I was never sure if you’d even want children one day, but now that you have them, you just, well, you’re a natural with the twins and I, for one, see the change in you as for the better. It must be hard on you both if you want more. I’m sorry if that’s the truth of it.”

      “Thanks, but there is no need to be sorry. Already Hedir and I have beaten the average for Bough parents, and we’re pleased with that. He’s a really great father, you know. I couldn’t have done any of it without him,” she replied, and smiled warmly at him.

      “I love you guys,” Patrick said then. Nyssa raised her cup.

      “Thank you for finding that owl,” she said then, desperate to change the subject. “It meant a lot to me to get your letters in the winter here,” she added.

      “Damn thing isn’t too reliable though, is he? A falcon would have taken a couple of weeks to find us, but I think I got here faster than your last letter did,” he said then and laughed, taking her cue to veer the conversation elsewhere.

      “So, you did get it?” she asked and he nodded.

      “About Da,” he said and set his cup down. “Yes, I got it. Amazing, Nyssa. Truly amazing that you found him.”

      “Are you anxious to see him?” she asked, but he shrugged then, surprising her.

      “I guess,” he said slowly. “I mean, I love Da. I miss him, surely, but I was never really that close with him, you know? He taught me what I needed, but then you came along and his focus just shifted.”

      “That’s not true!” Nyssa replied quickly, but in the back of her mind, she was already asking herself if it was.

      “It’s OK, sister. He helped make you the queen you are. I’m proud of that. I would have it no other way, but I don’t need Da’s help in anything in my life, not like you do. I will see him, of course. Whenever you want me to, it’s OK!” he said soothingly, reaching across the table to pat her arm.

      “He loves you, Patrick,” she reiterated. “He will be thrilled to see you, even if you can’t see him. I’ll relay the messages. You’ll see,” she tried to sound enthusiastic.

      “About that,” he continued, and looked down. “What if Forrest took me in?” he asked. Nyssa froze, totally surprised.

      “Forrest — why?” she asked, perplexed.

      “I think Da might respond better if we aren’t together. Maybe he might be honest with me and particularly, at least I know Forrest won’t sugar-coat Da’s words,” he said, but he wasn’t accusing.

      Nyssa blinked at him. She was sitting up straight, but now she slouched a little in her defeat. He was right, of course, and Forrest was perfectly safe to take him in without her. She’d check with him on the colour of Patrick’s aura first. If he was anything near hers, he’d have to go with a full escort so they could run away fast if need be.

      “OK,” she said then. Patrick blinked at her and whistled.

      “Wow, you have come a long way,” he said to her. She rolled her eyes at him. “No seriously, sis, I have to say, you are the most in control and relaxed I have seen you since before leaving for Bough, and that in no way implies Hedir is at fault.” He added hastily, “It’s just, you seem…organized. Are you happy?”

      She looked at him directly.

      “Extremely,” she replied and laughed in spite of herself. Patrick suddenly stood up, came around to her chair and lifted her to her feet. He hugged her and took her face in his hands.

      “You deserve to be, you know,” he said, looking directly into her eyes. “When the last of this is done, if you want to stay here, we’ll talk about it. You work out a second residence or something, if it’s what you really want,” and he kissed her.

      When he wrapped her up again, her mind was a swirl of thoughts and ideas. Live in Riverbrook? She’d never even considered it. She was only twenty-four years old.

      “Don’t mention anything to Hedir, just yet,” was all she could say from over his shoulder. He nodded.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “It’s bluish-green, Mama,” Forrest said. He was standing opposite his uncle and had taken a few minutes to assess and conclude his findings. He was looking from Patrick’s feet to his head, and back again, all the while nodding. “Yes, a pretty blueish-green. Can you see it, Mama?” he asked.

      Nyssa shook her head. “No, my love. Not right now,” she replied warmly. Forrest shrugged and ran over to give first Patrick a hug and then a lingering one for his mother.

      “Thank you, Forrest. You can go and play again,” Nyssa said after another tight squeeze and her son scampered off to rejoin his sister and cousin. The three had become inseparable and never seemed to be in the same place. They ran the length of the inn daily, always on a different adventure. They never missed a mealtime, however, and that gave Nyssa great joy to see them assemble, all together, when they were called.

      “What does that mean?” Patrick said after Forrest had left. Nyssa had returned to her bureau and was looking for pen and paper.

      “It means you are cleared to enter the Undead Forest with the Sheppard as your escort. A rare privilege,” she replied, not looking up, but he caught the hidden smile. “Hedir will join you, as will Zara and Quade and Chen, of course,” she added and sat down to write when she’d found the quill she wanted.

      “That’s quite the security detail,” Patrick snorted and came to sit heavily in a chair opposite her enormous desk.

      “It’s the minimum I can accept,” she answered him, now more seriously.

      Patrick knocked on the desk to get her attention. She looked up, shot him a withering look, and went back to writing. When she was done, she rose and went to the door to hand it to a page. She returned and sat back down at her desk. Patrick was admiring the view while she was absent, and now continued with his sister in the picture. The crystal blue and white mountains behind her, the blazing blue sky and the village rooftops, it all suited her.

      “What does my aura have to do with it?” he asked again.

      “My theory is it indicates the type of your energy. Apparently,” she said and sighed heavily when she sat back and folded her hands across her stomach, “mine is a blazing orange and red flame. The Serpent, at least that’s what the spirits call him, has dubbed me the “Fire Queen.” Fitting, considering it’s what they see when I am there. Apparently, it is quite bright as well, which is why it is dangerous for me to enter the realm too often. Forrest’s aura is a brilliant light blue and white with silver strands that explode outward from him. When he’s concentrating, it can be difficult to look directly at him,” she said and laughed lightly.

      Patrick blinked in surprise, whether at her description or the recalling that his sister was a necromancer too, and thus could see some auras as well.

      “Anyway, he’s a beacon to them too, and we’ve determined blue is the colour of peace and safety, whereas red is the colour of pain and reckoning.”

      “Well, that seems a bit harsh,” Patrick said and frowned disapprovingly. “You aren’t there to hurt them; you’re there to hurt Coltair, a common enemy. Why should you be labelled the villain?”

      Nyssa opened her hands halfway and shrugged. “I guess he got there first, but it’s not wrong, really. If he’s responsible for Mother’s death, directly or indirectly, and the corruption of her brother, he has a lot to pay for and I’ll see it done,” she said evenly.

      “You’re the mother of their Sheppard. I should think that would earn you little more credit to who you really are,” Patrick continued defensively. Nyssa smiled.

      “Well, they didn’t have you introducing us, now did they?” she teased him. “But Patrick, it does put Forrest at risk. Zara may tell you that he is big enough to protect everyone and maybe even to protect me also. Apparently, that’s something Sheppards can do for anyone not dead while in the realm, but I’m not leaving that to test just yet. I went in once with him there and Coltair found us. I didn’t get a good look at him, but his power was enough to fell trees and nearly blow us off the face of the earth. I will not allow anyone to put Forrest in that position and the reason really is that simple — he is still too young.” She leaned forward then, and jabbed her index finger on the desk.

      “I need your word that you will be on my side about this, where and whenever he is concerned. Zara isn’t used to having a parent actually know anything or have any involvement and she tends to push back sometimes or test my resolve because she feels she knows the magic better. I am not flexible at all about it at the moment. I cannot make that any clearer,” she added and stood up from her chair to walk in front of the window.

      Patrick watched her, nodding and listening.

      “The arrangement currently is she and Quade take Forrest in regularly to expose him to the environment and provide some guidance, and that I have acquiesced to since he was barely a year old, which was a big one for me. But my conditions have stood since and will continue to do so until I deem he is big enough; Hedir must always accompany them, and Chen provides the added protection.”

      Patrick continued to nod, and dipped his pursed lips in agreement.

      “Understood, and I completely agree, Nyssa. Forrest will continue as you have prescribed. You can rest easy about that,” he replied to her.

      “Has he met Da?” he asked then. Nyssa looked back at him. She stared for a minute, but then she smiled.

      “Many times. Da is helping him understand the realm, as much as Da understands it. I am sure Forrest’s knowledge will surpass his own soon if it hasn’t already,” she said. “But he’s been kind and seems very much in love with his grandson, I can tell. Forrest is smitten, of course.”

      “Does he know where Mother is?” Patrick asked. Nyssa shook her head.

      “I plan on looking for her myself when I’m done with Coltair,” she added. “Right now, it’s too dangerous. Da says he is constantly looking, but nothing yet.” Patrick nodded, and a silence fell between them.

      “So! What’s next? How do we defeat this ‘Serpent,’ then?” Patrick said loudly, slapped his thighs and stood up from his chair.

      He walked over to stand beside her and clasped his hands behind his back. He turned to the window also, and rocked on his heels. She regarded him but just shook her head and looked back to the view as well. It was good to have her brother here. The next battle, the next challenge, the next hurdle, she would not have to face without him.

      “I’ll have to go on a reconnaissance mission, I think,” she started.

      Of course, she’d been thinking through her options and every time, the answer was the same. She just didn’t have enough information. Patrick nodded sharply, but she caught the corner of his mouth tip down.

      “Right,” he replied. “Who will go with you?” She closed her eyes.

      “No one can go with me, Patrick,” she said, sighing patiently. “Da will accompany me, but there is no one else I can protect or who can protect themselves enough to go along,” she added.

      “Except Forrest,” he said, but it wasn’t a suggestion, just an observation, “and he’s too young.”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “So, are you planning on waiting until he’s older? Is that why you’ve been here so long?” he asked then, turning to look at her.

      He hadn’t considered it more acutely like this before, but it now made more sense.

      “I…I am not entirely sure,” Nyssa said. “It seems weak, lazy, to wait until Forrest has ‘grown up,’ and completely ludicrous for me to assume he’ll be the saving element in all this. No, I stayed in Riverbrook for his training yes, but the time…it’s just gone by. I’ve been training as well, alone in the realm and it’s just taken much longer than anyone expected. I guess I am in no rush because the children are young and growing so fast, and Riverbrook has been such a great place to raise a family, but we haven’t exactly been sitting around. The danger Coltair presents is very real here. His power, when he uses it, already affects both realms, meaning he is trying to breach the fabric between. I can feel it,” she looked back at Patrick to see if he was following her or just confused. He was paying attention, though, and seemed to be clear on her meaning.

      “So far, he’s only had controlled outbursts, but the theory is he wants a complete breakdown of the veil. Dascus’s last warnings consisted of insight pointing toward unleashing an undead army onto our plain. I take that to mean he’s assembled and converted enough spirits to his cause,” she said and walked away from the window.

      “So, he’s given up on raping and inseminating his way back into the living realm, then?” Patrick replied, the disgust in his voice unchecked.

      “That died when Dascus did,” Nyssa answered quietly. Patrick sniffed disapprovingly.

      “One for us then,” he added. Nyssa nodded.

      “Keerie thought at one time that the Roguns were keeping his body and Coltair was planning on possessing it to carry on with that plan, but we’ve dismissed it now. No power is great enough to keep a body functioning this long after death.”  Nyssa couldn’t hide the disgust on her face.

      “Have you had any contact from Dascus recently?” Patrick asked then. Nyssa shook her head. She walked to the door, spoke to an orderly and returned, sitting on the sofa. Patrick joined her, sitting opposite.

      “Not since leaving Bough, but there is a presence…something familiar in the Undead Forest here. I think it’s him, but he’s not coming through. Something’s wrong with him,” she said. Patrick snorted at that.

      “There’s a whole lot wrong with him, Nyssa,” he said dismissively.

      “Yes, well, he’s someone I really need to talk to. Even if he is insane, I need to know what the plan was. Aside from the whole “be born again” thing, what is with the soldiers arriving on our shores? The ‘Serpent’ in the Undead Realm? Why Orak’Thune?”

      “I thought he was after immortality, plain and simple, and then to rule over the whole world, of course,” Patrick added, half-seriously.

      Nyssa was chewing on her lip. There was a knock on the door, and she rose to answer it. A fresh tea service arrived and the orderly put it down on the coffee table. He set the meal out for them, bowed and left. Nyssa poured them a cup and sat back with hers steaming in her hand. She blew on it, her eyes lost in thought.

      “The dreams were meant to torment me and keep me deprived and weakened,” she said after a long silence. Patrick was stirring his sugar into his tea and the clanging on his cup was loud in the room. It stopped abruptly when she started talking again. “Dascus was familiarizing himself with my mind and how to find me. I know that now, and it explains why the dreams were frequent but sporadic and always the same. He didn’t yet have the knowledge or the opportunity to reach me in the realm, as I had not made the discovery of my gift yet.”

      “Coltair wanted me kidnapped and taken to Rogun, probably to be abused by what was left of Dascus’s body in hopes of succeeding with plan ‘A’. When Dascus convinced my dreaming mind to enter the realm that night, he was invoking some incredible power over me, and to penetrate Keerie’s protection wards as well. That was nothing short of impressive. Keerie has been quite adamant that I heed that example of his power, and not to underestimate it; but he was walking me out of the Great Wood, plain and simple and I would bet Roan himself that Rogun soldiers were waiting for me just outside.”

      Patrick had been watching her intently, a look of empathy on his face.

      “Do you think he knew or cared you were pregnant and about to deliver?” he asked quietly. Her eyes flipped up to meet his. They were angry.

      “I think he knew fine. I don’t think he cared a damn,” she replied coolly and sipped her tea. Patrick’s expression went dark. “But Da found me,” she continued, her eyes glazing over again as her thoughts went back into the memory of the dream.

      “You said he stabbed you,” Patrick said, a bit dismissively. Nyssa snapped out of her reverie again and focused on him.

      “It was symbolic,” she instructed him. “Spirits can’t physically harm necromancers in the realm. Well, Coltair seems bent on changing that, but up to now, that’s what we know. He showed me something I would understand would be painful, to bring my brain back enough to feel what my body was actually feeling in the real world. If he hadn’t done it, who knows what would have happened? But when I awoke to my own mind, and my own realm, I’d been walking hours while in labour. My water had broken; at least, that’s what Healer Naya called it. I was covered from the waist down in wet muck and blood and the pain was so intense I couldn’t stand up anymore. All of that I had no idea was happening while in my dream. Da stabbed me exactly where I would feel a contraction. He woke me up,” she said, her eyes moving back to her cup.

      “What would have happened if he hadn’t been there?” she asked him, and he saw she was on the verge of tears.

      “We don’t need to think about that,” Patrick replied, trying to sound soothing.

      Nyssa shook her head and blinked back tears. She went back to her tea, and Patrick let her take a few minutes to recover.

      “I don’t have the dreams anymore because I know what the difference of the realms feels like now. I recognize one from the other and with practice, I’ve learned to cross them simultaneously while conscious. Dascus can’t trick my mind anymore. Even if I were dreaming, my reaction to it would be very different, much more controlled,” she added.

      “So, now I have to find him.”

      “What’s it like, the realm?” Patrick asked then. Nyssa considered her answer.

      “It’s like walking underwater but only shallow water. It’s not that it’s slow or too heavy but that it takes effort. Everything takes effort, like the air is thick. The sounds at first are muffled too. Voices sound slow. The light is subdued, ashen and devoid of brightness, like its eternal dawn, but without the coming warmth of the sun. At first, I had to learn to breathe, walk and touch things. The realm is superimposed on ours, so to speak. So, if I were to enter the realm here, for example, all the furniture would be here, but it would not be in colour. I would see spirits too if they were here,” she replied. Patrick involuntarily looked around the room.

      “Can you? Enter the realm here, I mean?” he asked nervously.

      “Certainly,” she replied nonchalantly.

      “Forrest and I began practising when he learned to talk. We’d sit on the rug by the fire, and practise going in and out of the realms. Hedir confirmed we would appear and disappear, so I knew it was working.”

      Patrick was staring at her. She ignored him.

      “But I have mastered the concept now. Now I can have simultaneous conversations with people on both sides and appear to them equally. So, I could be talking to a spirit now, with you still being able to see me. It was Forrest who brought me that far,” she added.

      “Forrest?” Patrick asked, surprised.

      “Yes! Remember, he was born a Sheppard. I was ‘awakened.’ His gift is far more natural to him, whereas I must learn and master my gifts,” she reminded him. “Keerie gave me the basics to understand and believe in myself. Forrest showed me how to let it live as a part of me, not to fear it and not try to control the realm. It has given me immense freedom to concentrate on my other needs when I am there. To fight, for example, and defend myself,” she said.

      “Forrest know anything about that too?” Patrick continued. She laughed.

      “Probably, but so far his experience with the realm is peaceful and fulfilling. He believes to protect oneself, a concentrated effort using one’s aura as a shield or something is the correct path. He’s not far off, I think. I’ve tried with the stones,” and she showed him her twin rings, “and the effect is quite reliable. As to offensive tactics, I dare not ask him yet.”

      Patrick regarded her for a long moment. She was about to ask him his thoughts.

      “When do we go?” he asked her. She smirked.

      “I thought you wanted to go in with Forrest?” she asked him.

      Patrick frowned but only for a second. He shrugged and leaned forward, looking enthusiastic.

      “I’ll leave the intimate chat with Da for another time. I mean, I’m not going anywhere for a while. This is more important,” he said. Nyssa just laughed.

      “You can take me as far as the fork in the road. Then wait with Roan while I enter. Tomorrow, we’ll go. I have to find Dascus,” she replied and her brother nodded.
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      Patrick was bright-eyed and excited for the trip. He was a little nervous, but he was working to hide it.

      They rode a quarter of the morning until they rounded the bend that exposed the tall pine forest beyond the grassy field.

      “Dorn will stay here and not an inch closer,” she instructed and the big knight nodded, beginning to dismount and gathering the reins of the other horses.

      Patrick looked at the road and back at the forest. It was at least two hundred feet away. He was about to protest, but Dorn leaned over and tapped his arm. Patrick followed his finger where it pointed to the flattened pine trunks that were splayed outward from the inner tree line.

      “That was the shockwave that exploded from the forest the last time the Serpent sensed Her Majesty,” he said gruffly. “We can’t cross the realm with her, so there is no reason to go any closer. Here, we can hold our mounts and any last chance of a faster escape for the queen, should she need us.”

      Nyssa shrugged when Patrick looked back at her.

      “It’s the best we can do,” she replied, removing her gloves. She tucked them into her belt.

      He watched her close her eyes and fold her hands up against her chest. Her lips moved in a repeating pattern, but after only a few seconds, she stopped. She caught his curious look.

      “I wake them up,” she said, trying to find the best way to explain the rings and her relationship to them. His eyebrows rose in surprise, but he said nothing.

      “Today, I’ll walk with Patrick to the edge and call up the king,” she said to Dorn. He nodded sharply.

      They set out to cross the field together. He didn’t want to disturb her, but every step closer wore on his nerves.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” he blurted out.

      He cleared his throat to get his voice back from trembling. At first, Nyssa only shook her head and kept looking down. After a few minutes, she replied.

      “I’m in both realms at the moment. I’m trying to concentrate on the ‘feeling’ around me. Spirits give off emotions, I think, because it’s all they are now. I can sense fear, hostility or peacefulness. I am looking for anything right now,” she said.

      “Can you see anyone?” he asked quietly, though she had yet to look up.

      “Probably, yes, but I am choosing not to. My eyes will tell me one truth, but my feelings will tell me more if I can ignore my eyes for a while,” Nyssa said.

      They walked a bit longer and as they approached the fallen trees, Patrick began to slow. The trees on the ground were lying just as Dorn had described, like they had been blown down. He followed the trunks to the snapped bases and wondered at the force it took to accomplish it.

      “We are here,” Nyssa said calmly from his side. “This is as far as I will take you.”

      “What now?” he asked, and now he really felt nervous.

      “I’ve called to Da,” she replied briefly.

      She lifted her face and her hair lifted lightly from her shoulders in the wind. There was no sound, save the rustle in the pine boughs overhead, but Patrick noticed there were no animals here.

      “What if he doesn’t come?” Patrick said, feeling he couldn’t stand the silence.

      “Da usually finds me pretty quickly, which is helpful, and we keep our meetings short,” she said and shrugged.

      “You should go back to Dorn, if you’re uncomfortable. I have to go in there to talk to him,” she said calmly.

      “Nyssa, I don’t know,” he started to say, but she shook her head at him.

      “Don’t worry. I know what I am doing. Well, enough of what I am doing,” she said and laughed then.

      She patted his cheek and stepped over a dead pine branch, walking up the fallen trunk to the tree line. At the edge, she turned and waved.

      “Da,” Nyssa said and smiled at the sight of her father, who stood waiting for her where he always did, just inside the shadow of the line. He didn’t nod to her. Instead, he was staring at the man still out by the field.

      “So, he is here then,” he said quietly. Nyssa turned around and stood beside her father.

      “Yes, Patrick is here,” she replied proudly. Her father nodded.

      “My son,” she heard her father say and it sounded lonely.

      “I can’t protect him, so I did not invite him further. He will return to see you with Forrest,” she replied. “For now, he would not allow me to come here without him. He’s curious.”

      “He’s protective of his sister and his queen,” her father said, and now she heard his pride.

      “Yes, always,” she answered him. Madras looked down on her and she saw his warm expression.

      “Shall we go?” he asked her lightly and turned to hold out his hand that she should lead.

      They walked into the forest and Nyssa mentally urged the stones to warm and burn, but just enough. They always hovered around too hot. Only when she had reason to use them did they burn beyond comfortable.

      “I need to find Dascus, Da,” she said to her father. He walked beside her in silence. “Do you know where I should look?”

      “He is here. Everyone is here. You need to accomplish calling to him,” was her father’s simple reply.

      “If that were true, how come Mother doesn’t respond?” she blurted out. She regretted it, though. She knew her father was deeply disturbed by her absence.

      “She is being prevented,” he answered simply.

      “Maybe Dascus is too,” she added. Her father had no reply.

      Nyssa took a deep breath while she walked. Her eyes scanned the trees and saw the ever-present random spirit here and there, flashing in and out of view as their auras pulsed with their feelings and concentration.

      “I feel something, Da,” she said then. Her father halted abruptly and she had to step back to get back to being beside him.

      “Describe it,” her father commanded.

      “A spirit. Hiding maybe. It comes in and out, like a wave. I try to focus on it, try to draw it out, but I can’t. It’s always there now, just on the edge of my peripheral,” she explained. Her father was silent for a moment. Finally, he turned and looked at her.

      “When you feel it, point to it. I will look,” he said. She nodded and closed her eyes.

      After a few long minutes, she felt it. She raised her left hand and pointed directly out from her body. When the feeling dissipated, she dropped her arm. Her father said nothing. The feeling came back, and this time she raised her right arm. Again, it faded and she dropped her arm. The third time, it came directly from behind and she was about to turn toward it, but her father yelled at her to drop to the ground. Nyssa obeyed without missing a beat. She’d thrown her hands overhead, and was listening for any sound, but there was nothing.

      “Rise, Daughter,” her father said calmly.

      She complied. She was brushing the leaves from her cloak and was about to ask her father what he saw when she realized the feeling now was fully exposing itself. It no longer felt weak or fleeting; it was strong and steady and directly to her right.

      Nyssa turned slowly to look, after shooting her father an inquiring glance. His expression was cautious.

      The figure standing just a few feet away was cloaked in a torn and tattered rag and was barefoot. Odd for a spirit, they were usually dressed in their most comfortable clothing that they remembered. This spirit’s aura, however, was speaking to her in waves. Dark bolts of black lightning struck outward from the centre which pulsed a deep purple. It gave off heat, which was very odd for the realm. Her rings burned hotter and she winced but kept them in the back of her mind.

      The two of them stood opposite each other, saying nothing. She surmised he was assessing her too. She wondered what she looked like to him. Was she menacing? Weak?

      “Show yourself,” she said calmly.

      The figure had its hood over its face. Deep purple emanated from the opening, and he was still looking downward.

      The figure moved forward a step and Madras moved with it. The figure hissed.

      “Madrasssss,” it slobbered. “Filth king of the Orak’Thune, father of the Fire Queen whore. What an honour,” it added venomously and attempted a mocking bow. Nyssa clenched her fists and the rings warmed even more to where she thought they might melt her skin. She grit her teeth against them.

      Her father simply remained where he stood, but she saw him nod.

      “Dascus,” he said finally. Nyssa couldn’t control the growl in her throat.

      “Yes, the animal on the leash, I see,” Dascus said now directly to her.

      Nyssa saw a dirty face, scarred and eyes made wild with years of madness. Despite her fear and anger at all he had caused her, she recognized this face. Her heart broke at what her uncle had suffered in his life.

      “Stop this, Dascus,” she said to him. “You’ve done enough damage already. I need to talk to you,” she added and made every effort to calm herself. She lifted her chin in defiance of her fear and waited for him.

      “Any damage I’ve done is thanks to your dear old Da,” Dascus crooned. “Why not ask him for the truth of things?”

      Nyssa worked again to control herself. She needed to concentrate on her questions right now.

      “Damage to your own family, Dascus,” she replied to him evenly. “We are your family and you’ve nearly killed each and every one of us.”

      The figure wavered for second, but Nyssa saw it. She wondered if he was putting more effort into his apparition at the moment, to appear more impressive to her, wasting some of his energy.

      “Coltair is my ‘Da,’” he replied, mocking her term of endearment for her father.

      “He is not. Kara was your sister. I am your niece,” she growled at him.

      She saw her father’s head turn sharply to look at her, still uncomfortable with that revelation. Dascus’s apparition now visibly wavered. It seemed to stutter, and the bolts of black snapped out as if they were temporarily uncontrolled. “Coltair stole you, used you for your gift. Where is your body. Do you know? Does he keep it from rest? Has he buried you, or does he still fondle it in his emperor’s tower somewhere?!” she yelled at him.

      Dascus suddenly burned bigger and brighter and Nyssa saw her father take a few steps backward. She followed his example, but watched closely for any indication of Dascus’s next intention.

      “This is all whore lies!” he screamed. “You can’t manipulate me, you filthy slave. Kara should have wed me. I should be your father! Not this beast that stands impotent beside you,” he raged and his aura pulsed and roared around him. “You are nothing to me now. Not even a daughter. Once, my plan was to have torn you to pieces in my dungeon, like the little whore that I have watched you become. You would have borne me the next emperor, my father, and he would have lived through all the ages of this world!! Maybe he would have let you live, as my slave, but not now. No, no, no, not now you have ruined his plans. Now he will lay waste to this world. He will bring the undead to you and all the world that you know will suffer! What he could not have in life, he will certainly achieve as death’s triumph.”

      “Dascus,” Madras stepped in now. “Search yourself. Search for Kara. She will tell you the truth. And when you find that truth, you will understand.”

      “NO!” Dascus yelled back at him.

      “I,” Nyssa said and stepped forward now, closer to him, “am Kara’s daughter. A necromancer like you. I am the first to have begotten this gift while not born a twin. Search yourself!” she commanded. “Kara is your twin!”

      Dascus’s apparition suddenly shrank back and was twenty feet away. Nyssa couldn’t see his face anymore.

      “Kara was a pure soul! How dare you sully her good name? No surprise that you have no honour for your mother, since you were sired by this, this beast! You are all BEASTS!” he screamed at them and his apparition then moved incredibly close. She saw his wild eyes and felt the heat of his anger rolling off him. Her aura sparked against his; loud cracks and bright cinders flew off where they touched. She saw his eyes dart around them in surprise, and she smiled at what it meant.

      “I should kill you here and now. You are not worthy of the ancient gift. You are not worthy to walk the afterlife with my father. I will call to him and you will see what pain and suffering really means. You will pay!” he screeched.

      Madras shifted his position, like he was about to start moving, but he stopped when Nyssa spoke again.

      “Dascus,” she said in a very calm voice. “Coltair cannot defeat me, and you know this to be true. You have a choice here. Search yourself if you won’t look for my mother. Find your true self and leave the beaten mind Coltair made of you behind. Be the Dascus you were born to be and feel the warmth of love again. You are home even, back in Bough. Feel your homeland and seek your kin,” she told him gently. She waited and then she just nodded.

      “Goodbye,” she said quietly. “Uncle.”

      Nyssa turned and walked away from the purple-lit figure, feeling the rage and hatred at her back, and she hoped something else. When she was sure she didn’t feel it anymore, she looked back, and Dascus was indeed gone.

      “Are you going to explain to me finally how Dascus is Kara’s brother?” Madras asked when they reached the tree line.

      They hadn’t spoken since they’d left Dascus. Nyssa was beginning to feel the fatigue from likely several hours in the wood. She held her concentration, though, reminding the rings to stay with her.

      “Keerie explained it me. Mother and Dascus were born to a mystic who lived in the woods outside of Riverbrook. We do not know who their father was, but we’re working on it. As far as we can tell, her mother gave her away to a villager there, and took her son to Rogun. We can only surmise that Coltair recognized her abilities and those in Dascus, so he married her to bind them to him. But she sent him back to Riverbrook soon after, we think to protect him. He was raised by another family here.

      “The children became friends even though they were siblings. When Kara left to come home with you, Dascus was already in love with her. Heartbroken at her departure, he left seeking his mother back on Rogun, but she was already dead. Coltair kept him from leaving. When Kara visited him once, we know she tried to free him from Rogun, but he couldn’t get past what he considered her rejection. She was in love with you, Da,” Nyssa said and looked up at his face.

      “Dascus didn’t know she was his sister. He just knew his world was not complete without her. Coltair and his sick plan of reincarnation just made sense when he saw Dascus lusted after a woman who was gifted. He convinced him he should have her, and that he should take her, even by force. Kara was the only one who recognized that with Dascus, something was seriously different. She didn’t know what it was though, but she tried to help him. Neither knew nor understood the extent of Coltair’s plans or his intentions. By the time Dascus figured out Coltair had power and was dangerous, it was too late.”

      “And her suicide?” Madras asked through clenched teeth.

      “A strategic move,” Nyssa replied simply. “She was carrying Coltair himself. She killed herself to kill the monster he would become. She saved us all, Da,” she said softly.

      Her father was silent a very long time. Nyssa began to sway in her fatigue, but she waited.

      “I will find her,” she heard her father say, and he turned and walked away.
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      The gate guard ran through the courtyard entrance and nearly toppled the tack rack that the groomsmen were moving across the entrance. The stir it caused ensured Dorn and Chen came out from the stables at his insistent calling, curious and partially laughing at the aftermath of his arrival.

      “He arrives, Milords,” the messenger huffed and puffed. “I was under orders to advise you immediately,” he said and bent forward to lean with his hands on his knees.

      “They do have horses at the gates, don’t they?” Chen asked, chuckling at the poor-winded man.

      “Who arrives, Sir?” Dorn asked gently, but he’d swatted his friend lightly for teasing the man.

      “The first guardsman, my Lord, and the guide Trib,” he breathed at him. “They have just been seen clearing the last bend at the top of the Pass. They will be here by dusk.”

      Dorn turned sharply to Chen, who was no longer laughing.

      “Get out your armour and mine and get groomsmen to prepare the horses. Ensure Roan is in full dress. I’ll go advise the queen,” he said and turned to run up the stairs without waiting for a reply.

      Dorn calculated the time of day at nearly five o’clock; they would have an hour or two at most before Jara would arrive at the south gate.

      When he arrived at the royal apartment door, though, he hesitated. His queen hadn’t laid eyes on Jara in over three years. He himself had fulfilled this duty and he’d thought well. He was suited to it, perhaps more so than Jara himself. It wasn’t that he didn’t wish Jara to have it back. He was one of the best soldiers and generals he knew, but he’d learned so much about his queen in his absence. He was apprehensive about letting her go.

      Dorn straightened his shoulders and went in. Nonsense that he should think such insubordinate thoughts now when he had some serious work to accomplish if they were going to get this welcome just right.

      “Majesty,” he boomed and stopped in the doorway when he saw her on the floor, playing with her children and her niece. She looked up at him, her face still a bit tired, he noticed, from her trip into the forest two days earlier.

      “Dorn,” she replied, obviously still waiting for him to continue where he hesitated at the sight of her.

      “Sir Jara has been sighted at the final pass,” he replied simply.

      Nyssa’s face changed from relaxed and a bit tired to anxious and very tired. She swallowed and nodded, sat up and brushed her hands together.

      “Then we must welcome him,” she said formally. Dorn nodded smartly and left the room.

      Hedir, who had been sitting at the desk, rose and came over to her. He arrived just in time to help her stand.

      “Thoughts?” he asked her. She looked at him but then away.

      “Children, please see Magdara to wash up. You can come with us to the gates, but you must remain in the back,” she said to them.

      All three jumped and left the room, yelling their excitement. Nyssa turned back to Hedir and squared her shoulders.

      “Tradition calls for a formal greeting suitable to his military rank and a sovereign happy to see their first guardsman return,” she explained to him, turning to walk into their bedroom. He followed.

      “Jara carries some of the highest rank you can achieve in the Orak army. He is first guardsman to the queen, her personal bodyguard, and a knight in the Order of Elite, which is an accomplished soldier of special training. He can be assigned a fairly substantial command, the rank of general, all at my personal discretion and no officer, senior or otherwise, can interfere with him when it comes to me. He has no equal,” she said and the last seemed to trail away.

      “Not to mention, he is one of your oldest friends,” Hedir reminded her, hoping to evoke more happiness in the news, but she just nodded.

      “Yes, he has been my friend since I was eleven, my guardsman since I was seventeen,” she said absently. “I did my entire academy training with him by my side. He was there when I graduated, when my father was mortally wounded and died, and when I was crowned queen. He was there when we married,” she said and turned to him.

      “Nyssa,” Hedir said and came to take her gently by the arms. “What is it?”

      “He was the very best of us. Not to mention my first friend and my first love, and I nearly killed him for it,” she said and her face could not hide her horror and sadness.

      Hedir took a big breath and moved her to the edge of the bed. Magdara came in hurriedly with clothes on her arms. She left and returned with some armour. She expertly moved between them and made Nyssa stand again. Her manner indicated that it was nice they were having a personal conversation, but if they wanted to make the ceremony, Nyssa needed to be dressed right then.

      “Nyssa,” Hedir said firmly, “he’s here because all of that is behind you now. He is here because this is where he needs to be, where he wants to be. I thought he made that very clear in his letters to you.”

      Nyssa, standing with both arms out so Magdara could tie the laces on her undergarment, looked at her husband. She knew he was right, but she could never forget the guilt. She saw his broken and bloodied face in her mind every time his name came up.

      “I know,” she said quietly and looked back down to hold the breastplate so Magdara could fasten it.

      “He wrote to you three times requesting your approval to return to you. I think he’s put this behind him. At the very least, he takes the blame for what happened on himself. I know how important he is to you, Nyssa. Show him now that you believe him. Welcome him home.”

      Nyssa sighed and nodded. Hedir was right, but she doubted he truly understood their past, which was what made what happened nearly unliveable to her. But now, if she was going to see this through, she needed to see this for herself, she needed to do this for him, and she needed it done properly to believe it.

      “Crown or helmet?” Nyssa asked frenziedly of Patrick an hour later, who stood at the door like an impatient dog who needed to relieve himself.

      “You don’t have the big one, so a helmet will make a bigger statement,” he said and hopped to indicate she should go.

      She nodded, grabbed the helmet from his hand and whirled through the door, Patrick and Hedir at her heels. Dorn clanked to attention as he met them in the hall and followed all three down the stairs and outside the building.

      The commotion continued to garner interest in the Bough who worked and lived around the inn, and someone had notified Nool and Zara, who had come about and mounted their own animals to be at least visible in the welcoming party. It was clear they had no idea what to expect, and were visibly impressed by the shining attire and vivid colours of the livery of the royal party.

      Nyssa was the most splendid in her long burgundy cloak, black steel armour and gold banded helmet. Her plumage flowed low below her shoulders in its stark white perfection. She carried no shield, but her bracers glinted in the fading sun and she sat perfectly straight, holding her reins in one hand, while Roan practically side danced the whole way out of the courtyard. He was dressed in his royal blanket and wore his steel chanfron, polished to a shimmer, the blanket draping deeply across his chest and legs. Sadly, there had not been enough time to braid his mane, but it flowed brushed and lightly in the wind.

      Nyssa made it to the entrance just as Jara and Trib rounded the last bend in the steep cut of the mountain path. It straightened out with about one hundred metres to line up with the gate, which was a convenient welcoming space.

      Nyssa nudged Roan gently up to a point and waited just outside the large frame of the decorated gate. She heard the pennants on Dorn’s lance flapping and the banners on Riverbrook’s gate, but her heart in her ears was louder than all of it. She watched as they approached steadily, and she gripped the reins when Jara moved his horse in front of Trib and reined in just in front of her. They regarded each other for a minute. Nyssa noticed several emotions cross Jara’s face. She felt the same, but worked to keep it steady.

      Dorn, who had moved up with her and rested just to her left flank, called out loudly from behind her, making her mind snap back to the moment.

      “Guardsman and knight of the First Order! State your reason for presenting yourself before the queen!” he bellowed. Jara’s horse danced a bit. Roan just snorted.

      “I am the first guardsman. I am here to report for duty by order of my queen, Overlord of Orak’Thune,” Jara replied strong and steadily, his eyes boring into hers.

      Nyssa choked back an unexpected sob. She was so grateful to hear him as he was again, whole and unbroken. His baritone voice seemed to give her spine strength, her arms tightened, and her faith in the strength of her entourage restored now that they were once more a full compliment.

      Jara never took his eyes off Nyssa, she noticed. He was speaking directly to her and she knew it. He might as well have been speaking inside her own head.

      “First guardsman,” she said and saw Dorn move out ahead of her and turn his horse perpendicular to the two of them. “Relieve your replacement,” she ordered.

      Jara moved his horse up and Dorn drew a long sword with his free hand. He held it point up in front of his face and then lowered it slowly, ceremoniously. He turned the hilt on his arm, offering it to Jara, who took it and raised the point again.

      “I am relieved, Sir Jara,” Dorn said seriously, but Nyssa caught the grin at the end.

      Jara turned back, the sword still raised in front of his face.

      “My Queen,” he said to her, but loudly for everyone to hear. “I return to you, first guardsman, first knight of your order, charged with your safety and that of your kin. I will not fail you, never leave you, and will never see you face darkness alone, thus is my oath!” he said and banged a fist across his breastplate. He held the sword outwards, a symbolic gesture that should she reject him, she could easily defeat him in this weakly presented challenge.

      Instead, Nyssa regarded him. He looked splendid, his armour in perfect condition, her colours draped appropriately across his body and he seemed stronger than ever. She nudged Roan closer again, closer than she would have if she were in this ceremony on the parade grounds at home.

      “I see you, Sir Knight,” she said normally, trying to keep her voice steady.

      It was a traditional response, one Nyssa always critically thought was a bit vague, but this time it had real meaning. He wasn’t a new recruit, rising to a new rank as he had been when her father had presided over this ceremony; he was a battle-hardened veteran, a distinguished guardsman of her person for nearly a decade. He was recovered, reconditioned and returned.

      “Welcome home,” she said finally and smiled at him, despite her emotions.

      The party followed the queen back to the courtyard, Dorn out front carrying her banner, followed by Nyssa with Hedir to one side and Patrick to the other. Jara rode with Chen directly behind her, pursued by Nool and Zara and the children, carried by their maids. The village had come out to see them pass, and quite a crowd had gathered at the gate to witness Jara’s return to the ranks. By now, most of the population had found its way to the streets and they were crowded with interested onlookers.

      Nyssa laughed and smiled often on the return while she conversed with Patrick and Hedir, but she knew the tense moment that awaited her: the personal reunion with Jara, when they were alone. What would she say? How could she ever convey her apology in a way he would understand? Of course, they say it wasn’t her fault, and she wholly believed Jara would not be frightened ever, in that way, now or ever. But would they be able to restore their easy relationship from before the incident? Could he trust her again? What did he understand?

      When the party entered the courtyard with considerable clatter of hooves on the cobble, everyone reined in and dismounted with a festive air, removing helmets and gloves, patting horses and dodging children underfoot. Dorn clasped Jara first and shook his hand, finally pulling him into a huge bear hug that lifted him off his feet. Dorn was rarely expressive, but Nyssa knew Jara meant a lot to him. Chen also embraced him, clanging him on the armoured shoulder and shaking his hand.

      Patrick greeted him warmly as well, Jara removing his helmet and bowing to his regent with good manners. Hedir was right behind him, clasping his arm in warm welcome and both bowed in mutual deep respect. The children ran around his feet, and Jara’s eyes opened wide in surprise.

      “Forrest? Skye? Is that you? My, you have grown! Let me now look at you,” he laughed and lifted them both, one in each arm, which made them squeal with laughter. He twirled them once and let them down. To Glenna, he bowed deeply.

      “Princess Glenna, always a pleasure, Your Highness,” he said and the little girl curtsied low in return. Once she was upright again, she giggled and ran away.

      Without being told, the group had assembled to the side. They were chatting still, but the din fell silent when they noticed Nyssa, a statue on the step, Jara alone a few feet away from her. She still wore her helmet, her cloak fell long and draped down the step, her plume ruffled with the breeze.

      “My Queen,” he said and sank to one knee, his helmet under one arm. She regarded him nearly a full minute.

      “Arise, Sir Knight,” she said quietly. “Stand now and may you never fall again.”

      Nyssa turned and went inside without another word or glance at any of them. Jara did rise, watched her leave and looked to the group. Patrick nodded that he should follow.

      Nyssa entered her apartment, but didn’t close the door. She lifted the helmet off her head, and put it down, just as she heard the door close behind her. She didn’t turn right away. She wasn’t sure she should. She wanted to keep the distance formality gave them a little longer.

      “My Queen,” Jara said strongly from the door. She removed her gloves and set them beside the helmet. “Nyssa.”

      She sighed and turned around. She lifted her eyes to see him. She saw the man she knew, strong and tall, always tall. His face was strong as well, clean-shaven, strong jawline, razor straight nose. She swallowed hard. Whoever fixed his nose had done an excellent job.

      “Nyssa, you’re upset, and you have every right to be, but in accepting my return, I have to believe you want to move the past to the past. As do I,” he said to her, moving closer a few steps.

      “I do,” she said, but cleared her throat because the first one cracked. “I do.”

      Jara nodded. He looked down and side to side and threw his gloves down on a small table. He opened his hands in front of him, stepped again closer, struggling with where to start.

      “Nyssa, I need for you to understand that I meant it for the best. If you forgive me or not, please know, I would never do anything meant to hurt you. You know that,” he was pleading, begging her to see him. “It was a poor decision, and I take full responsibility.”

      Nyssa had been holding it together as best she could. She suddenly felt fatigued, drained of the emotion of feeling guilty over what happened. She didn’t see it as his fault. She never would.

      “I could have killed you,” she hissed at him through clenched teeth. She hadn’t meant it to sound scolding. It was a statement, an incredulous fact. Jara dropped his head, nodding.

      “I know,” he said quietly. “You actually would have if Dorn hadn’t stopped you. They told me.”

      “Do you know what that would have done to me?” she said, still barely above a whisper. Jara looked back up at her, his expression pained but confused.

      “Just seeing you…afterward, living all this time knowing what I had done, seeing what I was capable of…Jara, I feel like a monster hiding among my own family!” she said, her hands clenched at her sides.

      “You are not a monster,” he said firmly, moving quickly and coming up to stand directly and closely in front of her. He wanted to touch her, but feared she would flinch away from him. He didn’t want to force her; he knew she wasn’t afraid of him, but afraid of herself? What had he done?

      She took one step back from him, horror and sadness on her face.

      “You didn’t want me back because I would remind you of how strong you could be? Because you can’t face that you are a warrior, that you are strong and capable of defending yourself?” he asked, trying to force her to see her own logic.

      “I never refused your return,” she said then, and he halted once more in surprise.

      “Why did it take so long for me to get it? Brack sent me around in circles for over two years!” he demanded.

      “He wanted your help,” she replied dismissively. “I had Dorn and Chen and it’s quiet here. I agreed, of course.” She turned away from him, the tension slightly relieved.

      “Will you ever look at me again, see the friend I was and am to you?” he asked bluntly. “But before you answer, know I will accept either response that I am staying to serve you whether you can or cannot.”

      Nyssa looked at him only slightly turning her head. She knew he spoke the truth. He wouldn’t have come otherwise.

      Suddenly, Jara removed his cloak, and worked the fasteners on his breastplate. She was watching him in surprise, but said nothing. When he was free of his gear, he threw the undercoat aside and he came back in front of her. She stood dumbfounded, not knowing what she was supposed to do.

      “Look at me,” he said to her, “look.”

      Now he stood straight, holding out his arms. She looked at him up and down. Again, he moved quickly and jerked off his shirt, standing bare-chested in front of her. Nyssa blinked in surprise. She’d seen this before. Of course, bare-chested men, even women, were common in her army, but this chest she knew and knew well.

      “Look at me, Nyssa,” he said again. “I am here and I am whole.”

      “Scars and all,” she said then. He looked down but nodded when he met her eyes again.

      “Scars and all,” he agreed, using her words.

      She moved forward and traced a particularly nasty one across his bicep. She frowned at the slice above his hip. She had her other hand tucked tightly across her chest, her lips pursed while this was going on. Jara stood perfectly still. Looking straight ahead: a soldier enduring his commander’s inspection. But he saw her face out of the corner of his eye.

      She looked up, saw the scar across his cheekbone. A flash of memory burned behind her eyes: her striking him and seeing the blood begin to flow. She sucked back a sob and traced her finger lightly over the now faint line. The memories were beginning to flash without control now, maybe just because of his close presence, but she clenched her eyes against it.

      “I’m sorry,” she said then, feeling the tears escape her closed lids. “I am so sorry!”

      He grabbed her hard and brought her into him, his strong arms holding her tight against his bare skin. She had her wrists up against his shoulder, half covering her face. He let her have a moment, but then he grumbled in her ear.

      “If I had been a real villain, would you be this sorry?” he asked her coolly. She sniffed and he felt her stiffen in his arms, but he did not let go of her. “Would you?” he repeated. She shook her head.

      “Then we have both accomplished what we set out to do, and that is the end of it,” he replied to her. It took only a second, but he felt her body relax. He kissed her temple. Something he swore he would forget how to do, but this time was different.

      She hadn’t heard Patrick and Hedir come in, but she saw them when Jara finally did release her from his arms. She wiped her tears and smiled at them, clearing her throat and laughing a bit, moving to go around to her desk while Jara replaced his shirt.

      “Jara’s back,” she said jokingly.

      “Ah, yes, I did see that,” Patrick replied, still smiling like an idiot and moved quickly into the centre of the room, Hedir just behind him.

      “You’ve made up then?” Patrick asked, looking back and forth between them. Jara shot a glance at Nyssa, but said nothing.

      “We understand each other,” she replied but smiled despite herself.

      “I’ll go settle my things, if Your Majesty has no immediate need of me,” Jara said then, clearly anxious to leave. She nodded and he left.

      “Didn’t mean to interrupt,” Patrick said when the door closed.

      He sat down on one of the sofas. Hedir went around to Nyssa and put his hands on her shoulders. She patted one of them gratefully and sighed.

      “That was hard,” she admitted. “But it’s done now and though it may take time to reacquaint ourselves, I, at least, believe it’s now possible again.”

      “I’m proud of you, Nyssa,” Hedir said quietly and kissed the top of her head. She leaned against his hand.

      “This family is once again whole,” Patrick said, beaming. Nyssa nodded, a bit shyly.

      “Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself, Nyssa,” he said then. “Jara is family as much as any one of us can count on. He would have forgiven you, even if you had killed him,” he said and crossed his arms.

      She shot him an evil look. Hedir chuckled and moved to sit in one of the chairs in front of her desk. He sat straight and lightly, demurely, Nyssa noticed.

      “You’ve known Jara since you were eleven, you were saying?” he asked quietly.

      She was still regarding him, one elbow on the arm of her chair with her hand in her mouth, chewing a nail. She nodded, but Patrick filled in.

      “Since we were children, yes,” he said warmly. “Brack took him in as an orphan and, when he was old enough, became his mentor. My father too, in a way. When he had completed his knighthood, his options were to receive a full commission in the army or take a life appointment in servitude to the princess of the royal family,” he said, splaying his hand in Nyssa’s direction to indicate herself. Nyssa clicked her tongue at him in disapproval.

      “You make it sound like he is a servant,” she scolded Patrick, but turned back to speak to Hedir. “Jara’s position as first guardsman comes with an enormous amount of responsibility, and rank and protocol included. He must be an accomplished soldier, strategist, politician, an expert in protocol and domestic and international law. He doesn’t need to be at the calibre of my esteemed brother here, but Jara has a career very much coveted by senior officers in my army. A first guardsman is a lifelong appointment and their legacies can be as rich as the monarchs they serve,” she explained proudly to Hedir. Patrick ducked his head to her in response to her compliment.

      “But you are close friends, as well,” Hedir continued, and he sat very calm. Nyssa resettled herself and nodded.

      “Yes, we are friends,” she replied. Hedir nodded, and smiled a tight smile.

      “What is it, Hedir?” she asked him then. Clearly, something was on his mind. “You know all of this. You know Jara,” she said and sat up straighter in her chair. “You know how stubborn he is, how helpful, how smart and how reliable he is. You remember how closely we work with him. There are no secrets here.”

      Hedir nodded at this, agreeing fully. “Yes, yes, I do. I remember, and I have every respect for him. I am very glad he is here, and,” he said, nodding to her, “that you are reconciled. Especially if you are so…close.”

      He rose from his chair and said something about checking on the children. He kissed her lightly and waved to Patrick, then left the room.

      “What was that about?” Patrick asked her. She shook her head, still staring after where her husband had just closed the door.

      “I have no idea.”
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      “I’ll be five in three weeks, Sir Jara,” Forrest was protesting when Nyssa came out to mount Roan. Jara was bringing the boy down off his own horse; apparently, Forrest had found a new ear to complain to about the injustice he felt regarding being denied his own ride.

      “And a fine five-year old you will be, Your Majesty, but for the time being, your mother knows best,” Jara said smoothly and deposited the toddler on the ground behind him. Nyssa smiled to herself and mounted Roan, trying not to get involved.

      “One day, I’ll have a horse,” Forrest muttered to himself. His mother couldn’t resist.

      “Indeed, you will, little man,” she agreed with him. “And he will be one of the finest. Until then, you ride with a grownup and practise your skills.” Forrest knew better than to argue, but she did see the huge huff. She blew him a kiss, which evoked a little smile.

      “Chin up, Prince Forrest,” Jara said while he sat heavily in his saddle and Nyssa spurred Roan into a trot riding away from them. “Your mother never breaks her word and you shouldn’t either.”

      The day was fair, but Nyssa felt the cooler breeze in the air. Jara had arrived maybe three weeks before the first snows would close the Pass. Soon, they’d be shut in for another six months. This time, she would have nearly her entire family with her. She was very much pleased about that.

      They rode nearly halfway before either of them spoke. The quiet and the fresh air felt good to Nyssa this morning. She thought lightly that maybe the trouble with Jara being in the past was part of it too. She looked over at him briefly and felt it for certain.

      “Tell me what to do again,” Jara said finally. She saw the fork approaching in the road.

      “You can come with me or you can wait here with the horses,” she said, nudging her chin toward the field. “If you come with me and Coltair comes, I may not be able to protect you, but I don’t think anything else can harm you. It will be unnerving, though. I warn you. The realm is strongest here. Some of its energy can be felt regardless of what you can see.”

      Jara considered her words. He didn’t like that the field was so far away from the tree line. More so, he needed to understand his queen’s current challenge. He knew he couldn’t help her, but being informed never hurt anyone.

      “I’ll come,” he said. She nodded.

      “You’ll need to control your horse firmly. Roan has been through the terrain a few times now and knows what to expect. He’ll listen so long as it stays calm, but if something attacks us, there will be no controlling them. They’ll bolt; both of them,” she warned him sternly. He nodded and wrapped his reins firmly around his fists a second time.

      Nyssa didn’t plan on doing much that day. She wanted to check in with her father and see if she could make contact with Dascus again. Her plan was to keep trying to reach him, the real him, to bring him to her side. She felt that he would continue to look for her mother now that he knew she was missing. Already holes in Coltair’s misdirection with him were showing; she just needed to make them a little bigger. She hoped some of her mother’s bravery existed in him and he would see the rest of his way through, with a little help.

      When they rode into the shadow of the tree line, Nyssa firmed up her mind and performed the flick of the switch that saw her cross the divide and appear in both realms at once. Zara called it “walking the line.” She noticed the horses’ ears went flat and their skin shuddered almost constantly in their discomfort, but both held it together. Nyssa walked Roan slowly and deliberately on the path, trying not to stir up any surprises.

      A little spirit flashed before them on the road. Roan snorted, but didn’t flinch. Jara saw nothing and so had no reaction and walked on. Nyssa decided not to mention it. She began to see many flashes darting in and out of the trees. Then the ground began to glow with them. Low, glowing plumes of light, as if the spirits were all lying on the ground. Roan nearly walked right through the apparition of her father when he called out to her.

      “Da!” she exclaimed and reined Roan in. Roan protested the yank on his harness, and whinnied loudly. She patted his neck in apology.

      “Roan, I see, is holding up well,” her father said approvingly.

      Roan was his gift to her when she was sixteen. He was a baby then too. Nine years later, they were a formidable and inseparable pair.

      “Yes,” she replied and patted him smartly again. “He’s stronger and smarter than ever, if still unevenly tempered,” she said and laughed. The big horse flicked his ears.

      “Jara,” her father said in surprise and leaned now around Roan to see him better.

      He was looking at her guardsman, fully aware he couldn’t hear him. She waited. Jara looked at her inquiringly. She held a finger up to her lips, so he knew not to talk.

      “He’s returned to you then,” her father said after a long moment studying him.

      “Just yesterday,” Nyssa replied and nodded at Jara. Jara looked around him in vain. Finally, he just straightened and looked directly ahead.

      “He was meant for you, you know,” her father said, a whisp of regret in his voice. Nyssa turned her head sharply to look at her father.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” she asked him tersely. Her father only moved his eyes to flick her an exasperated look, like she was so obviously missing the point. Madras flicked his chin toward Jara.

      “Him, I chose him for you, to be your guard and your companion. Your lover, if you chose never to marry and serve in the field,” he said. Nyssa stared at him, her mouth wide open.

      “Clearly, Brack never told you my wishes, then, judging by that exemplary display of grace on your face,” he said, coming up alongside her.

      “What wishes?” she barked at him, her anger instantly unleashed. “If that were true, we’d have broken the code and it would have ruined us both, Da!” She challenged him again. Her ears burning with the truth he’d revealed.

      “It matters not, now does it? You married the Bough and he gave you children despite everything. At least you have that,” he replied but didn’t sound like that really measured up. Nyssa was not pleased by his dismissive summing up of her family.

      “I am ahead with my choices of anything you had planned, apparently,” she said tartly. Her father raised his eyebrows at her. “We are ahead!” she added and pointed to Jara, who was looking very uncomfortable.

      “Perhaps, I just never expected you to marry,” he said finally and tactfully changed the subject.

      Nyssa coughed when it suddenly became clear what her father had actually planned for her; by the sounds of it, all-consuming military commitment, a lot of promiscuity and no domestic responsibilities. Exactly what she’d hoped for from the start, but Jara hadn’t believed it and had ultimately convinced her otherwise, to follow the law, be who she really was: an honourable queen.

      Madras was making it sound like they’d ended their love affair on one lie to uphold another, but she was seething now that her father had ever let her believe he’d disapproved of Jara, especially since he was distinctly approving of him now.

      “You will be interested to know that I have seen Dascus much more often of late. He will not stop to talk to me, but he is looking for something. I think sometimes he is looking for you, but they are not reliable sightings. He comes through every now and then, but more often than before.”

      Nyssa worked to cool her emotions. Jara was watching her, but she shook her head and held a hand out to wait. She considered his words and focused. “Should I wait then?”

      Her father shook his head. “Do you see the spirits on the ground?” he asked her and pointed to the brush and undergrowth. She indicated that she did.

      “They are spirits of fallen soldiers. They appeared, rising out of the ground as if being summoned. They do not wake, but I feel that is coming,” he said confidently.

      “Who are they?” Nyssa asked.

      “Judging by their uniforms, they’re Rogun soldiers,” he replied and Nyssa gasped.

      “Majesty?” Jara called to her with concern. She waved him down, and he closed his mouth with impatience.

      “Yes,” her father answered her question before she could ask it, “Coltair seems to be moving forward with his plan. You need to prepare yourself, Daughter.”

      Nyssa felt a rumble in the ground then and the horses whinnied and shifted nervously.

      “Go, Daughter,” Madras said then. “I will watch these new developments for you. Come back tomorrow,” he said, not looking at her anymore, but scanning the horizon all around them. She turned to signal to Jara they were to leave and was about to turn Roan, but her father stopped her.

      “Whatever you have planned, Nyssa, you must be ready and soon,” he said calmly to her and walked into the brush and toward the low-lying lights.

      “What was that?” Jara asked when they were clear of the trees. “An earthquake?”

      “I don’t think so,” she replied, her mind racing with what she had seen. “Da says there are soldiers in the forest now. They aren’t yet awake, but they’ve been called there. At least that is what he believes and I have to agree with him. They certainly weren’t there before!”

      They were racing back down the road toward the village and it was difficult to talk. The horses needed no encouragement. They were as anxious to set the miles between them and the forest as their riders.

      “Did you bring anything back with you, from Keerie?” she asked then, having to shout over the pounding hooves of their horses and the wind blowing past. Jara nodded.

      “There is a box in the diplomatic pouch she sent you,” he replied. Nyssa said a private thank you to the winds, and urged Roan to go even faster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “What soldiers?” Patrick was saying while he tried to catch up to his sister in the hall after she ran past him. When she entered her apartment, her eyes scanned her desk and all the living room. Hedir looked up startled and started to stand.

      “Nyssa?” he asked, but she cut him off.

      “The pouch, from Keerie,” she said out of breath, “do you have it?”

      Hedir nodded and went over to the desk to pick up a leather satchel from the floor. Patrick and Jara had just entered after her and the three men looked at each other in puzzlement. Nyssa dropped her gloves and started rummaging through the bag. She found the box at the bottom and dropped the bag back on the floor.

      “What is it?” Hedir asked, coming closer to her. She turned to him and handed it over.

      “Please open it and show it to me,” she said and dipped her head at him. He looked at her for a moment, then realized what she meant and nodded. She waved back Patrick and Jara, who both shooed a child out of the way also. When everyone was clear, she nodded to Hedir.

      Inside the box, the third Summer East sat perfectly smooth in the velvet filling. It shone purple and blue, relaxed and dormant in its casing. Nyssa let out a huge sigh of relief.

      “It’s here,” she said finally and waved that Hedir should close the box. He did so and walked it over to show Patrick and Jara. They looked at it and shrugged.

      “Pretty, but I fail to see the significance,” Jara said.

      “You already wear two of them, Nyssa. What will this one gain?” Patrick added. Jara looked around him, trying to see her hands.

      “That,” she said and now sunk down into a seat on the sofa, “is the Killing Stone.”

      Patrick and Jara looked at each other and both of their expressions went dark. They looked to Hedir for an explanation.

      “You need all three to make it work, and you need a necromancer with enough power to wield it in the underworld,” he added.

      “What do you kill in the realm of the undead?” Jara asked darkly.

      “Unrestful spirits, obviously,” Forrest said from behind him and he moved to sit by his mother. She pulled him close to her and kissed his head. Skye and Glenna stood aside, looking curiously on, still holding hands.

      “Our spirits are our energy. When we pass on, we become only that energy. Energy can be interfered with. Fire can be doused with water, wind can be redirected, water can be contained in a box. Those are elements, but it’s sort of the same idea. When two like energies meet, it is a battle of will and consistencies. My Queen,” Hedir was saying while he leaned against the desk still holding the box with two hands, “theorizes that Nyssa is as strong as Coltair, but she worries not stronger. Already, you’ll notice Nyssa wears the two Summer East stones, and they have helped her to amplify her power. She has learned to use them for added protection.”

      “The third stone has always been more powerful than the other two and impossible to control and use unless you have that strength and will to do so. Nyssa is the only one we know of who can do both,” he said very quietly. He was absently rubbing the box's sides.

      “How will you wield it?” Jara asked skeptically. He was unhappy suddenly and moved to stand opposite Nyssa.

      “I was thinking of having it mounted as a pendant. Maybe encasing the back with metal will reduce your direct contact with it,” Hedir said to Nyssa. She shrugged, nodding faintly as she considered it, and held Forrest a bit tighter.

      “You can’t even touch it?” Jara demanded and Nyssa looked up at him.

      “It’s hot, right, Mama?” Forrest said then. Nyssa closed her eyes and nodded.

      Her memories of holding the stone had not faded. Like the rings she wore, the third stone burned with her awakening of it, but this one was different and burned hot enough to melt even her own flesh if she was not careful. She felt that lesson in her palm whenever she thought about it.

      “Do you sense it, Forrest?” Nyssa asked then, curious. She felt the boy nod under his chin. “From here?” she asked and again he nodded.

      “I won’t touch it, Mama. Don’t worry. That rock is not for me.” Nyssa looked up at Hedir, a little panic in her eyes. He recognized the fear; he felt it himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Forrest was a little disappointed when he was told he couldn’t go back to the forest for a little while, but he accepted it. Like all children, he sensed a change in his mother’s mood, and she found he had grown concerned about her. He stayed close to her, sometimes choosing to sit with her in their living room and play by himself rather than go with the girls while his mother worked on her correspondence.

      It was a cold and grey day and the whole village seemed to be keeping indoors. Nyssa looked up from her letter and watched Forrest at play; two wooden horses and a wooden man were apparently on an adventure in a far-off place.

      “What would you like for your birthday, my love?” she asked him. Forrest looked up at her, his face bright and instantly happy that she was talking to him about his birthday.

      “A horse!” he replied immediately. Nyssa groaned inwardly. She should have seen that coming.

      “And what would you want if you couldn’t quite have a real horse this year. What would be your second wish?” she asked him gently.

      Forrest scrunched up his little face to think about it. Nyssa waited patiently. Hedir came in the room then, and Nyssa put her finger to her mouth so he wouldn’t speak before their son. Forrest saw his father, and his face lit up with an idea.

      “A brother!”

      Nyssa’s eyes flipped to Hedir, but it was too late to hide the look of horror she felt there. She coughed and stood up, too quickly. Forrest’s face dropped and he looked sad and nervous.

      “I’m sorry, Mama. If you don’t want me to have a brother, that’s OK,” he started saying, but she was there. She wrapped him in her arms and rocked him. She looked at Hedir over his head, trying to plead it be forgotten.

      “That’s OK, Forrest,” she said to him soothingly. “It’s a lovely idea, and I would so like for you to have a brother, but maybe you will have one a different way. You’ll meet many special people in your life, and I’ll just bet, one day, you will have a friend you will love above all the rest. He will be your brother,” she said to him. Forrest didn’t react much, but he agreed it was a good solution. He stood up from their hug and nodded.

      “Can I go play with Skye and Glenna for a while?” he asked, and she agreed.

      “Of course, you can,” she said and smiled, pushing his bangs from his eyes. His easy smile came back and he kissed his mother, hugged his father, and darted from the room.

      Nyssa stood up and watched Hedir until the door closed.

      “He didn’t mean anything by it, he’s had only the girls to play with,” she said, trying to smooth it over. Hedir was frozen in his expression. She couldn’t tell if he was mad or sad.

      “Of course, he didn’t,” he said stiffly. “But he’s not wrong. No one is,” he said and turned to walk out of the room.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Jara worked to lay out the tack one more time. If he wasn’t careful, they rolled and tangled, and distracted as he was, this was his third effort to get it right.

      The Undead Forest was certainly something that troubled him. It was a mystery, an incorporeal thing that his sword, fist even, couldn’t penetrate. He was lost over how to plan a strategy to stand in front of Nyssa, if it was required.

      Patrick didn’t seem the least concerned; in fact, he seemed proud and completely willing to accept the fact that magic, real magic, was awakening itself to his sister’s arsenal. Great news if you knew everything about it. Not so great news if what you still didn’t know could hurt you and others.

      He sighed and threw the lines down in frustration.

      “Can I help?”

      Jara spun on his heel in startlement, not realizing he’d been so absorbed in his own thoughts.

      “Hedir,” he acknowledged and smiled to greet him. “Thanks, sure.”

      Hedir smiled back and moved to the other end of the long leather strap. He started by untwisting them, and then tossed his wrists to lift and ripple the strap to fall straight again. With Jara holding the other ends, they were able to lift and lay the long lines out neatly.

      “Something on your mind, Your Grace?” Jara asked after he’d lifted some more straps to line them up beside Hedir’s.

      Hedir was quiet for a moment, his hands working deftly with the leathers.

      “You were young with Nyssa,” he said, and stood, but his eyes remained on the ground. Jara, working with his own tack, slowed but continued working. “You were with her at the moment she had to choose, soldier or princess,” he added.

      Jara inwardly sighed. “They are one and the same, Hedir,” he told him. He bounced once to lift from the crouch he’d been working in. When he was upright, he moved to start slowly pulling the lines to refold them.

      “So, Nyssa never had family as an option?” he asked.

      Jara shrugged but didn’t offer a reply. Hedir turned now, stopping his work completely to watch him. Jara noticed but kept working.

      “The only thing that could have prompted Nyssa in that direction was opportunity,” Jara qualified. “At the time, her father wanted her on campaign. She was loaded and fighting less than a day from graduation,” Jara reminded him. “There was no opportunity but the one he’d chosen for her.”

      “There were no suitors? No one from another noble family, perhaps?” Hedir pressed. Jara grinned but shook his head. His hands continued pulling the lines. Nyssa dealing with peacock-coloured nobles vying for her hand would have been hilarious.

      “Save you,” Hedir added and Jara’s hands stopped, along with his smile. He held the folded parts to keep them, but his eyes moved to the floor for a long moment.

      “That was a long time ago, Your Grace,” Jara admitted. He looked to him. Jara’s eyes watched him carefully.

      Hedir suddenly looked uncomfortable. He shook himself, waved a hand between them and went back to his work. Jara considered the direction of the conversation, and that his friend’s husband had come seeking him specifically was obvious.

      “It was not permitted,” Jara told him plainly. “We knew the oath and went ahead with it anyway. Both of us. It is now in the past.”

      Hedir nodded but kept working, his hands moving faster in his agitation.

      “What would you have done?” Hedir asked then. “If you’d been discovered?”

      Jara cleared his throat. “We weren’t in violation until I swore my oath, but otherwise, we’d have owned up to it. Come what may,” he told him truthfully.

      Hedir stopped abruptly and stared at him. “You would have admitted it? And lost everything?” he asked, incredulous.

      Jara only shrugged. “Of course,” he told him. “Lie about Nyssa? To protect myself? Not bloody likely.”

      Hedir could only continue to stare. The answer did not surprise him in the least, but Jara seemed so relaxed about it, so sure of it.

      “You walked away from her, just like that?” Hedir blurted out. Now Jara looked at him with a sharp glint that took control to not appear threatening.

      “We made an oath before our country, Your Grace,” he replied carefully. “Our duty before ourselves.”

      “And a child? Could you have walked away then?”

      Jara froze. A million questions flew through his mind simultaneously, least of which was where the hell this was coming from now. What in the world had he missed?

      “We never had a child, not even the opportunity,” he replied slowly and eyed Hedir sidelong, unsure if what he was stating was truth all of sudden.

      Hedir only managed to look desperate, which confused Jara even more.

      “And now? If she asked it of you?”

      Jara’s eyes bounced left and right while he tried to make sense of the question. Clearly unable, he stared at him, perplexed.

      Hedir moved closer now, to speak confidentially between them. He had trouble meeting Jara’s eyes, but tried repeatedly.

      “You knew her once,” he said, and rolled his hand, “intimately, that way,” he added. Jara frowned and folded his arms tightly across his chest. “If you could have, would you have been parents?”

      Jara remained the way he was, tightly controlled and growing impatient. He didn’t like to speak of Nyssa this way without her present, let alone with someone with whom she was intimate.

      “Yes, but Nyssa chose soldiering. She chose her father’s way,” he told him flatly. “We knew if we’d chosen each other, we’d not have lasted. The way you have her now. Our paths lay as knights, not husband and wife. She could not love me and be queen, nor I her and be guardsman. It’s why she allowed herself to find you, I believe.”

      Hedir flinched when Jara ended the last in a pert tone and turned immediately from him.

      “So, she didn’t want them then,” Hedir went on. Jara relaxed, but only slightly. He considered the question but shook his head.

      “She did,” he told him. Hedir leaned closer. “But she didn’t think she was worthy to have them. Duty would see her roaming around everywhere. Domesticity scared the life out of her. Back then anyway,” he qualified with a shrug.

      “And now?” he asked Jara.

      “She is the best mother. I knew she would be,” Jara replied and turned away to get back to his work, hoping to end the conversation. “I once told her she should have as many children as her heart desired. That nothing should stop her if that was her wish,” he added, remembering a letter he’d once written her, by way of his heart’s farewell. He’d hated himself for it.

      “You think she should have more?” Hedir asked him. Jara shrugged, but kept working.

      “She has the gift,” he replied easily. “She is maternal and strong, gentle, fierce and attentive. Everything a mother should be. Of course, she should have more,” he added.

      When he heard no reply or companionable working, he stopped and looked over his shoulder and behind him. Hedir stood still, his gaze out of the stable door at the courtyard. It was dark and cool still.

      “I agree, Sir Jara,” he answered quietly. “She needs you. If you will come to her,” he added without looking at him, “know that I consent that it is you. Someone I know and trust to take care. I only want what she wants, and Nyssa should never be denied the very basic things she is entitled. I knew the sacrifice she was making by taking me to wed. I knew the time would come I would have to repay that with one of my own.”

      Jara stared but turned very slowly, his expression one of disbelief. Hedir only nodded to him, turned fast and left.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “It’s been three weeks, Nyssa,” Patrick was saying as they were walking back to her desk. “You said yourself, Da has reported no change in the activities there.”

      “If you want to see him, fine, I’ll take you, but Forrest is forbidden to enter the realm for the time being. Coltair is there. He’s preparing. Maybe he’s waiting for us to do something stupid, like, oh, I don’t know, put our most precious beings in his waiting hands!” she shouted at him as she walked through the door. He followed her, his eyes rolling to the ceiling.

      “Then, by all means, check it out first or can’t you call him out?” Patrick insisted. Nyssa bristled with his persistence and obvious tact not to let her out of it.

      “Fine. I’ll try,” she said, exasperated by the conversation.

      “Thank you!” her brother said loudly. They huffed in their aggravation with each other and Patrick all but slammed her door when he left.

      Nyssa turned back from the desk to look after the closed door. She felt guilty automatically denying him. He had been stalling about going out to see their father and now he was adamant he had to go. She hadn’t been keen to return. The feelings she had gotten the last two times were distinctly unfriendly, though her father kept reporting no change.

      It was late fall and snow had started to close the Pass in the upper cliffs. The owl had made its way through just before the first snowfall that had blanketed the village. Nyssa was sitting at the desk, reading Brack’s words, and not fully understanding them.

      We’ve stood the armies down for the winter. A second year on campaign is wasting precious resources, my Queen. I will assure you now, they will reassemble at first rainfall in spring if your intelligence indicates it should. No new ships have made landfall in thirteen months, but the navy will stay in place all winter, providing patrols, as you ordered....

      He was standing down. She wasn’t sure if it was in subordination or a bright move, but she was disappointed that it felt like Brack’s confidence was waning. She couldn’t hear the rest of the letter; her eyes wandered to the window behind her.

      Maybe it was all fading. Maybe Coltair didn’t have the power he thought and couldn’t muster his army or maybe she got through to Dascus and he’d changed his ways and Coltair no longer had his magic weapon.

      Nyssa sighed. It all sounded wonderful. A world saved from an undeniably bizarre and brutal war. She wanted her children not to know this war, not to be a part of it. Nothing would please her more.

      It was a week later when she found herself lost while looking to the wooden horses and men on the carpet by the fire. Today was the day Patrick was going with Forrest to the realm to talk with her father. She’d been incredibly nervous about it, had given in only the day before and only after she had been back to the forest three more times without incident. As soon as they were out of her sight, she’d doubted it. But there was nothing for it now. She simply had to wait.

      Forrest was immensely proud to be escorting his uncle on what could be called his first assignment. The mere idea nearly sent Nyssa into hysterics. Not only were her children going to grow up simultaneously, but they were also going to do it earlier than most. She blocked the thought rising in her mind, the one that threatened to drive her completely mad, the one that said her children wouldn’t need her much longer, that her job was done, and at twenty-six, she wasn’t even allowed to have more, regardless of what her heart wanted.

      Then there were the thoughts that something could happen to them. That their innocence would end, that they would see horror one day, violence, hatred, and worse even — they might be on the receiving end. She already knew as fact, she’d not survive if one of them should fall before their time. The idea that someone might steal them, aim to harm them because they were hers...

      She didn’t realize she had crumbled the letter she held in her hand. She stared at it. But there were so many children in the world. And all of them deserved her protection. How then, could she stand it to fail them?

      Nyssa stood up abruptly, knocking a few papers to the floor. She picked them up rashly, threw them back to the desk and walked to the credenza in the dining room. There was an excellent Bough whiskey in the decanter there, and she poured herself a very large glass. Nyssa never drank outside of the occasion calling for it, but this seemed a good cause to make an exception. She’d seen her brother react this way when he was particularly stressed about his work, and it always seemed to relax him.

      There was a fast knock at the door and Forrest rushed in. He was flushed and excited and his face lit like a torch when he saw her. Suddenly, she felt very guilty to have just gulped so much alcohol, because after all, he was there. Whatever did she have to worry about?

      “Mama!” Forrest exclaimed upon seeing her. She smiled and returned the hug he gave her. “Uncle Patrick has invited all of us to stay with him tonight! Can we, Mama, please?”

      Skye burst in just then, and she shot her brother a dirty look. Clearly, he’d beaten her there to ask her. Nyssa hadn’t the time to react when Patrick himself strode into the room. She raised her eyebrows at him.

      “It was my idea,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. “Forrest and I were talking about stories and legends today on our way back, and I told him about when you and I were children, we used to sneak into each other’s rooms, hide under the covers and retell the stories we’d picked up.”

      Nyssa smiled at the memory. She hoped he didn’t divulge the fact that the dirtier and the bloodier the story had been their objective.

      “The idea that we all could make a tent in my rooms and I could tell stories sounded great, Forrest told the girls. Everybody screamed and jumped up and down, and now here we are,” he said, and mock frowned with his hands opened wide to the sides. “But I wanted to be sure it was OK with you, of course,” he added, then noticed the glass in her hand.

      “Nyssa?” he asked, looking at the decanter in her other hand.

      She swallowed the oversized gulp of liquid in her mouth, and tried not to choke on the burn. Her eyes watered and Patrick took a step forward, but she waved him back, and held one finger up that they should wait.

      “Rough day?” he asked, and though she knew he was keeping it light for the children, his inquiry was sincere.

      “No, no,” she said, trying not the wheeze. “Yes, of course, you can sleep in your uncle’s room tonight,” she forced herself to say because she knew the children would get excited and run away, and she could therefore suffer the aftermath of probably three times the suggested serving size of whiskey burning in her belly.

      “How was Da?” she asked, staving off more inquiry into her sudden bout of indulgence.

      “He was...Da,” Patrick said, and he came toward her, took the decanter and poured another glass for himself. He raised it in salute and downed the shot in one gulp. Nyssa watched him, impressed. Right now, she thought she shouldn’t breathe on any candles for a while.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

      He watched her for a second, then set the bottle down.

      “I’d probably need the rest of this, and I have children to entertain, so, tomorrow, then?” She smiled in sympathy, but nodded.

      “That bad?” She couldn’t help herself. Patrick just shrugged and poured two more glasses.

      “No, don’t worry about it,” he said and waited until she’d raised her glass to his. When she did, he tapped his to hers and swallowed the whole thing again. She waited. This time, he winced when it went down. “It went fine, Sis. Da was actually pretty good. I miss him, and I guess I just don’t want to be crying at the bottom of one of these tonight.” He laughed and set his glass back down.

      “But tell me what’s bothering you.” He leaned one rear cheek on the edge of the credenza and she knew he’d wait. She sighed.

      “Brack is standing down the army for the winter,” she began, but it didn’t really seem that important anymore. Patrick looked surprised, but not upset.

      “It’s not such a bad idea,” and he raised a hand to say she should let him finish. “Da said the Serpent sightings have dropped also. He’s looking into it, but he wanted me to tell you that he has your army if it comes to it.” And Nyssa registered her surprise. Patrick nodded.

      “Undead?” she asked, incredulous.

      “Yes, and they’re ours,” he added with a wink. “Da says he can call them to hear you, but you’ll need to talk to them, convince them to fight.” Nyssa nodded, her mind already beginning to picture her standing in front of fallen Orak soldiers, still loyal to her father. Patrick stood up from the edge. “But he said he’s not ready and to see him in a week.”

      “That is incredible news!” she exclaimed.

      “It is, and you’ve got some time, so you can relax and take the opportunity to prepare,” he added. He looked at her undrunk glass then. He hadn’t seen the huge one she’d had before. It was already making the top of her head buzz, but she raised it again.

      “To Da,” she said and drained the whole thing.
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      With the children gone, Magdara found herself with free time and she and Nyssa enjoyed a lingering hot bath that she felt was long overdue. Nyssa tried to have free time with the girl, now nineteen, just to catch up, talk out issues with the children but really just to talk. She enjoyed her company immensely and was always incredibly relaxed after they found the time to just swap stories, exchange gossip and get to the bottom of any rumours.

      At one particularly deep moment, Magdara was about to say something, but she clamped up. Nyssa, already five glasses full of whiskey and thirty minutes into a hot soak in a bath while her feet were being rubbed, was all about full disclosure now. She clucked her tongue at her.

      “Out with it, Magdara. This is when we clear the cobwebs, yes?” she asked her. The girl shook her head, but clearly, she was regretting showing any interest at all. Nyssa removed the cloth for her face to fully see the girl, who had now stopped massaging her foot.

      “I overheard it, just me and I’m very sorry, Majesty,” she began timidly; Nyssa encouraged her with a nod. “Is it true Your Majesty yearns for more children?”

      Magdara blurted out the last sentence and it caught Nyssa like a cold towel. She was still for a moment while she recovered, but then she just gave up. She sighed, lay back and recovered her eyes with the warm cloth.

      “You are full Bough, are you not, Magdara?” she asked her gently. The girl replied that she was.

      “How many children do you expect to have one day?” Nyssa asked. It was a personal question, but she was interested to hear her perspective.

      “I would be eternally blessed if I could have one, Majesty,” she replied.

      “Quite right,” Nyssa replied. “I have two. Would you consider that lucky, for a Bough?”

      Magdara nodded again, a little more energetically this time.

      “Then we are agreed,” Nyssa said and patted the girl’s arm.

      “So you would not want any more?” the girl asked and Nyssa lifted the cloth to look at her.

      She sighed. Why was everyone so interested in this scenario? It upset Hedir greatly, it caused her brother to fall into endless sympathy, and now her maid was losing sleep over it.

      “I, of course, would welcome more children, Magdara,” she said with exceeding patience. “But I married a Bough and you know better than I what that means.”

      “I do, Your Majesty,” Magdara replied and Nyssa looked back up in her alarm when she heard the girl choke back a sob. She wouldn’t say any more.

      Nyssa said good night to her maid, who pampered her some more by brushing her long hair out and rubbing her entire body with warmed scented oils. She provided her with an exquisite, airy, silk robe that barely tied in the front: a series of ropes that crossed at her chest but left the bottom unless you tied the sash. Magdara tied it for her but let it hang loose enough. The contours of her breasts were still visible, and one very light tug would dissolve the whole affair.

      “Goodnight, Majesty,” Magdara said almost suddenly when she had just finished and she quietly left the room, leaving Nyssa standing alone at her looking glass, watching her friend go.

      She was still looking after her when Hedir came into the room. He was freshly bathed as well and Nyssa, standing completely still, discreetly pulled a little on the sash. She shifted legs, which caused the robe to open a sliver in the front, which removed what was left to imagine.

      Hedir was also still, which was different. Nyssa made to cover her confusion by returning to her image in the mirror. Hedir did move again, toward the dressing area and the bed. He didn’t speak for a longer while; Nyssa began to feel uncomfortable.  She pulled the robe tightly closed and tried not to throw up. If Hedir didn’t react to her nakedness, alone in their bedroom, she had missed something, something very big.

      “Nyssa.”

      She nearly jumped when finally he did call her. She turned toward him. He was standing near the corner of their bed, nude. She saw him raise his hand to her and she slowly went over to take it. When she got close enough, she felt the fire was lit. Sparks tingled in her fingertips where he touched her, but she noticed something she’d never seen before. Behind his eyes, behind the look of lust and want, she saw a faraway sadness and determination. She was about to ask him, but he turned her around, lifted her hair and nuzzled her neck. This he knew was all it ever took to capture — and secure — the desired outcome.

      Nyssa enjoyed his attentions and slowly, she mentally shut down each thought in her mind. They had been without intimacy for several weeks, which was hard on them. She felt he was withdrawn lately. When she kissed him, he always just ended it with a sweet, “I love you,” and he went to sleep or walked away. Nyssa had been building up to asking him, but now it all seemed to resolve itself.

      Nyssa was ready to turn around, to begin her turn in giving the attention. She certainly didn’t want this to end quickly, but Hedir held her forward. This was new.

      She felt his hands on her breasts and he squeezed gently but then more firmly, and she moaned in encouragement. She felt one hand go down her abdomen and stop in the hair above below her navel.

      Again she tried to turn, but Hedir let her go only a fraction of the way, just enough to cover her mouth with his. Nyssa was smouldering with her desire to take this up a notch, and she kissed him deeply, grabbing his face and reaching behind to pull him against her. She felt him there, risen and ready, but he was resisting her. That much was clear.

      His tongue was deep inside her mouth and she felt his fingers push inside her at the same time. She broke free and cried out, but he held her fast, moving slowly and she could feel the desire he’d raised. Again, she tried to turn to him, change the angle that she didn’t understand. She wanted him immediately; she was about to protest again when he flicked his fingers and the world seemed to disappear.

      “Jara.”

      Nyssa wasn’t sure what she heard, so she ignored it. She had begun to rock against his fingers, her body betraying her wish for stamina when she felt a presence in front of her. She cracked the lids of her eyes, and there was a man directly there.

      The physical state she was in wouldn’t allow her to just fully reset. She stopped rocking, but she was panting, aware her robe was fully open in the front, half pulled off on the back, so hanging now only on her arms. She swallowed hard and her mind sputtered and sparked for a reaction.

      “Wha-why?” was her only response, where Hedir hadn’t actually stopped moving her. She realized that Jara or not, if he was there, he was just going to have to witness this. She had a less than fleeting idea that she would get mad about it later.

      Suddenly, a new sensation jarred her from her foggy mind. Her breasts were being handled, rubbed and her nipple was teased in a mouth. Considering Hedir was back to kissing her neck, she was instantly aware.

      She looked down, and Jara, kneeling in front of her, was kissing one breast, with his hand on the other.

      “What are you doing?” she asked him breathlessly.

      “I asked him,” Hedir breathed into her ear and the sound of his voice nearly made her climax right there.

      Nyssa needed a minute to absorb what he’d just said. Both men, however, understood her silence for surrender and their game changed. Jara began kissing her down her front, lightly, teasingly. Hedir continued kissing her neck, but his hands took over her breasts.

      Nyssa felt a warm and wet tongue down below and she crumbled. Both knees gave out and she thought to hit the floor, but instead she was floating. Hedir lifted her torso and Jara her legs and they positioned her flat on the bed, her hair splayed out on her pillow. Nyssa had had a second to catch her breath, and was looking for a face to talk to. Hedir appeared and she was able to submit only one word. Jara had moved her legs apart and resumed his explorations of her nether.

      “Why?” she begged him, but then Jara moved and all conversation became impossible. Hedir leaned over and kissed her hard. This ramped up her flame and she was beginning to squirm and arch her back, feeling the climax that was building and the rapid loss of her control over it.

      She broke free of his kiss, needing the extra air. Her fists grabbed bunches of sheets and blankets. She bit her lip and she begged for it to end. Jara moved away then, but Hedir’s fingers resumed. She cried out in elation, but it was only physical. She was frustrated that Hedir was playing this game. She wanted him; she was confused by Jara, but she wanted him.

      Nyssa lay still to catch her breath, but she was building again. She knew Hedir was above her, Jara was to the side. Strong hands massaged her skin and their warmth was intoxicating. She would have loved to go with this, to allow what could be so easy, but there was still the question; why?

      She reached and grabbed Hedir, holding him firmly in her hand. He jerked in surprise at first and winced when she wouldn’t let go. He was hard and already there was wetness in her hands.

      “Answer me,” she said, still breathing hard.

      Hedir looked like he was about to answer, but he twisted from her, removing her hand. He gathered her knees up and somehow flipped her over, directly into Jara’s waiting arms and torso.

      Jara was bigger than Hedir. Where Hedir was strong, lean and lythe, Jara was a Titan. A strict physical regiment of exercise and hard training made him a man of chiselled muscle. Jara was a bear; Hedir was a wolf. Nyssa had always found him beautiful, but she had long ago put his body out of her mind.

      Jara was nude himself now, and Nyssa didn’t know whether to turn into the storm or ride it out.

      Hedir was behind her. He’d begun kissing and rubbing her backside, running his hands high up her back. She moaned when he leaned into her, and she felt him hot and hard against her thigh.

      Jara was the same beneath her. She growled in her frustration. Jara took a different cue and leaned over to kiss her. His kiss was so different from Hedir’s. It was firm, animalistic, and left little to guess what he wanted. Nyssa responded to this so easily: she remembered it. She kissed his mouth, his face and his neck. She stopped at his shoulder. Four red fingerprints stared up at her. Nyssa knew what they were.

      Nyssa felt the memories flooding her brain. She reached for him now. He moaned loudly when she touched him and she instinctually rose and lifted her leg to straddle him, his hands taking position on her thighs. She was about to mount him, but Hedir gripped her so hard at the hips, she stopped.

      “Is this what you wanted?” she said through clenched teeth, turning her head so Hedir could hear her, but really she was speaking to both of them. There was a pregnant pause to Jara’s response, a hesitation to Hedir’s grip on her. Nyssa felt it more at that moment than she ever had, and had obviously failed at explaining it.

      She turned back to Jara, a rage in her heart, a desire to fulfill what she was being given. She lowered her body slowly, and began kissing him fiercely. Her hand went back to stroking him, grabbing him to position them. She felt Hedir fill in behind her; her backside was higher now.

      Hedir entered her, taking her completely by surprise. Nyssa cried out, releasing Jara’s flesh where she’d been inches from him. She felt Jara’s hands move quickly to support her arms before she fell forward on him. There was nowhere to go and she felt her skin flush with heat. But Hedir was still hesitating and where she was, poised to be kissing Jara—the angles were all wrong. Nyssa twisted and moved away from them both, slipping between so she was on her side. She was confused and aroused. Her body was uncomfortable and the smell of both men was driving her mad.

      She was pulled up, large hands on her torso to help her sit on her knees, letting her head fall back and her arms fall slack while she breathed cooler air. She kept her eyes closed when she felt their movement. Both of them positioned themselves one in front and one in back. She didn’t want to see which was which, but when one arm wrapped around her shoulders and a mouth began caressing her neck, the other reached around and lightly stroked her mound, Nyssa gave into it. She felt someone enter her and she cried out in relief, feeling it was the one she knew, but could she really remember? What if she got it wrong and was enjoying the wrong man? Would they blame her? Was she cursed for loving them both? Would she and Jara never be free of wanting each other’s flesh? She wanted him now; if it was him she had taken into her body, she could never deny it wasn’t what she desired.

      The man behind her tipped her face to the side and kissed her full on the mouth. His hands held her against him, one hand on her breast where it kneaded and pulled, the other flat against her abdomen. Her weight was fully supported and the man in the front held her by her hips and drove slow. She was too far gone and she rode it. Having no more control of her mind, she didn’t move a muscle in protest. Finally, she felt the hardness against her back, so she reached to grab it hard, pulling it in rhythm with the other one. It was so incredibly enjoyable, she climaxed out of nowhere. Her cry was a triumph, and a fail. She felt hot wetness all over her back and her hands were covered in it as the man behind moaned loudly while the one in front called her name in desperation. She felt him fill her and collapse against her breastbone, her hands going to his hair. She didn’t know who to love at this moment. She felt guilty and fulfilled.

      She felt weakened in post-climatic release. She slumped and the arms let her. She leaned against the torso there while the shaft inside fell free and the tears fell silently down her cheeks; she felt suddenly so incredibly alone.

      Nyssa didn’t want to talk about it; she simply wanted to cry herself to numbness. She felt the two men lie gently down beside her. She happened to be facing Jara, so she pulled Hedir’s arm over her and held his hand against her heart, then snuggled into the crook of Jara’s arm to cry until she fell asleep.

      She awoke to a shift in the bed. She realized she was no longer tucked into the warmth of Jara’s chest. She opened her eyes and he was there, half dressed, staring at her, waiting.

      She took a minute to adjust her eyes, which felt like sandpaper from crying.

      “Jara...” she whispered, unsure if Hedir was awake, but she hoped not. He looked down at his hands. He was kneeling beside the bed, his face very close to hers.

      “No,” he whispered back and shook his head. When he looked back at her, his face was sad and conflicted. Nyssa felt hot tears and couldn’t stop them. She was so relieved, but then how could she ever be sure?

      “No,” he whispered more firmly, reading her mind. He lifted a hand and placed it on her face.

      He made to stand up, but she reached out a hand to stop him. She held him still for a few moments, unable to find the words. He placed his hand on hers, and took it to his mouth to kiss it, but he laid it flat back down on the bed. “Jara,” she said and started to get up. She wanted to say how sorry she was, how great it was, but it wasn’t what she’d wanted, and now she was faced with breaking his heart. Quite likely, she’d broken it already.

      Jara hesitated, but then came back and kissed her hard and wet on the mouth. An Orak kiss, she thought. When they parted, he touched his forehead to hers and she saw the wetness on his eyelashes. Abruptly, he broke away and she watched as he simply left the room, not once looking back.

      Nyssa lay still for a very long time. After Jara left the room, it felt like a vacuum. She heard Hedir’s steady breathing while her shocked and traumatized mind kept trying to make sense of everything that had happened.

      The obvious question of ‘why’ hung on her lips, and made the tears flow again. She buried her face into her pillow. Was she not enough for Hedir? Had he been avoiding her because he just didn’t see the point? The way she lusted for him; it was enough to distract her fairly regularly in her daily life. How could it not be the same for him?

      Her mind betrayed her and she started remembering her night. Jara, beautiful and strong, his hand and mouth everywhere. She closed her eyes with a hitched breath when she remembered his tongue. When she opened them again, lying on her back, she noticed Hedir’s eyes were watching her. She didn’t acknowledge him at first. She didn’t care if he saw she was aroused or crying, or both.

      He reached a hand from under the covers and placed it on her arm, safe but not so intimate, she thought.

      “Why didn’t you just tell me?” she whispered, a fresh pair of tears rolling down her cheeks. She felt his hand reach up to wipe one away.

      “You’d have refused the idea, but I knew your body wouldn’t reject him,” he said calmly. He started dragging a finger up and down her arm so lightly it was raising bumps.

      Nyssa’s hands flew up to cover her face, muffling the sob that escaped. She felt the bed move beside her.

      “Do you love me, Hedir?” she whispered.

      She couldn’t help it. She felt so confused by everything, unsure of this side of him, not afforded the discussion to explain it beforehand. If her sex life with her husband wasn’t what she knew it should be, after six years of marriage, she felt how could she know him at all? How could she not feel lost?

      “What?!” Hedir said beside her, the bed bouncing where he lifted to lean up on one arm.

      “Nyssa, I...I had to. I had to do something!” he tried to explain, but he was getting upset too.

      “If I wasn’t enough, I mean, if you also appreciate men or you wanted more out of our lovemaking...you should have told me...you should have told me!” she cried, but it came out begging. She felt her heart breaking.

      Hedir was sitting up now. The look on his face, however, was one of complete and utter shock.

      “You think I invited Jara because I wanted him?” He sat perfectly still, staring at her.

      Nyssa felt an irrational rage rise up in her throat when she looked up at him.

      “Didn’t you?!” she almost screamed at him, but also aware of the very early hour. “Do not try to tell me that you didn’t, that you used him.” She seethed at him.

      The very thought of manipulating her friend that way was dangerous to her. She felt Jara would have done it on Hedir’s request if he’d told him she wanted it, but it would have been a lie.

      Hedir’s expression changed from shock to horror and finally sadness while she waited for his reply. It was such a dramatic change that her anger fizzled and concern took over. Hedir’s eyes were locked on hers. She felt they were trying to tell her something he simply couldn’t.

      Hedir suddenly moved away. He got out of the bed and went toward the bathroom. Nyssa bounded from the covers and caught up to him, blocking his way.

      “Explain this to me, Hedir,” she begged him. She was stark naked, a little cold. He stood there, his head leaning to one side, his arms hanging limp at his side. He looked a man defeated. She was worried, and despite her own feelings, she wanted to ease his distress.

      “Did you not...like it? Are you emb...?” she started to say, but he reached over and took both her hands, holding her away from him, but he shook his head and held onto her.

      “If it did not work, I’ll not repeat it,” he said low and she saw him fighting the emotions. She moved her hands to his face. “I will not ever suffer to share my wife with another man again. I am sorry if that means I cannot honour my promise to you, Nyssa.”

      Nyssa saw his resolve crumble. So much more than the act of the previous night was unloading itself and she felt a bit panicked. She followed him down to where he now sat on his knees. He had his arms wrapped around himself, but she guessed not from cold. She pulled the throw from her sitting chair anyway and wrapped it around him. She took him into her arms, rubbing his shoulders where he wept.

      Nyssa’s mind was racing. He was disappointed, not ashamed or embarrassed.

      “Oh my winds!” she exclaimed out loud.

      She pulled away from him abruptly, her shock all consuming. Her mind was no longer racing; it had locked on the conclusion. She was so shocked it took several seconds to catch up to itself. Hedir looked up at her weakly, his expression miserable. Nyssa’s hands flew up to cover her mouth. She wanted to scream and scream, and scream some more.

      Her eyes darted to his face, but when she met his eyes, she felt the urge to scream again, so she shut them tight. She felt Hedir’s hands take her wrists.

      “You want me pregnant again,” she said, barely audible, her shock still freezing her mind. She hadn’t opened her eyes.

      “Jara can give you only one thing I can’t,” she heard him reply.

      Nyssa slumped heavily onto her backside. She pulled her hands free from him, a bit roughly. Failure swirled around them, so many misunderstandings. How did this get so far out of hand?

      “No, he can’t,” she said, defeated, and admitted another failure. Though it was one she wanted, it still felt all too much.

      Hedir cocked his head to one side but sat still watching her. She saw the look there; he’d found the strength to go through with it, but now it looked he’d not survive the morning after.

      “It was you,” she said irreverently. “You stopped it from happening.” She was asking him but telling him at the same time. Hedir was holding his breath.

      “He didn’t...you didn’t...” He was trying to get it out, but he just stopped and leaned back to catch another sob.

      Nyssa sat watching him, heart breaking for the love for him, sadness for the carnal knowledge of her oldest friend, a door they had both worked hard to seal, now wasted, but mostly for the time lost to both of them mourning over this issue alone.

      “I've told you before,” she said coolly. “I’m only for you, Hedir.”

      Nyssa stood up and walked away from him. She wanted to be alone, but he was suddenly behind her, his warm breath on her neck. He turned her to face him, and he didn’t say anything more. He pushed her back against the wall, hands against her biceps, pinning her. She wanted to just give it up then, give in to this feeling of loss. She wasn’t ever going to be a mother again, and she’d worked hard to put that behind her, but learning now that those around her hadn’t, and had been suffering, she just wanted to give in to the depression of it all. Be alone with it, be alone like she was destined to be.

      She struggled against him, trying to tell him she didn’t want him, but he put his mouth on hers anyway, and when he stopped to breathe her in, her body had betrayed her. She hadn’t moved to accept him, but she was no longer resisting.

      Hedir moved his hands down and roughly lifted her off the ground, slamming her a bit against the wall. She hooked her arms around his neck in surprise, and winced when he very roughly grabbed her upper thighs and forced them around his waist. She was about to protest, but he entered her and she cried out with his hard interruption. He stayed still after that, panting hard against her shoulder. Nyssa had never felt this way with him. He’d always been so responsive; this was almost aggressive. Though she wasn’t in pain, she really felt more a spectator.

      Nyssa tried to move her hands to hold herself against his shoulders, but Hedir moved against her and she lost her grip. It was as if he wanted her pinned there. She waited. When he didn’t move again, she bent and kissed him very gently. He was stiff at first, but he warmed to it, and seconds later, the fire was well caught and Nyssa was strongly moving along with him. She opened her eyes at one point and she saw them in view of her dressing mirror. From there, she could see Hedir’s strong back muscles working to hold her upright, and his buttocks muscles working to penetrate her. Her legs were locked around him and she watched the erotic scene for a while, mesmerized by how beautiful it all seemed to her.

      She closed her eyes only when he brought her to climax, but not before she saw him raise one arm from a leg and slam it against the wall beside her head in his climax. Then she let herself go too, digging her nails in his back.

      “You are for me.” Hedir was breathing hard and he spoke through clenched teeth in her ear. His voice sent a zap of electricity down her ear canal and straight down her spine. She nodded weakly.

      “I tried to tell you,” she whispered and shuddered in her relief.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      They sat in silence over breakfast. Nyssa tried not to show the concern she was feeling for both men at that moment. Jara, off somewhere alone, not afforded the opportunity to be explained the reason behind it all, with affection and consideration for his feelings. Hedir, sitting across from her, his expression one of pained resolve, at least settled with the fact that his plan had failed, though at least they both were agreed it was for the best.

      “You’re sure,” Hedir said out of nowhere. Nyssa dropped her fork so that it clattered loudly on her plate. It mimicked her irritation.

      “You were in front, were you not?” she asked him bluntly, swallowing her own feeling of uneasiness at the memory. Her mind flashed to the feeling of Jara’s strong arm around her shoulder just then, giving her support while Hedir took her.

      Hedir had frozen by the starkness of the question, and the harsh tone posing it. He swallowed and took a breath. She crossed her arms, expecting an answer.

      “I was,” he answered quietly. She shrugged and dropped her arms.

      “Then I’m sure. Jara confirmed it also,” she said flippantly.

      Hedir stared at her. She knew what he was going through. It was what she had felt when she first woke up; "Oh hell, what happened? What did we do?" But she was no longer in the mood to sugar-coat it. It didn’t happen the way Hedir had planned. She never took Jara inside her. Hedir himself didn’t let him. End of story.

      “And I trust that you now understand that neither of us loves the other any less for want of another child?” she asked, picking up her fork again and stabbing her eggs with more force than necessary.

      “Nyssa,” Hedir tried to say, but he stopped when she paused with her fork. “No, I love you more than I ever thought possible, and I have no doubts of your love for me.”

      “Then I will expect you to come to me, alone, for comfort if ever this bothers you again, because frankly speaking, it’s my womb and I’ll be the only one concerned about it.”

      Nyssa would have loved to have just stormed out of the room right then, moved on with her day, try to forget it, but she knew that kind of thinking was sort of to blame for all this. She needed to stick close to Hedir whenever the subject was mentioned, no matter what.

      Hedir had just nodded at the last, looking downtrodden. Nyssa internally swore. She was trying desperately not to chastise him. His guilt was likely fairly raw at the moment, let alone his emotions from admitting his feelings of inadequacy. She stood up and came over to him. She pulled him close against her, her hands in his hair. He opened his legs and pulled her between them, his head resting against her stomach.

      “It is yours,” he said and kissed it. She rested her head on his, and stayed like that for a long while.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      When Nyssa left their bedroom, Magdara was exiting the room directly opposite at exactly the same time. She didn’t notice her mistress until Nyssa watched Jara exit behind her. She stood still, saying nothing. Magdara curtsied and moved quickly away, tucking a loose strand of hair into her cap.

      Nyssa only had eyes for Jara. Seeing him suddenly hadn’t given her the opportunity to raise a mental shield against the inevitable awkward first meeting. She was glad Hedir wasn’t there, but he could appear at any moment.

      She felt likely he would never want to speak of it. She envisioned he participated as a sense of duty. His superior asked it of him and she knew Jara’s love for her was strong. If Hedir had pleaded it of him, for her sake, how could he refuse?

      Jara moved back and, without turning away from her, opened the door behind him. He entered the room and held the door open.

      She sighed. Damn, he did think they should talk about it.

      When she was inside, he closed the door behind her and moved around to face her because she hadn’t turned her head since entering. Jara had had his riding gloves in his hand, but when there was a strong hesitation, he threw them on a chair and breathed a heavy sigh.

      “I guess there is no way around it,” he said and ran a hand through his thick wavy hair. It glistened. He was freshly bathed. Cleansed of anything she could have tainted him with. “We live with each other, closely; we should settle this so everyone can be comfortable again.”

      Nyssa made no move; her eyes were watching him, but she was completely unsure about what to do. She heard voices in the living room. Hedir. She froze.

      The voices faded and she heard the main entrance door close. She relaxed. Jara was waiting. His arms were now crossed, and he looked like he was trying to be patient, but it was running out.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t do this right now,” she said and whirled around to make for the door. Jara moved to block it. He stood directly in front of it and waited.

      “I had no idea,” she said, closing her eyes in defeat.

      “Yes, I got that,” Jara said dismissively. Nyssa opened her eyes.

      “If you saw he was suffering, why didn’t you tell me?” she said barely above a whisper.

      “Because he said you were the one suffering,” he replied simply. “How could I refuse, Nyssa? Tell me? I’d failed you recently already. I had much to make up for. I wanted to help him, who I could see was deeply concerned also, and I care for Hedir. He came to me a few weeks ago, asked about how we’d felt about it when we were young—when it was us. He was fishing to know your true feelings about it, Nyssa. He told me then he would step aside to give it to you. I’d dismissed him, but last night, he approached me again, and said you were distraught over it hiding it from him, that you would do anything. I never saw it coming, that it was himself who needed me.”

      Nyssa swallowed what felt like an egg. She shut her eyes.

      “Please don’t blame him,” she begged then.

      “Blame him?” Jara said loudly and moved away from the door. He went to a cabinet, took out a canteen. He poured a clear liquid and drank it immediately.

      “Blame him for trying to keep you happy? To give you everything you could want in this world? Who could blame him for that?”

      Nyssa couldn’t tell if he was being fair or condescending. She just watched him. He waited for her to reply, but she didn’t.

      “I don’t blame him, Nyssa. Don’t worry. In fact, I feel nothing but loyalty for your husband. Respect. After all, he had everything in place to get what he wanted for you. He could have stood back and let me take you, but in the end...” Jara looked away and shook his head. When he looked back to her, tears were rolling down her face. She stood absolutely still.

      “And would you? Would you have ‘taken’ me?” she asked shakily. Jara looked down at his glass, which was empty.

      “I thought I was there for you,” he said.

      Nyssa shut her eyes. She was really trying not to remember anything about the previous night, but the air was getting close.

      “In the end, your purity to your husband is intact. All is well, Nyssa,” he said with a sigh. “Now, what are your plans for today? Should I prepare horses?”

      Nyssa wasn’t sure why she was upset; he was acting exactly as she had hoped. He explained he understood the misunderstanding, wasn’t upset by it, wasn’t indecent about it, and pleased to get back to business. What was wrong with her?

      “I have none,” she said coldly and moved back toward the door. She had it half open when his hand reached out and pushed it back closed.

      He waited.

      “Did you feel anything at all?” she whispered, and for all her efforts, she could not control her sob.

      “I’m really not supposed to,” he said and she looked up at him sharply. She expected him to look arrogant, smirking, but instead, he looked uncertain. “And neither are you,” he added at a whisper. Her breath caught in her throat.

      “You made love to me, Jara,” she pushed, whispering, and she felt so helpless. She knew it wasn’t meant to mean anything, but she couldn’t just dismiss it; she couldn’t dismiss him.

      Jara frowned and struggled for a response.

      “You!” she yelled at him then, rage exploding from nowhere. “You! You made love to.... to me...” but the end trailed off into a whimper.

      She covered her mouth with the back of her hand to stop any more useless words from coming out and turned away from him. She gripped the back of a chair to support herself, her hands digging into the fabric.

      “Nyssa,” he called from behind her. She wheeled on him.

      “That’s one thing you two didn’t consider, isn’t it? How I would feel about it!” she was shaking. “Did neither of you think how I would react to the two men I love most in this world demanding that I make a choice? Like....like that? I didn’t know why you were there, so what does that make me? I let you do those things to me. Why?” she seethed at him. “What does that make me?”

      She was shaking from the embarrassment, from the possibility that she was not equally wanted, he had been “forced” to touch her, out of duty.

      Jara had moved to stand just behind her.

      “Hedir planned on your trust and love for him to understand.”

      “He learned that this morning. I did not understand any more than it was what he wanted; why was a mystery to me.”

      “You let me...” Jara said stunned, the realization hitting him suddenly.

      “Because it was you!!” she yelled at him, fresh tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “What did you think, Nyssa?” he whispered.

      “I thought he was dissatisfied! That he wanted something more. That he needed you to change things, change me,” she barked at him.

      She didn’t want to be near him anymore. She stumbled past the chair and fell into another one that was against the window.

      “Nyssa, nothing could be further from the truth,” Jara said firmly.

      She didn’t react. He came over and knelt before her, taking her arms and shaking her a bit roughly. “Nothing could be further from the truth!” he repeated it more loudly, though she was looking at him. He dropped his head, his thoughts spinning at the mess they had created.

      “He wanted to give you another baby,” Jara said through clenched teeth, “but he loves you so much, he knew you would never willingly betray him on your own. He knew you would refuse, so he deduced that your trust for me would see you at least accept me to your bed, witness you two together. If the opportunity presented itself, I was to take you, but Hedir wanted to be there for it. As much as he could, he wanted to be a part of this child. He felt you might accept it better.” He let go and kept shaking his head.

      He pulled back, frustrated that it all sounded so logical, but in no way could he have foreseen the emotional chaos they caused.

      “And what about you?” she murmured. He looked at her blankly.

      “If I had conceived your child, what would it have meant? Done to you?” she added, much more calmly. Jara sat on his heels, his mouth slightly ajar; it was possible he hadn’t really thought it out. “After all these years of telling ourselves we couldn’t, what would you have done?!”

      “It would have been the single most rewarding moment in my life,” he said simply.

      Nyssa stared at him. He wasn’t lying or covering anything. He’d wanted it to happen.

      Nyssa moved forward in the chair so fast he didn’t have time to move back.

      “Maybe it would have been alright, even if we’d always have known. We would have known the child was yours, and Hedir would have been his father, but do you honestly think I could deny you that joy? Me?”

      Jara was looking at her for the first time with shock himself.

      “I would never take a child from his father, and even though you are my guardsman for life, sharing his upbringing as his parents is what you deserve. That is what Hedir didn’t understand, but does now, and I hope you do too,” she finished, and rose to leave, leaving him behind on the floor.

      She had one hand on the door handle by the time he spoke.

      “I have never forgotten how incredibly beautiful you are, Nyssa,” he said, and she heard him rise and come up behind her. “Did you really accept me because it was me?” he asked quietly.

      She turned and reached up to pull his shirt down off his shoulder, exposing her tattoo. Somehow, their one and only night—her first night—he’d immortalized on his shoulder and she’d not known. Until last night.

      She sighed, leaning back on the door, gently rubbing the mark, knowing exactly what it was now and fighting hard not to let it enchant her.

      Jara closed his eyes at the feel of her hands. He was remembering it all too, and his hands moved to her hip.

      “Yes,” she replied. She felt him move her hair away from her neck and felt his breath there. She shut her eyes and concentrated on controlling her breathing. “I always will, Jara,” she whispered and a sob escaped.

      “Nothing could have prepared me for the sight of you again. I thought I was, but...” he said low, his voice reverberating down her spine, ignoring her tears, “...the taste of you,” he whispered and she shivered.

      His hands took hers and guided them up against the door, to either side of her head, his body leaning against her, testing to see if she would resist. She lifted her face slowly to face him; her eyes searched his face.

      “I’d have done it. I’d have taken you,” he said to her, his head leaning on hers. “We’re being honest here and I need you to know, no force other than you yourself could have stopped me.” He leaned into her, his lips just touching hers. ”Stop me now, Nyssa,” he said and he kissed her, hard and slow at first and then more enthusiastically, like she remembered from so many years ago.

      She let it continue, she revelled in it, she melted into it and she knew she could have easily forgotten everything and just gone with it. After all, he was supposed to be for her. She could have had this, and that made her burn even more.

      Jara slowed and she slowed with him. He let go of her hands, but he held onto her hips.

      “We could have had a son,” he said through hard breathing, his hands gripping her hips harder. There was the emotion she had been looking for. She took his face in her hands.

      “I know,” she replied, and she mourned the loss of it, covering his mouth with her own, openly moving her tongue inside with as much forward conviction as she would if she were about to take him inside her. But after a rough few minutes, Jara grabbed her, slamming her against the door in his repressed physical need; she slowed him. They watched each other, breathing hard for a few minutes and then he released her.

      Jara unlatched the door and she left without another word. She went down the stairs, out the courtyard and headed for the west gate on foot. She wasn’t sure she would go to the forest. Right now she needed to be alone. She needed to cry where no one could hear her. Cry for the love of her husband and his broken heart for a child he could not give her. Cry for the love of a man whom she loved herself, but whom she needed more than as a lover, and then after it all, she wanted to cry for a baby she admitted, only to herself, she wanted so desperately. That so many people wanted her to have, but that above all, she would not tread on hearts, use bodies and break trusts to accomplish. A baby would come to her the way the first two did or not all. And that was all any child of hers deserved. The honest truth.
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      Hedir brought her the amulet two days later. A blizzard had settled the outcome of staying close to home for the next little while, so she was sitting by the fire with her children and Glenna, making invitations for the twins’ birthday celebration.

      “Shall I keep it in the box up here?” he asked when she eyed Forrest nervously before she took it from him.

      “Yes, thank you. For now,” she said and he reached over them to put it on the mantle, but stopped to kiss her warmly before walking over to the desk.

      “Will you take it with you when you go to speak with the troops?” he asked, but she shook her head.

      “It will almost certainly scare them off,” she said.

      Patrick and Jara walked in then. Patrick had a small scroll. She stood up quickly and came over to them.

      “New letter?” she asked her brother and nodded. He handed it to her.

      She broke the seal and turned away to read it. They waited for her to get through it once. When she was done, she handed it to Patrick with a flippant expression.

      Brack had simply said he’d be ready, and scolded her for doubting it. Patrick laughed out loud and handed it to Jara, who read it. It made his eyebrows rise, but he was mature enough not to laugh.

      “Gentleman,” she called to all of them and jerked her head, indicating that they should follow her to the desk.

      She went around and sat down. Patrick and Hedir sat across from her. Jara stood between them. She looked at all of them and then settled on Jara.

      “I go tomorrow,” she said and he waited. “Jara alone will escort me,” she added. He nodded immediately. “We’ll leave an hour after sunrise. Dress Roan and that stallion who knows the forest, pack light, dress warm,” she said and he smirked, but nodded and left to make his arrangements.

      She watched him go, then turned her gaze to Patrick and Hedir. Patrick looked relieved, but Hedir looked like he was going to protest.

      “What are you going to say? I haven’t heard you give a speech in a few years, not since-“

      “Da,” she said, “I know.” He nodded but smiled.

      “Heck of a speech, though,” he added.

      “Yes, the speech that rallied the troops to the battle that killed the king,” she said sardonically, and rose to stand by the window. “And it was more of an adolescent outburst than a speech.”

      “Nyssa, that’s not what I meant,” Patrick said seriously and rose after her.

      “Are you nervous?” Hedir asked then. She smiled and turned to see him.

      “No,” she said and looked back to the window, “it is one thing that never bothers me,” she added. “Would you get the box, Hedir?”

      He nodded and did so. The children continued, completely oblivious to the meeting in the corner of the room, but Forrest sat up and watched his father intently after he picked up the box.

      He was about to hand it to her, but he hesitated. “Can you try it first?”

      She chewed her lip and then shrugged and nodded. She took a deep breath and watched him come around with it. Jara was walking back through the room, but stopped at the quiet of the three of them. Nyssa lifted her hair and Patrick held the box. Hedir wriggled his fingers before pulling out the chain. He was about to pick it up, but Nyssa jerked and Hedir froze. He saw her face and followed her line of sight. She was watching Forrest, who was watching her, a look of worry on his brow.

      Nyssa pulled a smile back on her face and came around the desk. As she passed them, she whispered “outside” but came toward Forrest while the three of them discreetly left the room.

      “I don’t want you to worry,” she said to Forrest and knelt down in front of him. “I’m going to be sure it’s safe before I go.”

      He was looking at her straight on, the eyes of an innocent, trusting, but with Forrest, there was always something more. He nodded after a while, and moved into her arms to hug her. She drew strength from his affection, his unwavering love and faith in her and she looked at her daughter and niece over his shoulder.

      “Don’t worry,” she repeated and pulled him back so she could look at him again. His eyes travelled around her and he shrugged. She lifted her eyebrows to inquire.

      “You’re bright, Mama,” he said then. She looked up and down and around, but it was not meant for anything. She couldn’t see herself.

      “Usually a good thing,” she said reassuringly. He didn’t look reassured.

      “Just be...careful,” he said and sighed. She nodded and he reluctantly left her hand and went back to the girls.

      Nyssa heard the echo of Forrest’s warning all the way outside. She gathered her group at the door, but she didn’t stop and ordered them to follow her outside the gate. A good half-hour walk in the deep snow, which they weren’t exactly dressed for, but they’d never refuse or argue.

      A hundred feet past the arch, she signalled Hedir to bring forward the box. He gave it to Patrick, who stood to her right. She took off her gloves and handed them to Hedir, who just stared at them.

      “They’re too close, please, just in case,” she said. He took them and put them on.

      Nyssa’s eyes then searched for Jara, whom she found coming to stand in front of her, ten paces away.

      “You stay right there,” she told him. Jara looked at her intently and he saw the courage she was mustering. He nodded in reassurance, planted his feet and wrapped his cloak around him to wait. She returned it with a little nod and a roll to her shoulders, but her eyes were fixed on him and they both understood he was to be her point of reference.

      Nyssa closed her eyes and pulled her hair back. She felt the cold metal tickle around her neck while it dangled until Hedir fastened the clasp. When the full weight of the amulet came down on her neck, she waited. At first, she felt nothing, and she waved Hedir and Patrick back.

      She stood straight. The rings on her hands were warm and the amulet pulsed lightly. She took a deep breath and braced herself. She flicked the switch in her mind, opened her eyes and she saw the world was drained of colour. New to her was the immediate heat. It was washing over her, whipping her hair past her shoulders; her cloak swirled and flapped. She took a deep breath and began raising the stones to be closer to the amulet.

      The closer she got, the hotter it was for all three and the amulet pulsed faster. So close to her heart, she felt it was confusing her own pulse and the sensation was one of hyperventilating or palpitations. She lowered her hands again, took a breath and tried something else. Finally, she felt she understood and she crossed her arms across her chest, and the amulet seemed to steady its rhythm. She lifted her face and let the heat in.

      Nyssa felt the fire as if it were burning from within. For the first time, the pain wasn’t an external assault but a furnace. It hurt. Every nerve ending was being singed, but it was also the power that she felt. It gave her strength and she could control it.

      She opened her eyes and focused straight ahead. She saw Jara, still standing calm and straight as an arrow, his cloak whipping in some wind. Though she knew he couldn’t see her, he’d understood her order and hadn’t moved an inch.

      Nyssa wanted to try the control she felt she had. She envisioned it in her mind, and sent the heat away from her and she was rewarded when she could see the ripple in the air; like a vapour, it obeyed. The shield, she thought to herself. I have it.

      Nyssa switched the realm in her mind and felt the winter cold wash back over her. The shock of the change and sudden release of the immense pressure of the power dropped her to her knees. She felt wet and mush, not powder, and looked down to see the snow was melted all around her. The steam was still rising from it. Hedir and Patrick, who had been standing to her side, rushed over to help her, but she put her hands up to stop them. She looked up and Jara was still as he was, but the snow was melted there also. Though considerably less, the steam was still rising around him.

      “My Queen,” he said matter-of-factly and began to move up closer. She watched him approach, and felt the stones smouldering, “your eyes are yellow flame.”

      He stopped just short of her and leaned to crouch over his knees. Nyssa looked down, and focused on catching her breath. She felt not only the exertion, but also her nerves were still burning, and it hurt to move.

      “Nyssa,” Hedir complained at her side. He wanted to come to her and help her, but she shook her head violently again.

      “Don’t,” she warned him. “Please,” she added, but it was barely above a whisper.

      “Take the amulet!” Patrick ordered, but she held up her hand to that as well.

      “I think Her Majesty just needs a minute,” Jara said calmly, though he didn’t move either.

      Nyssa nodded. She was leaning now on all fours, the steam rising off her bare hands and her clothing. The cold air was refreshing and she was feeling better with it, but she still felt she needed some time. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hedir sit down on his knees so he could be at eye level with her. She looked up at him and tried to smile to reassure him. He tried to return it but failed.

      “Nyssa, what do you feel?” he asked her.

      “Hot,” she replied. “Burning hot.” And couldn’t help but laugh at the ridiculous description. Of course, she wasn’t on fire, but that’s what it felt like.

      The men waited in silence. Nyssa wanted to curl into a ball and leave her awakened mind for any length of time she could, just to escape the firing nerves in her body. It was now more like fireworks and misfires all over. She was jerking to it, which was a relief, but she felt her muscles contracting and releasing from her shoulders to her feet.

      “Yes, I need a minute,” she said again, though they’d been waiting for a long time.

      Nyssa inched down, wincing with a hiss when her arms touched the ground, but she let it go and lay on her side. She saw a pool of icy water in front of her face make ripples from her breath. Her eyes didn’t see much else, so she closed them.

      She awoke on Hedir’s lap. He was brushing the hair from her face and frantically calling her name. Her eyes fluttered open and she stared straight at the stars for a long minute.

      “Nyssa?!” Hedir called to her, and moved her head so she could see him. She blinked.

      “I’m here,” she said and slowly raised a hand to touch his cheek. He nearly burst into tears.

      “Sister,” she heard sternly from behind him and looked up to see her brother, worry plastered on his face, and not a small tinge of anger.

      “Patrick,” she acknowledged him as if she were greeting him at a dinner party.

      “Care to explain what in all the fair winds just happened?” he demanded.

      Hedir continued to brush her hair, saying nothing. She thought the expression he wore was rather alarmed.

      “The amulet worked,” she said and smiled at Hedir. He stopped and looked at her. “Not touching it allowed me to control the three together, and boys, I think we’re in business,” she said and smiled wide.

      She started to rise, and Hedir hesitated at first, but then moved to help her. Jara, who had been standing with his arms folded across his chest and now a fairly cross look on his face, moved to take her hands so she could stand. She winced at the tips of her fingers still being sensitive, but on the whole, her body had calmed significantly.

      Nyssa tried to stand, but her legs shook violently. She stumbled once and Jara’s shoulder broke her fall. He released her to Hedir, but his expression remained dark. She took a few steps, leaning heavily on Hedir’s arm, but it was halting.

      “I suggest we take this conversation back to the apartments,” Jara said and scooped Nyssa up into his arms. He marched off without waiting for a reply.

      Hedir and Patrick looked at them in surprise, but hurried after them without comment.

      Nyssa was settled onto the sofa, dry after a change of clothes, and tucked with blankets around her. Since the fire had calmed and left her body, the cold had moved in to take its place and she’d begun shivering. Jara crossed her line of sight when he tucked another blanket close around her.

      “Can we take it off now?” Hedir asked anxiously. “Is it safer in the box?”

      Nyssa nodded after thinking about it.

      “I think the box is the best place, but just so you know, I don’t think there is a danger to anyone here should I have it on. Unless I want there to be,” she added flippantly and began fussing with her blankets. When she noticed no one was moving or talking, she looked back up again.

      “Gentlemen, the stone knows me. I can control it,” she said firmly. “Why I think it should go back in the box is that I believe it is not a power that can be hidden. Forrest feels it when he’s just in the room. The amount of power in that stone must act like a lighthouse in the realm. If I can avoid it, I will never use it within a populated area, at least while Coltair is still out there.”

      Hedir moved quickly to her and she bowed her head so he could reach the clasp. It came away lightly and she watched the gorgeous stone move away, crossing the fireplace. She saw it flare up for a split second in response to the heat source. Patrick held the box and Hedir deposited it. It made a loud ‘snap’ when it was shut, causing Nyssa to blink.

      The room was silent and she had to smile at them when it was no longer in sight. She thought they were watching her for some separation anxiety. She calmly closed her eyes to prove there wasn’t.

      “Describe ‘control it,’” she heard her brother say, and opened one eye to peek at him. He had just sat down in a chair near her feet.

      “Rings and amulet now coordinate and I can make my aura expand. I was able to send it away from me. You might have noticed the heat,” she said as Patrick’s left eyebrow shot up.

      “I thought we weren’t supposed to be able to see or feel what goes on in the realm,” he said, upset.

      “I didn’t think so either,” she admitted, but she let her head fall back and closed her eyes.

      “The heat came like a wave and melted the snow,” he went on. “We couldn’t see you, and then all of a sudden, the ground started steaming. What did you see?”

      “For me, I see a dead world devoid of colour,” she said and sighed, her eyes still shut. “The heat builds and I see a ripple like a thermal wave that expands away from me, but the heat…the heat is…intense. Usually, I feel very cold there. Spirits close by make it colder, but it’s not like the weather cold. It’s an unnatural one. This time, it was very hot, and it caused a wind that made waves. Very hot…” she said and trailed off.

      Nyssa clucked her tongue and sat up before anyone could ask another question. “But once Dascus got a little close, his aura sparked off mine like a blacksmith’s hammer hitting a hot blade. It snapped and fizzled, and shot gold sparks everywhere. He backed off really quickly, so I am imagining that is what I should expect when I meet Coltair.”

      Patrick stared at her. Hedir had stopped pacing but was standing in front of the bedroom door with his arms tight across his body. Jara stood more relaxed, one hip resting on the back of the sofa, but his silence spoke volumes.

      “I can’t really tell you more about it, except I feel confident I have the shield I wanted, and if it works like I just tested it to, Coltair will have considerable issue penetrating it.”

      “Then if there is nothing more. Nyssa needs to sleep,” Hedir said haughtily and moved to the sofa to collect her. He wasn’t as big as Jara, but he was strong enough, and lifted her blankets and all. He went to their bedroom and closed the door with one foot and not another word to anyone else.
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      Nyssa awoke in the fluffy bowl of her bed, surrounded by pillows and duvets and the sun shining on her skin. The room was completely quiet. Hedir wasn’t there, and the sun was higher in the morning sky than she was used to. She heard the children in the living room. Magdara was with them, and so she settled back down and decided not to care.

      When she heard a man clear his throat, she was startled awake again and sat straight up. It took her too long to realize she was completely nude. Jara waited: one eyebrow high and his eyes trying not to go where they shouldn’t.

      “What?!” she demanded, then looked down, swore and pulled a cover over herself.

      She tried to pull her hair out of her face, but she felt the mess of knots and wild strands and the mental picture she was envisioning was not pretty.

      “Whatever happened to the lady’s maid waking the lady?” she said, still moving around to make sure a butt cheek wasn’t visible.

      “The lady’s maid, who was told not to disturb you by your doting husband, is busy with three children at nearly noon. We thought you were already up, considering you should be,” he said, a smile threatening to escape from his lips.

      “Well, that’s just perfect,” she said when she realized her plans for the day, which were fairly substantial, were now shot.

      She let herself fall back down onto her pillows and bedding that puffed up hugely when she landed on it. She felt cool air on her backside, but she couldn’t cover it because the duvets were so twisted. She sat up again to straighten it, but that meant her chest was exposed. Frustrated, she leaned back down and threw a pillow over her backside.

      “Really? Even if,” and he dipped his head to indicate that was all the reference to their many years and menage a trois she would get, “I’ve seen it a hundred times before.”

      Life in a co-ed barracks left nothing to the imagination, even if women were supposed to bathe separately from men. Orak women were no less warriors and bare chests were bare chests, although breasts admittedly were thought more beautiful by both sides.

      “Oh, old news to you then?” she shot back at him, still annoyed and cranky from being startled awake. “Fine,” and she shook herself out of the blankets, stretched wide and stood off the bed with long legs stepping over the edge.

      She strode right past him, down the one step and past her dressing area that had a robe, without picking it up. She went into the bathroom and closed the door. Hard.

      “No, I wouldn’t say that ever gets old, my Queen,” Jara said out loud but without much volume. He laughed, but he left her bedroom.

      “It’s not dawn, but if it doesn’t matter to the spirits, it shouldn’t matter to us,” Jara was saying to her, while Magdara folded her hair in a long braid. Nyssa was dressed now, and considerably less annoyed. Hedir was there, nervous about the trip, but otherwise satisfied with his wife’s recovery.

      “We’ll be back by nightfall. I’m sure of it,” he continued.

      “Please try to be,” Hedir said to Jara, his eyes pleading. Jara nodded to him.

      “I wish I could go with you, sister,” Patrick said then. “I do love your speeches,” he laughed. She rolled her eyes at him. “This time, I can’t even ask Jara to give me a recount. It’s very unfair, considering the outcome of this may just turn the tides of this war,” he added.

      “I promise a full account,” she replied and smiled at him. Magdara finished and stood back to admire her work. She nodded to Nyssa so she could stand.

      Nyssa went to the dressing mirror to review her reflection. What the robe she chose lacked in colour it made up for in design. She hoped they would look as regal in the realm as they did in the world. Silver brocade made up the entire fabric of her outer robe, and she felt the weight of it on her shoulders. Silk lined, and perfectly tailored, it hugged tightly around her waist, and flared at the deep plaits in front of her legs where it was left open, which was her signature style. Nyssa wore full gowns only for comfort or domestic formal affairs. When she was on campaign and especially for a public event, Nyssa always wore pants and an outer robe that, when standing, looked feminine like a gown, but was as functional as a long coat. She could ride, fight and work outdoors easily with the versatile garment.

      For those occasions though, Nyssa applied an expert eye to the occasion. She had plainer ones, leather for dirty travel, light linen for casual meetings, wool with military insignia for battlefields when not wearing armour. Then there were occasions like these. Nyssa had chosen this fabric, despite falling in love with the quality and colour immediately in of itself. Still, she associated it with the realm specifically because it was monochromatic.

      The detail in the raised design of the brocade she bet would still come through to the eyes in the other realm. It fit with her armguards, covered her very light mail, still exposed her glistening thigh-high black boots and she had Magdara weave silver rope into her hair. She turned to let Patrick place her crown. When she straightened after it was secured, her expression was changed and the transformation was complete. The result was a glowing monarch of incredible presence.

      “Wow,” Patrick said beside her.

      “My Queen,” Jara said and bowed deeply to her.

      Hedir stood from the small chair he was occupying in their dressing area. He said nothing but cupped her face in his hands and kissed her.

      “It’s a good thing you’re staying here,” Patrick teased him. Nyssa leaned and put her forehead against his.

      “Be safe,” he whispered to her and she smiled.

      When she broke, she looked to Jara, who still waited patiently with her long sword in his hand. He held it up to her, and she lifted her arms. She could do it herself, but she just wanted him to. Besides, it was always straighter when someone else did it.

      His arms reached around her waist and she closed her eyes to ignore his warmth and enticing scent. She felt the rope pull tight and she opened them again. When he stepped back to check it, she waited until he nodded.

      “We go then. The faster we leave, the sooner we can be back,” she said and turned to her little company one more time.

      They’d made it to the courtyard. Jara was heaving Nyssa into the saddle with his hands. Forrest came running down the stairs, wrapped warmly in his coat, tugging his hat over his ears.

      “Not this time, little man,” Nyssa called out to him, but Forrest didn’t stop. He ran right up to Roan and pulled hard on Jara’s arm that he should lift him. Jara looked up at her.

      “Forrest, what is it?” she asked him patiently. “You know Mama is going to talk to a few spirits today. Then I’m coming right back,” she added reassuringly.

      “I have to come,” he just said and was pulling on Jara’s arm again.

      “It’s alright, my love,” she tried to console him.

      “I HAVE TO COME!” he said and threw his gloves on the ground, stamping his foot. His fists were clenched, his teeth were clenched and he was staring at his mother in defiant resolve.

      Nyssa stared at her son. He never put his foot down, literally or figuratively, like that before. She shifted uncomfortably in her saddle and shot Jara a confused look.

      “What is it, Master Forrest?” he asked him gently. “Why do you think you must come?”

      “I don’t think; I know,” Forrest replied coolly. Jara looked at Nyssa in surprise.

      “If you don’t bring me, I will steal a horse and come after you. I know my way,” he shouted at them. Nyssa’s face went dark, and Forrest shrank back a little.

      “You’ll do no such thing,” she warned him. “Now explain to me why you must come,” she demanded.

      Forrest fretted now, and his eyes looked less confident. He shut them tightly, a characteristic Nyssa recognized in her son when he was frustrated and anxious about something. For Forrest, it was usually something disturbingly relevant. Two months from his fifth birthday, and already a man. Her heart gave in.

      “Alright,” she said then and Jara narrowed his eyes at her. She shook her head to say she didn’t want to explain it, so he bent and lifted the boy into her lap.

      Nyssa pulled her outer cloak around them to ward off the wind and Roan shifted and danced as he settled their combined weight on his back. She watched as Jara mounted his own horse, adjusted everything: his cloak, his gloves and his helmet. He’ll undo the top strap of his sword sheath, she thought to herself while she watched him and smiled when he did. He nodded to her, and she nudged Roan to begin.

      None of them spoke on the way there. Nyssa had a speech running in her mind and Forrest probably didn’t feel like being grilled about his choices. Jara concentrated on watching their environment through the miles.

      When they arrived at the forest, they walked the horses in. Her father met her less than ten paces back.

      “Grandfather!” Forrest exclaimed and beamed at him from out of his mother’s cloak. Madras smiled and nodded his head to the boy, but he shot his mother a disapproving scowl.

      “He is the Sheppard, Da, and he actually flat out insisted,” she said and waited for Jara to dismount and come over to take Forrest from her lap.

      Madras watched all this with interest. When Forrest’s feet hit the ground, he ran over to his grandfather and bowed a princely bow that nearly saw him fall over. Madras couldn’t help but laugh and knelt down to greet the boy.

      “You are always a sight for sore eyes, my boy,” she heard him say. Forrest giggled and swayed proudly from side to side.

      “Are they assembled?” Nyssa asked, not wanting to linger. Her father looked up at her and nodded.

      “Forrest, take your mother’s hand and don’t let go of her,” Madras instructed seriously. The boy agreed and ran back to take Nyssa’s gloved hand. He didn’t like the first one, so he ran to her other side. She looked down at him in question.

      “That one is hotter. I like it here better,” he said and shrugged. Nyssa thought back to which of the rings he didn’t like and remembered it was Keerie’s ring on that hand. Her wedding gift from Hedir gave him comfort. Well, at least that was appropriate.

      Nyssa looked at Jara then, her eyes searching his face. She saw he was nervous; he kept eyeing the spot where her father was standing with trepidation, but she knew he was unhappy about not being able to do more. She also sensed that he wouldn’t be anywhere else in the world, even if it weren’t his profession.

      “I’ll be here,” he said, trying to sound encouraging. She nodded and smiled in response. A thought occurred to her then.

      “If Forrest should come running to you, trying to get away, you don’t wait for anything. You take him and you go.” She waited for him to get past the idea of disagreeing. “Your word, Jara,” she reiterated. Finally, he sighed and he nodded.

      “You have it, my Queen,” he replied firmly. She completely ignored his displeasure with giving it.

      She turned back to Madras and squared her shoulders. Madras was looking intently at Jara. She looked back and forth between the two of them, inquiringly.

      “Is there something you want me to say, Da?” she asked him quietly. Her father didn’t acknowledge it first.

      “Tell him he turned out better than I expected,” he said and Nyssa looked at Jara in surprise. Jara looked at her in confusion. She was about to start speaking when her father looked down at Forrest and added, “and tell him I am very sorry it didn’t work out how I had planned.”

      Nyssa watched her father for a second longer. She looked at Forrest and then at her father. She felt the blood drain from her face. “Tell him, Nyssa,” her father ordered her. She blinked.

      “I don’t think…” she started to say, but her father turned on her. Forrest tugged out of his mother’s hand and ran back to Jara. Still staring at her father, she heard her son deliver his message, verbatim. Nyssa eyes remained locked on Madras.

      She heard the crunch of the gravel as Jara came up behind her, and Forrest’s little hand squeezed back into hers.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Jara said calmly, but that was all he said.

      “Ok, let’s go talk to some old friends, shall we?!” Nyssa said too loudly in hopes of annoying her Da. He ignored her, though, took another long look at Jara and then turned to follow her.

      Nyssa watched the ground as they entered the brush and left the road. She still saw the glowing piles under the bushes, though she didn’t want to look too closely, lest she cause some sort of awakening. Her father led her and Forrest well into the rough undergrowth. Forrest didn’t complain and never let go of his mother. She saw his aura was sparking and looked as strong as ever; she felt comfort emanating from him.

      Eventually, they came to a large natural clearing. There was a stone and a large fallen tree near the centre. Her father pointed to her to stand on the boulder and she complied. She pulled Forrest up beside her, and patted his hand for reassurance.

      “You can do it, Mama,” he said to her then. “They’ll listen to the prettiest lady in the whole world,” he said. Nyssa kissed him on the cheek and hugged him closer. Together they waited. Her father was in the centre, silent and still.

      One by one, they came. Nyssa kept the mask of complete calm and authority firmly on her face, as she watched each one of theirs blur into detail and walk slowly into the clearing. She recognized their uniforms and armour. They were his alright, her father’s fallen troops.

      The clearing filled to capacity and there were so many faintly glowing blue auras; they all just blurred into one light source. The soft hue glowed upward and outward from the group and she thought it looked like full day.

      Her father turned then and walked to stand in front of her on the ground. He lifted his arms. Though no spirit was yet talking, they all focused on him.

      “Countrymen, my fallen,” he began, Nyssa checked the reaction of any of the faces at her father acknowledging their condition, but none of them moved.

      “Long ago, you served your country, your homes, your families. Long ago, you served your king,” he went on and his voice carried surprisingly well. “Long ago, I walked to the Undead Forest and I joined you here, finding peace from violence and war. And now, that peace is threatened,” he said and threw his voice down for effect, “now that peace is at risk, not by conflict of the living,” and he lifted his voice again, “but by the troubles of a magic gone astray, a spirit who has captured and manipulated a Sheppard, stealing him from us,” Nyssa felt Forrest duck behind her robe for an instant, “and denying us our due respects.”

      “I give you my daughter,” he said, raising his voice louder this time, and one of his arms lifted high in her direction. At this, the crowd did look up and buzzing words could be heard. Some moved back, and some were shaking their heads.

      “As you can see, my daughter is no ordinary Orak’Thune,” Madras said then, his voice lowering into a calm, conversational tone. “She is Endowed, gifted by her mother’s people. She comes to you now, a queen,” and Madras simply stepped to the side.

      “Friends, brothers and sisters,” she began, her voice clear, “I come to you now with a quest, a quest for retribution of a crime against our country, against our regent, and against a Sheppard.” The crowd buzzed again, the words, “crime” and “Sheppard” she heard repeatedly.

      “Your peace is being threatened by a rogue necromancer and spirit of incredible hate. You may have heard of ‘the Serpent.’” She said the words like a whip. “He threatens you here, even here! He wishes to decimate the fabric that protects the realm, cause you to spill out into the world of the Living where you will surely die forever in chaos and in pain. I know this to be true. I have seen it!” she said loudly and pushed her chest out to emphasize it.

      “Long have I trained to learn and master my gift so I may face this terrible truth, so I may vanquish this evil from your realm, and protect our children in mine. My father taught me about all of you, about your sacrifice, your honour, your loyalty and your strength!” The crowd buzzed again and heads were nodding.

      “Be not afraid of what you see in me!” she carried on. “I am a necromancer, like my uncle before me, and son who you now know,” she was speaking to the back of the group, the force and volume coming from deep in her belly and she felt strong. The crowd was warming up to her. Forrest was half-covered by her elegant robe, but his Sheppard’s aura was bursting from behind her. “But I am not your Sheppard! I am your weapon against this evil. My gift is not to console but to vanquish! I can wield the stone of power, and stop this Serpent!” she yelled, her own blood beginning to race in her excited tone. The crowd again shifted and nodded.

      “He brings soldiers, soldiers like you!” she shouted and pointed at them. To her side, she unsheathed her sword, but kept it hidden for the moment.

      “Will you fight them or will you let them kill your children’s children, rape your daughters and your sisters and your sons, take our world and make it yet not undead, but truly dead and send us all to hell?!” She bellowed the last. There was a split second where she thought she’d missed something and lost them, but then, an ear-splitting:

      “NO!”

      Nyssa smiled and raised her sword high in the air.

      “Will you fight with me, ORAK’THUNE?” she yelled at them.

      “FIGHT, WE WILL FIGHT!” they yelled back in return.

      “WILL YOU FOLLOW YOUR KING INTO ONE MORE BATTLE, TASTE VICTORY AT THE HEAD OF YOUR NEW DAWN?!”

      “FIGHT, WE WILL FIGHT!” was the crowd’s response.

      “Then you will see your queen prevail,” she said more calmly now. “You will taste this victory and EARN THIS FREEDOM, and you will live forever more!”

      “ALL HAIL, ORAK’THUNE! ALL HAIL, THE QUEEN!” the crowd boomed and then they simply started to disappear.

      Nyssa was standing on the rock, her chest heaving with exertion. Her father stood still, watching the soldiers fade into the bushes. Forrest looked up at his mother, but said nothing. He swung her hand a bit, not worried.

      “Well done, Daughter,” Madras said as he watched her sit on the edge of the boulder.

      “What now?” she asked him, a little breathlessly. She re-sheathed her sword.

      “Now they will come the instant that I call them, anywhere, anytime. They have pledged themselves once more,” he answered simply. Nyssa nodded and patted Forrest’s knee. He had just sat down beside her and was swinging his legs.

      “I have mastered the Killing Stone, Da,” she confessed to him now. Madras stared carefully at his daughter. “We are ready.”

      “Hm, well, that is good news,” he said carefully. His eyes scanned the horizon, but he saw nothing of interest and turned back to her.

      “It’s not here, of course,” she admitted.

      “Hmm,” was his reply. She couldn’t tell if he was pleased or disappointed.

      “That is a gift best kept in secret,” he said quietly to her. He’d started pacing a bit in front of them and he stopped walking to look straight at her.

      “Yes, I thought so as well,” she said sideways a little bit, unsure of his concern so she kept her voice very low.

      ‘You can’t wear it because it can be seen,” he said, mulling it over.

      “The rings are enough, I think, for now. But when we face them, I’ll have the three. We’ll be ready,” she said to him, and wished she could touch him in some way to reassure him.

      Madras watched her and then looked down at Forrest. The little boy was still holding dutifully to his mother’s hand.

      “So why did you have to come today, my son?” Madras asked him. Forrest looked back to his mother, then shrugged.

      “Mama’s light is very bright today,” he said. “If the Serpent came, I’d have to give her a hug,” he said simply.

      “A hug?” Nyssa asked him and he nodded.

      “To hide your light with mine,” he explained, like she should know.

      “Good lad,” Madras said appreciatively. Nyssa clucked her tongue in irritation.

      “Da, it’s nice that Forrest can do this for me, but it’s totally unnecessary and besides, I don’t think the Sheppard can handle the Serpent; at least he wasn’t meant to. Otherwise, why am I here?” she asked him sharply. Madras looked at Forrest, great affection in his eyes.

      They went back and made it to the road. Jara was there and his body language made it clear that he wanted to leave.

      When Forrest was handed to her in the saddle, she wrapped her cloak around him, and turned to say her farewells to her father, but he started talking to Forrest.

      “Were you going to tell her?” he asked him. Forrest bit his lip and shrugged, looking at his hands. Nyssa felt nervous.

      “Tell me what?”

      Madras waited for Forrest.

      “Should we or do we need to wait?” he asked his grandson again. Forrest turned to look at his mother, squinting his eyes.

      “No secrets, you two!” she scolded them. Jara had moved his horse closer and was watching the exchange with interest.

      “Something is different with your aura, Mama,” Forrest confessed. Madras looked at her for the first time. Nyssa just shook her head with incomprehension.

      “Different how?” she asked them both.

      “It has green streaks, now,” Forrest replied, but his chin was ducked into his chest as if he were guilty or afraid of something.

      “OK…” she said, but still failed to see the significance. “Should I worry?”

      Nyssa looked at Jara, but Forrest just shrugged.

      “I suggest you investigate,” Madras said to his grandson and moved to pat his hand, but Nyssa saw it just went through. Forrest reacted like it had made contact anyway, and brightened visibly.

      “We shall!” he said. “I will help Mama and we can fix it!” he said with enthusiasm.

      Nyssa didn’t like hearing that something about herself could be broken. Not now, after the good fortune with the Killing Stone and getting her family back to working order.

      “I’ll be five in one month, Grandfather! I’ll be big enough to help Mama on lots of adventures,” he exclaimed then. Madras warmed his expression to show happiness for him.

      “Five! Well, your mother will need to get you your own horse; you can’t be riding around sharing Roan all your life, now can you?”

      Nyssa groaned and shook Roan’s reins to get moving. Forrest leaned past her and waved to his grandsire.

      “See now you have to get me a horse. The king said so!” Forrest laughed with delight. Nyssa looked at Jara and winced, but his loyalty did know some bounds and he laughed at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “It was amazing!” Forrest said and was standing on the sofa cushions, bouncing every so often in his excitement. He was telling a packed room of his mother’s speech to the undead Orak troops.

      “They were hundreds and hundreds, and Grandfather just stepped aside like that. Mother stood on a big rock, and held her sword, and all the troops yelled at once; “WE WILL FIGHT” and then they said; ‘ALL HAIL, ORAK’THUNE! ALL HAIL, THE QUEEN!”

      Nyssa laughed at his retelling of it, which left out all the important parts but none of the drama and emotion. The family clapped and Patrick even turned to her and nodded.

      “Well done, Forrest,” Patrick said and lifted him off the sofa and hugged him. “Spoken like a true orator,” but Forrest made a face. “It means a professional public speaker,” he added and Forrest resumed his happy face, which was flushed and colourful.

      “And well done, my Queen,” he said, turning to face her again. She nodded from where she was sitting at her desk.

      “Da warmed them up for me. Forrest did indeed help by adding his aura to relax them a bit, but all in all, I think they were ready to follow anyway,” she said dismissively, but Hedir leaned over and kissed her warmly.

      “The snows came early this year,” he said. “We’re here until it clears, but what then?”

      Nyssa and Patrick exchanged a look. Nyssa took a deep breath and focused only on Hedir.

      “We go to Orak’Thune as soon as we can clear the Pass. We have to draw Coltair to an even field, and Brack will appreciate our help with the Roguns,” she said gently and stood up to speak to him evenly. He didn’t say anything at first, processing it likely, but he nodded finally.

      “And the children?”

      “They have to come with us, which is why we have to leave as soon as we can,” she said.

      “Wouldn’t they be safer here? Away from the fighting?” he asked and looked at her, then at Patrick.

      “No, they wouldn’t be. Forrest is no secret and there is no fortification here. I know there are soldiers here, but I will not draw the fight this far north for no other reason, and on two fronts. The children will stay with Triana behind my palace’s walls, Hedir. They will be safe, I promise!” she whispered to him. Hedir didn’t reply.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      The day of the Great Birthday celebration dawned bright and clear. The children burst from their rooms, screaming and laughing, and jumped on Nyssa and Hedir’s bed, throwing pillows and blankets on the floor.

      “Mama! When can I see my horse?” Forrest begged of her. His hair was standing completely on end. His face was a force of nature. No parent, human, Bough or otherwise, could deny this child a horse one second longer.

      Nyssa, who had been completely asleep until forty-five pounds of five-year old landed on her back, groaned and peeked out from the last remaining pillow, which she held onto with an iron grip.

      “Forrest, I told you it wasn’t safe for you yet,” she chided him. But Forrest stopped believing her after her father had ruined him with the idea. He rolled his eyes at her and bounded down.

      “Mama, I do hope that you got one for me also,” Skye said slyly from the opposite side of her. Skye had been watching Forrest’s relentless pursuit to acquire a horse for nearly a year. She had wanted one also, but didn’t see the need to expend the energy when her brother was doing the work for her. She simply added her request at the first sign of weakness, which was when Forrest came back and told her the story about Madras thinking it was a good idea.

      Nyssa was wondering just how she had fallen victim to a siege in her own bed, at the early hour of sunrise.

      “Come on, children,” Hedir said and she felt the bed move with his weight. “Get dressed and I’ll take you to the market today. We have a few things to get before the party tonight,” he said and all the children screamed with delight and bounced, rather enthusiastically, off the bed. Nyssa felt her stomach roll on itself from motion sickness.

      When the screaming had gathered itself in the other room, Hedir walked around the bed and stopped on Nyssa’s side. He moved a strand of her hair from her face, and she saw him smiling.

      “Thank you,” she whispered to him, but he laughed. He leaned over and put one hand under the covers. She felt his warm grip on her backside.

      “Really? Because I was thinking it’s too bad they got to you first,” he chuckled and kissed her neck. Nyssa groaned with renewed regret.

      “Now you’ll have to get up,” he said and walked off to get dressed. “You do, in fact, have work to do in the stables and I can’t keep them away forever,” he reminded her.

      Nyssa walked to the stables and greeted the head horse master with her own brimming enthusiasm. She and Jara had been working to find the horses suitable for her children for a month, and since she’d had them, they’d been working with them daily to train them and accustom them.

      A beautiful two-year-old grey mare for Skye, she was smooth on the back and strong in the leg, steady and mild-tempered. She had a creamy white mane and tail and beautiful brown eyes. Nyssa had had blankets made with the royal crest in royal burgundy, as was their family tradition for both of them, and she was laying them out and admiring the gold stitching.

      Jara joined her. He was dressed very finely and she complimented him. They stood at the railing, watching the horse master lead the mare around the paddock for exercise. Nyssa was admiring her lines, reaffirming her choice in her.

      “She’s a beautiful horse, that one,” Jara said and nodded, his head moving with the horse as he watched her workout.

      “I love her,” Nyssa agreed.

      One more turn and another groomsman came over and took her to a large area so she could be brushed down before being dressed. Next was the white stallion, Forrest’s horse, and he was magnificent. Jara even huffed in appreciation when he came in and started his routine.

      “I still worry he’s too strong for him,” Nyssa said, watching the big horse. “He’s really great, but his so…big!”

      Jara laughed beside her. “Roan is bigger,” he chided her. “And he was when you started riding him.”

      “I was fifteen, Jara,” she scolded him.

      “I remember,” he replied whimsically. She looked up at him. He was watching her, deep fondness on his face. He was there when she first saw Roan. She was in love at first sight; no force on earth could have changed her mind.

      “Do you remember your first horse?” he asked. She considered it. As a child, she rode whatever was handed to her. Since she followed her father around like a lost puppy, that meant a variety of beasts from old to young, large and small. Her equestrian training had been fairly immersive and, she had to guiltily admit, early. Her father, not satisfied to just feel the fear while his children grew up and faced dangerous challenges, preferred to meet it head-on and decided that it was better to do something about it. He insisted she and Patrick learn how to properly ride, handle, dress, care and respect the animal. She couldn’t have been more than five or six herself. Certainly, her mother was there, pure terror on her face, when she first rode out on her own.

      “I-iiii thought so,” he said and laughed at her.

      The white stallion continued its impressive turn, and then the horse master slowed him down. He was excited that morning, bucking his head and swishing his tail. He was three years old, still young Nyssa felt, but he was incredibly smart. Nyssa had ridden him no less than five times, for extended periods, and he never once gave her cause to mistrust him.

      “It’s not only the horses,” she said then, and sighed. “Skye and Forrest need to learn to handle these animals; it’s their relationship with them that matters here.”

      “Don’t worry. Master Colm is the region’s best horse master and I will be here too,” he assured her. She tried to grin at him. She knew it was the best setup she could organize, but she still couldn’t mask her apprehension when she watched the animals moving around. She knew Roan was bigger than either of them, meaner too, but the thought of her tiny children on their backs, at their mercy, made her heart lodge itself in her throat and stay there.

      She helped everyone dress the animals. The plan was the twins would get their presents early, so they could enjoy the afternoon with them. The family would convene for dinner in the grand hall of the inn, as nearly every villager was planning to attend.

      When she was satisfied with their appearance, she excused herself from Jara, who would stay with them, to go and check on the arrangements in the hall.

      Triana was usually the one who looked after special events at home, she was thinking, and nearly ran right into her brother when she came up to the hall’s main door.

      “Nyssa!” he said joyfully, a handful of glasses in his hand. She eyed the drinkware and lifted an eyebrow at him. He shrugged.

      “We miscounted, so we’re adding more tables,” he said and laughed. Nyssa peeked around him into the room.

      The room was a swath of ribbons, banners, green boughs and mistletoe. It was extraordinary. Nyssa walked in slowly, her mouth wide open in surprise.

      “Do you like it?” Patrick asked her from her side. Nyssa could only nod. “I’m glad. I think the kids will too,” he said and walked off with this armload.

      She continued into the room. Servants bowed and curtsied to her briefly and then went on with their duties. Nyssa stopped at a place setting and felt the silverware and the tiny decorations on the table, like she was trying to be certain they were real and not from a dream. Her own wedding had been magical, but this was…surreal.

      “Your Majesty!” she heard a woman exclaim behind her. Nyssa whirled around in surprise. Magdara was standing there, her face a look of despair. She bolted up to her, grabbed her sleeve and started pulling her from the room.

      “The children made their way back, and you are not yet dressed! We must hurry!” she said to her. Nyssa smiled, and the two of them ran up to her room.

      Nyssa chose a gown for this occasion. Blue velvet with a long drape that attached at the neck in the back; it was a colour she knew would set off her eyes. The flowing sleeves were stark white, and the bodice embroidery in silver thread. Nyssa had bought the matching ribbon and Magdara was fighting to fold it into her braid.

      When she was done, Magdara stepped back, the signal that Nyssa should rise and check her reflection in the mirror. She was pleased with the result and turned side to side to see her skirts swish freely. She sucked in her breath and pushed up her breasts a few times, her hands finally resting on her midsection.

      “Are you well, Majesty?” Magdara asked where she knelt on the floor and was watching her in the mirror. Nyssa nodded and smiled immediately, dropping her hands.

      “Are you certain?” Magdara insisted, a look of concern still visible on her face. Nyssa turned to look at her directly.

      “Yes, Magdara, I feel fine. Why are you worried?” she asked then. Magdara looked as if she were about to say something, but she shook her head and continued to fuss with the hem of the gown.

      “No reason, Mistress,” she insisted and refused to say anything more.

      Nyssa met her children upon their return from the market at the head of the main entrance stairs. She was regal looking and the party was now completed by Jara, Patrick, Magdara, Dorn, Chen, Gwen, Nool, Zara, their children and a number of other friends they’d grown to know well since taking up residence.

      Hedir dismounted and came to stand beside his wife, recognizing the event.

      “Forrest, my firstborn,” she said loudly and held out her arms to him. He ran up the stairs to her and threw his arms around her.

      “Skye, my second born,” she said, and Skye danced around Glenna and ran up the stairs, repeating what her brother did and hugged her. Patrick picked Glenna up so she could see, giving her big kiss on the cheek.

      Nyssa knelt so she could see them directly, but kept her voice loud enough so everyone could hear.

      “Today, you turn five years old. I am so very proud of you. I will love you for all the days of this world, for all the winds carry your name, and they will never be forgotten. Know that your father and I watch over you and will be there always when you call. Happy Birthday!”

      She couldn’t fight the two big tears that erupted from her eyes and fell. Forrest and Skye embraced their mother fiercely. At the clattering of hooves, she felt the two children freeze in her arms.

      “You can look,” she said quietly to them. The two stared at each other and then turned around. They were so stunned; a few people had time to chuckle.

      “Well? What do you think?” Hedir asked them, kneeling to be beside them. Forrest’s head whipped around to see his father and the sheer joy was palpable.

      “Go slowly and see them,” Nyssa said and the two of them bolted down the stairs and through the crowd, which had parted when the horses were walked in. When they got close, they skidded to stop. Nyssa had wondered if they would know which was for whom, but they got it right. Skye only had eyes for the grey, and Forrest was standing awed at his giant white.

      Hedir reached out and took his wife’s hand. She squeezed it with trepidation, so he leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      “You look beautiful, my love,” he whispered to her ear.

      He walked her down the stairs and Nyssa nodded to Jara that he could help the children with their mounts. The crowds began to chatter and the noise went up, people congratulating the children on their birthday and their magnificent beasts.

      As planned, the children only had eyes for their horses that afternoon. Their parents indulged them for several hours of "Look at me, Mama!", waving from the observation area where the groomsmen had mercifully brought them a bench.

      “This will be much more interesting when we can take them out all together,” Hedir said after a long while.

      “Agreed,” Nyssa laughed and she was already imagining it. It brightened her idea of it all considerably. “But for now, they seem to be getting along with them well, at least.”

      He nodded and stood, turned and offered her his hand. She looked at it but took it, and he pulled her standing.

      “I have to change,” he said to her and she agreed to accompany him, grateful for a change in the entertainment.

      “Askara,” Hedir said surprised when he entered their bedroom.

      The healer was sitting having tea with Magdara in their dressing chairs. Normally, this would take place in the living room, so Nyssa was surprised also.

      “Ah, Your Majesty and Grace,” she said and gently sat her teacup down. Magdara looked nervous. “We knew His Grace still needed to change his attire before the grand supper, and so we opted to wait for you here.”

      “And you are welcome, Askara, but it is unexpected. Can we help you with something?” Hedir continued, though he was removing his jacket with Nyssa’s help already.

      “I think perhaps it is something that I can do for you,” Askara said, her hands calmly folded in her lap, and she was perfectly straight in her chair.

      Nyssa and Hedir stopped moving at the same time and stood shoulder to shoulder, staring at her. Magdara got up and came to stand beside the queen, taking Hedir’s jacket from her arm.

      “I asked for Askara’s advice, Mistress,” she said shyly. “I didn’t want to say something out of turn,” she said and Nyssa saw the plea in her eyes. She didn’t have any idea what to say, but she was beginning to worry.

      “What is this about?” Hedir said, his worry beginning to turn sour.

      “It has been three months since your last course, Majesty,” Magdara said, and her face flushed red with embarrassment.

      Nyssa’s face went white, then red, then numb. She was staring at Magdara.

      “And that is long enough to suspect something is changed within you,” Askara added.

      “A lot has been happening. It could mean anything,” Nyssa said then, a bit too quickly and panic rose in her throat.

      “One month maybe, but three?” Askara said and dropped her head with her question. She rose and came to stand before them.

      “No!” Nyssa whispered. Her hands flew up to cover her mouth. She felt Hedir take a grip on her shoulder. It was like a vice.

      “Have you been feeling different at all? Ill in the morning, tired, hungry?” Askara continued gently, a comforting smile on her face.

      Nyssa was still staring at her. Her mind was racing but accomplishing nothing at all. Hedir pulled her against him. His breathing was hitched. She grabbed his shirt in her hands. He was holding her tightly, more than was comfortable, but she needed it. She needed him and he her.

      “No!” she whispered again from the crook of his neck and shoulder.

      “She sleeps late and in the afternoon. She is tired early,” Hedir said, still holding her tight against him.

      “She was ill two days ago,” Magdara added and buried her face against her chest. Even Hedir looked at her with that one.

      Askara stood patiently and waited for them to calm themselves.

      “Do not cry on the dress!” Magdara explained and shoved a towel between the fabric and his face. Askara laughed and patted the girl.

      “I’m pregnant?” Nyssa asked then, her eyes darting between Hedir and Askara. The healer nodded and patted her shoulder.

      “By nearly three months, if Magdara is correctly calculating. That would leave you due in…August of next year!” she said happily and looked at everyone with a broad grin.

      A sob escaped from the head on her stomach and Nyssa waited.

      “Thank you, Askara. Could you both give us a moment?” she asked.

      “Of course, dear, I’ll see you at the dinner tonight. Come along, Magdara. I have some things to give you for your mistress,” she said and quickly left the room.

      Nyssa lay curled with Hedir behind her; his hand had not moved from above her womb. She stared at the ceiling, trying to formulate her thoughts. She couldn’t. They just wouldn’t come. The answer: how was it possible and yet, the joy she felt was uncontainable. She wept openly.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “How?” Hedir was sitting with her on the bed, leaning on the headboard, Nyssa stretched out beside him, dozing on his chest. Damn it, I was tired for no reason, she thought.

      “Nature wanted more for us, Hedir. Don’t overthink it,” she said and rubbed his chest.

      She leaned up and pulled his face down so she could kiss it. She wanted this moment to last forever. Of all the days they were required for a public appearance. All she wanted to do was undress and stay in bed with him until they exhausted each other to sleep.

      “Maybe it’s Jara’s. It can’t…it can’t be mine, Nyssa. I’m Bough,” he started saying, not upset, just babbling. It sounded like his mind was ejecting itself of too many thoughts.

      She grabbed him when he tried to sit up and forced him back down. She straddled him so he couldn’t move again and looked him straight in the eyes.

      “We’ve been through this,” she said. “It’s not possible to be his.” Her tone had a slightly dangerous quality, and Hedir swallowed hard.

      “Three children,” he said then, his eyes becoming unfocused again. Nyssa released her tensed grip with her thighs and let the smile creep up her face. She bent down over him so their noses were touching.

      “I knew you were for me,” she said and kissed him passionately.

      The celebrations began with the entrance of the royal twins, who were dressed in miniature finery, but took no less effort to show whose children they were. Skye had opted for a miniature version of her mother’s long robes, which surprised Nyssa at first, because Skye always preferred dresses. But she was gorgeous in her light green livery, and Forrest in his deep blue, matching his mother. The twins entered before their parents, and the cheers and the well wishes could be heard probably in the mountains.

      Nyssa entered on Hedir’s arm, and she felt her news plastered on her forehead, like everyone should know, but she knew they wouldn’t. She would have to tell them or wait until she started to show. Either option seemed thrilling to her . Hedir beamed at her and hugged his two children before giving them permission to run to the head of the room and take their seats. When he stood up again to lead his wife, his hand stopped briefly on her abdomen and she kissed him, the peace and joy of the celebration and their quiet news filling her heart. She felt fulfilled beyond anything she had ever experienced.

      Dinner was a five course affair, Nool regaled them with Bough stories and legends and the wine flowed freely. Gifts were presented to the children, Glenna included, and dancing started soon after. Nyssa danced with every man that asked her, and laughed till her cheeks hurt. The last dances she shared with Patrick and Jara.

      “Excellent party, Sis,” Patrick complimented her and she rolled her eyes at him.

      “Your party planning rivals only your wife’s,” she said and laughed. He laughed then too and nodded.

      “That is true and I guess I’ve picked up a thing or two,” he said and laughed again.

      “In the spring, you’ll go back,” she said, and put her head on his shoulder. She could hear the music, but didn’t really care about the tempo anymore. She was sharing this moment with her brother. He put his cheek on her head.

      “I suppose, if you want,” he replied. Nyssa looked at him.

      “You miss her and she misses you. Not to mention your other three children,” she scolded him. He laughed again and looked at their feet.

      “Yes, I do miss them,” he admitted. “I’ll go back. But I do wish we could repeat these last few months back home, you know? Our families all together?”

      Nyssa nodded. “It’s what I was planning, but…something’s come up. I want to stay in Riverbrook until September if I can,” she said.

      “September? You’d be hard pressed to beat the snows; if they’re early, you’ll get caught,” he said, perplexed.

      Nyssa hadn’t really thought much past that she wanted this baby born in Riverbrook. She just felt it was right. Comfortable and safe. Hedir by her side, her children together and Askara’s capable hands, guiding her the rest of the way. But the timing did pose a problem, and the whole thing would be shot to nothing if Rogun started moving ships in the spring.

      “Patrick, I’m pregnant,” she said and she held back the tears as she watched him. The look of shock, fear and then dawning happiness made her laugh. She realized the last time he’d probably heard those words were from his wife  so they had had distinctly different implications.

      “No,” he said, incredulously. He hugged her then, lifting her off the ground.

      “You did it!” he said to her after he’d put her back down and was just hugging her. “You beat the odds! Sister, I can’t tell you how happy I am for you!” he said, and rocked her back and forth. He pulled her away from him then and brought his face close to hers; “I bet Hedir is a little unbalanced at the moment,” he said grinning. She nodded.

      “He’s still trying to find ways to say it’s not possible, but it is. I’m nearly three months along. Askara confirmed everything,” she said, and couldn’t help beaming at him.

      “Do the children know?” he asked. Nyssa shook her head, and bit her lip, still smiling. “Shall we tell them?” he said with a mischievous grin. She nodded.

      Patrick let go of her arms and grabbed her by the hand. He walked her to the middle of the floor and the dancers made way for them, seeing as the music had just stopped. He held up his hand and waited for the room to become quiet. Nyssa was trying to find Hedir in the crowd.

      “Could I have the young prince and princess to the middle of the room, please?” he asked loudly. People looked around them to see where they were, but quickly the two darted out from behind the legs and skirts and stopped in front of their uncle.

      “His Grace, Hedir?” Patrick called and then she saw him, putting down a drink and excusing himself from a conversation. He had been busy, so this would be a surprise.

      Hedir came through the crowd and accepted his children’s welcoming hug, but looked up blankly at Patrick, who kept his face perfectly neutral. What a drama actor, Nyssa thought, her face smug.

      “Prince Forrest,” and her son turned to look at him, “what did you ask for your birthday, this year?” Forrest considered it, and answered quickly.

      “A horse!” he yelled and everyone laughed. Patrick nodded to him and the crowd.

      “And beautiful horses you and your sister have received, have you not?” he asked again and they both nodded enthusiastically.

      “Was there anything else?” Patrick asked, and Nyssa saw the flaw in the plan. Forrest had gotten upset when he mentioned a brother before because his father had overheard and he’d seen the distress on his parents’ faces. Would he mention it again, in front of all these people?

      He looked at her then, and she grinned and  motioned for him to go on. His eyes widened and he ran over to her. “Is it true, Mama? Will you give me a baby brother?” he asked and he couldn’t contain his excitement and started bouncing on one spot. Skye overheard this and pushed her way past him.

      “Or sister,” she said firmly and hugged her mother.

      “Forrest, do you have an answer?” Patrick asked again. Her son turned to the crowd, not shy at all and beamed at them.

      “A baby brother!” he exclaimed, flat out refusing Skye’s secondary option. The crowd laughed and clapped, but Patrick pulled Hedir over to Nyssa and he took her into his arms.

      “And a baby—gender yet unknown—you shall have,” Patrick said with a flourish and bowed very low to her and Hedir. The room erupted in cheers and applause and Nyssa let herself sink into her husband’s shoulder.

      Nyssa and Hedir excused themselves after that to retire to their apartment. Nyssa was exhausted by the full day anyway, but really she just wanted to enjoy her husband alone. She knew Patrick would secure the children in his apartment where they could continue the party.

      Nyssa was nearly ready for bed, when looking for her cape, she went to the living room where she’d left it draped over the sofa. The room was dark with the late hour; just the fireplace crackled where it was burning down.

      “So it’s true then?” Jara said out of the darkness. Nyssa whirled in her startled surprise. He came forward into the light, his expression soft. Nyssa regarded him for a long minute, but then she went to him and he folded her into his arms.

      “Thank the winds, Nyssa,” he whispered to her. She nodded. “But I will never stop wishing that it were mine,” he added and kissed her.

      After that, he simply left. Not to his room, but out the front door. She let him go. He needed the space. He deserved to settle himself with this, and a little distance was good for that. She was grateful to him for everything he did for her, always, and knew everything would be right again in the morning, but for now, she was not what he needed.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa spent the night and early morning with Hedir on an emotional and physical rollercoaster that she revelled in, and thought only the simplest things, such as these, could ever make her happy again. She vowed to carry their child with him by her side, and continue to nurture their other two so they would feel a part of it all, and not fear being left behind. She talked to Hedir again about moving back to Orak’Thune for a time, and surprisingly, he admitted it was time, and therefore agreed, after the baby was born.

      Her final thoughts, heavy with sleep and not too coherent, were the silence of the village, the apartment, and her sleeping children nearby were what it was all about. The baby in her womb, her husband whose arm was heavily draped over her side, her brother, his family, Jara…all of it. She felt firmly set in her abilities. She was finally going to see it all done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The day dawned fair, so going to the Undead Forest early was not difficult to arrange for the young Sheppard and his chaperons. Forest smiled wide to Zara, who lifted him to her saddle, while he chatted away, with Chen waiting to lead them. Quade on his right,  nodded to start their ride when he was settled.

      Approaching it now, it looked calm and peaceful. Something always seemed right about him going there. Forrest often wondered why his mother’s expression would always turn firm and anxious. Sure, there was the troubled spirit that made him very nervous, but he wasn’t around much and the Serpent, well, he was something to be feared, sure, but his mother would take care of it. He had complete confidence.

      When they had passed the tree line and were now deep on the road that wound inside the dense forest, he felt the coolness and the change in the atmosphere. When he calmed his spirit, they appeared to him, darting in and out and crossing the road. The air was filled with the little lights of the wisps and walking spirits.

      “Hello!” Forrest greeted them warmly and he noticed the wisps of light stop, and circle around his horses’ walking legs. The full-bodied spirits turned and waited, then watched and waved.

      They plodded on, slowly and with Zara holding him snuggly, and Quade ever watchful of the activity around them. He was completely safe, and he was happy.

      Out of the thin air, a very large man appeared on the right directly in front. He told Zara who stopped their horse.

      “Grandfather!” Forrest squealed in glee and bounced a little to see him. Madras regarded him, smiled a very thin smile, but he walked closer, his expression now grave.

      “Where is your mother, Forrest?” Madras asked him pointedly. Forrest felt his enthusiasm checked although his grandfather was clearly pleased to see him.

      “At home, with Da,” Forrest replied, but no sooner did he say the words, he felt uncertain.

      Forrest hadn’t actually seen his mother that morning. Magdara had insisted he not disturb his parents when they were sleeping late. Seeing as he had a free pass to travel to the Undead Forest so long as his mother’s security detail for him was respected, he was free to go without her exact consent.

      Madras now regarded him more seriously. His eyes bounced up to Zara and Quade. Quade, who could see him but not hear, watched him closely. He looked to Chen.

      “Grandson, you need to tell that knight to find Sir Jara,” Madras said to him and now his spirit flared brighter and it unsettled him. “Tell him, Forrest,” his grandfather said, moving closer to his face so he would not misunderstand his words. “The queen is in danger.”

      “Danger?” Forrest replied in sudden fear. “Mama?”

      Chen’s head whipped around and Madras nodded in appreciation.

      The knight moved his horse closer to Forrest and Zara.

      “Master Forrest?” Chen asked him carefully. “Is there news from the spirit world?” he asked him.

      Forrest was very afraid now and he was starting to panic about what to do. He was only six years old. How was he supposed to tell Chen what to do?

      Just then, Forrest felt the heat and anger rise directly beside him, so close he tensed and screamed in startlement and his horse danced nervously under his feet.

      The spirit of Dascus’s aura arched and sparked against his own, showering the ground with gold and black embers in blazing resistance to his bright silver and blue. He screamed his words in Forrest’s face, the heat near singing his hair.

      “Beware the Dark King of Undeath breathes his sickly breath across these lands! He is HERE! Without the fires, the queen is weakened. Without the fire, the world is lost!”

      Then, as suddenly as he’d appeared, he vanished.

      Forrest was frozen and then breathing hard in his fright and panic. Chen was moving to dismount to come and take him. Zara was speechless; clearly afraid by the boy’s reaction, she was unable to help.

      “Breathe, Forrest!” Chen commanded and moved to take him down. The boy was completely consumed by panic. He was hyperventilating badly and wheezing to breathe.

      “Run, Forrest!” Madras boomed from the road. Forrest screamed in surprise and turned from Chen’s leaning arms that were trying to comfort him. “Return to the village! Heed the madman’s warning. The queen is in danger. You must warn them!”

      “Mama”! Forrest wailed then and he exploded into tears in Chen’s arms. Hiccupping and trying to explain, Chen held him strongly, looking into his eyes, and waited for the boy to elaborate.

      Quade, visibly upset as well, simply leaned to speak over them from his horse. “I couldn’t hear the message, but King Madras was very adamant about something, Sir Knight. He is urging Forrest to go.”

      “Madras s-said M-mama’s in danger. D-d-d-dascus said the b-bad man is here.”

      Chen looked up. He lifted Forrest over his shoulder and nearly threw him over the saddle while he mounted at the same time.

      “Sir Knight?” Quade asked, alarmed. Chen kicked his horse to turn fast, while he positioned Forrest against his body, roughly forcing the boy’s hands to hold the saddle and stay firm.

      “The queen is under threat; the prince reports the undead have told him,” he said, his voice deadly serious and firm. Without asking, he urged his mount to a run and within seconds was standing in the saddle, leaning forward to let his horse bolt with all the speed and power he could give it.

      Quade and Zara followed, but soon fell behind.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “What do you mean, ‘missing’”? Patrick said, panic rising in his voice. Hedir was frantically running out of the room, directing staff who were engaged in checking the service areas of the building. Jara had just caught up to them.

      “We’ve searched everywhere. At first Hedir just thought she went out for some air, but that was unusual, so he woke me and asked me to find her. I’ve looked everywhere. The guard on duty said no one came in or went out of the apartment entrance all night. The balcony door was open and we’re three stories up, but no one has seen her,” he replied. He was still huffing from running up the stairs.

      “Jara, you get that village captain up and every last troop on the street looking for my sister, RIGHT NOW!” Patrick yelled.

      “Already done, Regent. I’m with Captain Fox leading the search parties if you need me. Dorn has arranged two Elite to guard your rooms and the west gate reports seeing Chen returning with Forrest,” Jara said, spinning on his heel and vaulting from the room again.

      Patrick turned to the three scared faces that were sitting on the sofa looking at him. He tried to control his fear and anger, for their sake. But it was taking effort. Magdara was doing her best as well, but her hands shook where she was folding a blanket behind them.

      “Don’t be scared, little cubs,” he said to them, coming closer and leaning down to them. “We’ll find the queen,” he said and hugged them as close as he could.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “Sir Jara!” Chen called loudly, his horse reining in, hooves pounding on the cobblestone.

      Jara saw Forrest, tucked deeply against the knight’s chest, fear and panic in his little face. His knuckles were white where they held onto the saddle. He rushed to help him down, but Chen shook his head.

      “The queen?” he asked him quickly. Jara frowned and looked between them. Chen only looked more annoyed. “The boy had a message that she was in danger. Something about the bad man is here-,” he was explaining, but Forrest cut him off and, through sobs, finished the statement.

      “And she is without the fire!” he wailed. Jara looked at him seriously and waited.

      “The bad man is here and Dascus said she is without the fire. If she doesn’t have it, she is lost!”

      “The queen is missing,” Jara said and he reached again more firmly to take Forrest down. Chen, however, looked homicidal.

      “Get yourself organized. I am assigning you to secure the family here,” he told him and turned with Forrest, crying hard in his arms, to go back inside and deliver him to his father.

      “Sir Jara?” Chen called in confusion, but he had just jumped down and was trying to get around his horse to speak clearly. Jara only turned for a second. “I will help. What is there to be done? I will go back out. I’ll check the perimeters,” he told him, but Jara looked about ready to explode.

      “It’s been too long,” he growled at him. “I am leaving, taking the only road out, and I need to be fast.”

      Jara looked to his arms. He saw Forrest look weakly back at him.

      “Find Mama, Sir Jara,” he said between sobs. “Please!”

      Jara frowned. He hugged the boy tight, kissed his head and moved to hand him back to Chen.

      “Take him upstairs and don’t let one of them out of your sight,” he ordered him. Chen fumbled and eventually got Forrest back and draped him over his shoulder. Jara simply turned and left for the stables.

      “But, Sir, where will you go? What do I tell the regent?” Chen asked. He watched as Roan was brought out, already packed and saddled to go. Jara lifted in one bounce and settled, then walked him out toward the road.

      “Tell him I’ll find her,” he said when he walked past. “I’ll do my best to send updates.”

      Chen could only nod and watch his old friend move through the courtyard. At the gate to the walls of the inn, Jara turned back.

      “Tell the duke I’ll bring her back. He has my life oath on that. Either we both come back or neither of us will.”

      Jara kicked Roan, who needed no encouragement. The big destrier, unburdened by steel, bolted from the yard, nose to the wind and body straight, straining to put the miles beneath them.

      “Find Nyssa, Roan,” Jara called to him, leaning over his broad neck, his hands squeezing the reins. He felt the horse step a quarter-step, a hop in mid-stride to add more power. Suddenly, they were running faster than Jara could ever remember.

      Where she was, whatever was happening, he prayed to the winds Nyssa felt him coming.

      He was coming for her.
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        Thank you for reading The Necromancer’s Fire: Book Two in the Orak’Thune Series.

      

        

      
        Orak’Thune is an indie production. So many authors now have the platform to share their stories like never before and it is all thanks to readers like you! Love discovering new artists? Love following an artist that writes tons of books in a series and multiple genres? Love being at the up and coming start of new talent, even if they’re still polishing their craft?  If you love an indie author, remember to leave a review or tell a friend! Indie means independent, they bare all the costs to bring these magical journey’s to your worlds, so if you love indie - be sure to show your support!

      

        

      
        Continue the saga with The Fire Queen: Book Three of the Orak’Thune Series.

      

      

      

      Flip to the end for an excerpt of the upcoming third volume in the Orak’Thune series, available soon from Kindle and Amazon!

      Nyssa has settled her family dreams and embraced her impressive new powers. She is ready to face the undead army of the long passed emperor Coltair; anytime, anywhere. But when the enemy gets closer than anyone imagined, all advantage is stolen and Nyssa faces reinventing herself just to survive.

      Nyssa must trust that her First Guardsman, Sir Jara knows what to do-his oath and friendship a beacon in the dark. Her husband Hedir is protecting their family and their life back home, giving her every reassurance she needs to do whatever it takes to get back to them.

      It is a race against time, a test of her conviction and will. The battleground dawns on the horizon and the Army of the Undead awaits.
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      It was so deep in the bowels of the palace, Izik hated the exercise. Three turns around the winding staircase, down into the darkness. The dampness of the walls and the clammy air that never changed, never freshened, hung in his nose. His footsteps echoed in the stone enclosure, sand grit grinding under his feet as he descended. His torch flickered in the movement of his haste.

      Curse the winds for these surreptitious rendezvous’s, he thought and moved to descend faster.

      At the bottom he sighed in relief. A long, wide hallway, built with massive, limestone blocks, expanded outward, the end disappearing into the pitch darkness. He raised his torch and peered to try and see if anything had been disturbed. It had not. Dust collected in the corners. Nothing moved, nothing appeared. Slowly, he walked forward.

      As early as ten paces before the imposing bronze door, he’d heard voices in the past. It was said to be a rare gift to speak to the dead. True enough, Izik did not possess this gift, but down here, one was closer to a magic that thinned the veil between his world and the Undead, even more so than the Bough forest thousands of miles away. Or so he’d been told.  

      On this day, the voices were absent. Deafening silence surrounded him save the guttural noise of his torch burning away. It sounded choked, suffering, gasping for air in the tombs. Frowning at it, but seeing no other way to encourage it than to push on, he looked back to the bronze door.

      The door was cast bronze and polished to a glorious and lustrous shine. A crime, Izik thought, that no one would ever witness it down here, the Tombs of the Emperors were off limits to any but the royal line themselves.

      Izik smiled to himself. He was no royal, but he certainly was invited.

      Casting his eyes across the surface, he watched the intricate designs of long forgotten stories of adventure, bravery and conquest dance across the surface in his weak but constantly moving light.

      Depicted at the far left, a proud family of seafarers who once travelled the Diamond Sea. Images of settlement on the tropical and wild island they would call Rogun appeared. As his eyes crossed right, generations of these settlers were shown growing prosperous on her fertile and giving land. The images showed the lush jungles, plantations, fish harbours and a vast fleet of ships in a primitive harbour; whales and dolphins jumping in the waves. The everlasting horizon stretched across the background. The sun, in her glorious setting display, blasted tendrils of light the entire width of the door.

      He traced one of the sunbeams with a finger. The door was cold to touch.

      Izik.

      The voice called to him in a raspy whisper and from no obvious source. His hand instantly dropped from the metal and he stood straight, rolled his shoulders and carefully calmed his mind.

      Izik.

      After a  moment, the door swung open; sand scrunching below the bottom as it dragged slowly inward and away from him. Beyond was pitch blackness.

      Izik moved ahead and with his little torch, knew ten paces forward from the door would find him in the centre of the crypt; the centre of the vault and the eminence of what resided inside.

      Izik.

      The voice called to him again but he stood now, where he always did, in the centre and waited. Behind him, the door slowly swung closed. He tipped his face to his shoulder, but didn’t bother to look back. It always closed before they would speak to him.

      At the very conclusion of the door scraping the floor, his torch extinguished itself. Alone and in complete darkness, easily five stories below ground where no soul would ever think to look if something were to happen, Izik waited.

      Slowly, the cold air began swirling around his ankles and then up his legs and knees. Izik remained perfectly still and worked to control his breathing. When it reached his midsection, he gulped a breath to fill his lungs, but refused to let the shaking take over. A sweat droplet trickled down his temple, and he clenched his hands into the fabric of his pants to keep control over the growing fear in his mind.

      “I have done as you have asked, Highness,” he said clearly to the darkness. “Preparations have been made and with your sleeping chemical, we should find resistance to acquiring your prize minimal at best. I have my best men to accompany me. We will be back to you before the solstice.”

      The cold had reached his shoulders and he shivered, but wasn’t sure if it was the fear or the cold that shook his body now. He hated this part. He didn’t fear anything, he reminded himself; he was the monster.

      Monster. The voice rasped, claiming the word from his mind. Izik smirked but remained still. Figures the dirty Dark would have sinister gifts like mind-reading too.

      “If you have further instructions, I am ready,” he went on. The cold swirled and now, unlike any time before, it seemed to seep through his clothing and skin. Born on a tropical island, Izik had never experienced anything close to freezing, only mild cool when visiting the northern island of Kitska in the summer. He shivered constantly now.

      Suddenly the cold convulsed and like a python, slithered around his body and pulled tight. He gasped and tried to move his arms, but to no effect.

      “I will not fail you,” he huffed. “I know what I have to do!”

      A light blinked on ahead of him, hovering inexplicably in the middle of the vault. It was orange, the colour of fire but there was no flame. It looked like a miniature star and he peered at it, trying to ignore in his mind the discomfort of the frozen grip that had him trapped and unable to move.

      When nothing happened with the ball, he blinked and refocused his eyes away from the glow of light. Faces now stood along the walls and in the shadow.

      Izik startled and moved his head side to side to try and see more. This was new, it had never happened like this before; not the binding, not the light nor the faces.

      “Who are you?” he shouted at them and moved harder to free his body from the invisible, icy grip. His breath puffed out of his mouth and hung in the air.

      The faces were only partially visible in the very low light. Eyes glinted in the reflection, but otherwise appeared black with no whites in the eyeballs. Long faces, indistinct features hovered, silent and foreboding. They looked at him with contempt. Long robes of colourless fabric hung over hands and arms, there were no distinguishable attributes, man or woman, young or old, just glaring eyes.

      Izik glared back, his impatience threatening control of his anger.

      “I am your instrument,” he seethed at them, his teeth chattering. “I do your bidding so you can rise from this place. I heard your plan. I support it and you will give me Rogun to rule when you are freed from it. Fair deal. But threatening me doesn’t get the deed done. You need your queen to make your dreams come true, remember? She’s on the green side of the grass now, and I will keep her that way until you are ready, as promised. The time is at hand!”

      Dascus.

      No mouth moved at the sound and Izik was beyond caring.

      “He’s where he always is,” he chattered at them, wriggling still to get free.

      Betrayer.

      Izik looked up from his hold and stilled. His eyes darted around the ugly faces. He knew they were dead, had to be. They stood unnaturally still and the light didn’t seem to capture them as they would a corporeal being.

      His mind was moving quickly now. The dead body of Emperor Dascus graced his throne room still, as it had since the day he had died over a year ago. By some unnatural force, the body remained beyond normal rates of decomposition, but not for much longer by his reckoning. 

      Soon enough, it would be none of his concern.

      “Well that’s your business, isn’t it?” he retorted. “Man’s dead. Whatever he’s doing on your side of the veil is your arena.”

      Izik shook violently against the cold. Mostly the cold, but he would never let his fear show to this evil. Winds knew what they could do with it. He knew torture, he knew pain. He knew authority and his place in this echelon. He was not at its top here, but there was nowhere left to go after he’d made his deal in the Darkness all those years ago. Until his end was delivered, he was theirs to rule.

      But to the topside, his world bathed in sun and heat, wealth and his masterfully controlled oppression, he, Izik, was the Chief Commander, the head of the Rogun Army. Only Vail, Coltair’s only living heir to the throne and Dascus’s step-brother, had any presence near the seat of power that was Izik’s for the taking-if he could deliver what his true emperor commanded. Coltair was in charge even now, Vail a fool and pretender. Izik was the law, the executioner and he knew how to inflict abuse to get results. Did he fear death? No. Whatever came, Izik felt his life was lived the way it was supposed to. Abandoned as an infant and beaten until he was old enough to grab the switch and beat back, he’d grown to know nothing of love or affection and instead, his indifference had been rewarded.

      The light in the room switched and now the image of a stone levitated, glowing a deep purple. Izik looked closer. The suspended stone swirled with some sort of living liquid over the surface.

      Stones.

      Izik sighed loudly, still held in the grip of the invisible cold. “What stones?” he asked impatiently. The cold squeezed him harder.  

      “I should get them, these… stones?” he huffed. The cold eased from it’s suffocating pressure in response, but just a small amount. 

      “Assuming the queen has them on her person, fine, I’ll get them.”

      When he leaned back from eyeing the stone to memorize its image, he noticed the faces were gone. A second later and the image of the stone vanished and he was plunged into pure blackness once more.

      He coughed when the cold reached his nostrils. It was filling his lungs, choking and searing his throat. He coughed again and it hurt immensely. His body shivered more violently. He began to lose feeling in his fingers and toes. The icy thread around his body tightened again, squeezing air from his rapidly cooling chest.

      Choking, his fear now and truly exposed like a coward, Izik could not speak or cry out. A purple, face-like apparition appeared in a flash, inches from his own and he recognized it. The eyes burned in purple flames and he felt the icy breath on his face.

      “I will pull you through the veil, alive and screaming, Izik, Son of Shame, Son of Sins,” Coltair hissed at him. “Should you fail me in this one task, I will see that you never again experience the reprieve so gentle as the velvet touch of darkness. I will smother you in the afterlife, a suffocation of unnatural blackness and pain that will consume you the rest of all days. By my side, you will eternally suffer my gifts.”

      Suddenly he was released to fall heavily on his knees on the floor, choking and gasping for breath, the warmth of his blood seeping slowly to reclaim his veins. When he heard the scrapping of the door reopening, he lifted his head from where it hung between his shoulders. No light shone through, but he knew it was there. The clammy, damp air wafted past his face. Slowly he picked himself up to stand and start his blind march toward what he hoped was the exit.

      Did he fear death? The question echoed in his mind for a second time. Maybe he did after all. The Darkness plucking his mortal fear from his mind like before and manifesting it for Coltair to capitalize.

      Standing in the black, with no visuals to guide his reference or perspective, he could take a blind step forward and fall flat on his face. Something could hit him and he’d not know to defend himself. But what did it matter? Coltair’s threat was as real as anything he could hold in his hand. The Undead was a real place. Darkness a real bedfellow. Few knew what he knew, few understood the breadth of what evil could really do. 

      To Izik, this was an acceptable bargain. It wasn’t all bad when you didn’t know the difference.
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        * * *

      

      The Fire Queen: Book Three in the Orak’Thune Series, available soon on Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
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