The Hunt for Silvera
by Ryan E. Holman

"Find the one whose name makes Queen Melessashudder,” her father had said. Thegirl was
traveling alone on the worn trail leading through what was known as the Rolling Wood. She
remembered King Y van's dying words vividly—she had been the only one in the king's chamber,
despite the physician's orders. That her father would die within the next day or two had been
unspoken but a certainty; the least his daughter could have done was remain until he breathed his
last. Caraknew why her mother hadn't been there—she had beentoo busy counting the bribe-monies
she had accepted not to attack neighboring kingdoms. Cara shuddered as she nudged her horse into
atrot. Only once had she seen the spiteful queen shudder; when the king's closest advisor had
mentioned the name "Silvera" The will dictated very specifically that Silverawould inherit all due
the queen of thelate King Y van's kingdom. Carahad the document in her saddlebag to show Silvera
when she found her. The lone traveler snickered to herself; no wonder Melessa had shuddered.
Heaven forbid that the current queen lose any kind of money. The skittish horse avoided a puddle
asthe sky turned a dusty rose that faded to the midnight black somewhere above and behind her.

"Better find agood place to camp, huh?' asked the human to the beast. The animal whickered
asif in response. Caras eyesight strained in the weakening dusk light to find someplace safe with
access to water and agood place to tie the horse, and preferably high enough to avoid the majority
of the maniacs rumored to live in these woods. Any of the others Carawould simply have to fight.
She touched the sheath at her waist where the dagger was stored with that last thought. Her
father'senemiesand Melessasallieswould loveto see Y van'sheir dead, sheknew — but her father's
dying command had been to her—no one else.

Something about the aurathis place seemedto give off disturbed her; it wasamost asif she
was being...watched...from somewhere in the inky darkness of the shadows that surrounded her.
Carafelt her heart jJump as something skittered across her path. The horse stopped dead initstracks
and let out awhinnying cry that pierced the near-night like an arrow. The quick-moving shadow
stopped for a moment, stood on its hind legs, sniffed the air, and then seemed to look at the
frightened beast almost quizzically. Cara breathed a huge sigh of relief. Just arat. Nothing to be
afraid of; there were enough in Y van’s—now temporarily Melessa s—royal stables.

Suddenly Carafelt agreat weight on her back as she was pushed from the saddle and hit the
road hard. She heard the horse scream and then the sound of galloping hooves going down the road.
The cloaked figuretried to aim ablow at her face, but Cara dodged the gloved fist and managed to
push her attacker away from her. Herolled for afew feet, giving Cara enough time to come to her
knees, drawing theknife. Astheform lying on theroad struggled to stand, Y van’ s daughter went to
him, putting her knee on his chest so that he couldn’t move.

“What do you think you’ re doing? Who are you?’ Cara pressed her knee harder against her
attacker and held the knife blade mere inches from his throat.

The attacker took afew panting breaths before answering, “I’m sorry. I-1 thought you were
someone else.”

“l don’t believe you.” growled Cara.

“Oh, my lady, but you must believe me!” He sounded older than he apparently was.

“Why should | trust the one who attacked me in the middle of nowhere? How do | know
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you're telling the truth?” Caralooked into her attacker’s eyes with malice.

“You- 1 meanl -1 mean—" the robber stuttered.

“Who did you mistake me for?” Caramoved the blade closer to his throat.

“ A-a-a-another r-r-r-r-rider, o-one who stole my f-f-f-f-father’ s p-pendant. I-I-1 didn’t mean
t-to at-attack you, milady. I-1 thought y-y-you were the thief—"

“Do you know who I am?” She cut him off sharply, though her voice had lost a bit of its
edge. The boy appeared to be genuinely frightened. His eyes had begun to glisten over.

“Y-y-y-y-yes, milady,” he stammered. “H-h-h-h-his Mgjesty’ s d-d-d-d-daughter, Cara. Oh
p-p-p-p-pleasedon’ t report meto the s-s-s-s-seneschal. It wasag-g-g-g-genuine mistake, | swear --”

Cara fractionally moved the blade away from her would-be victim’s throat. “What’ s your
name, boy?’ The boy only looked thirteen or so. And from his appearanceit must’ vetaken adivine
act to knock her from the saddle. Cara stood but kept her eye on him, ready to give chase if he
attempted to run.

“Matthius, m-my lady, son of Lord Daren of Jalequinn.” It was acity Caraknew, one of the
more wealthy holdingsin her late father’ s kingdom. He produced from the pocket of his shadowy
garb aroll of paper, imprinted with the broken seal of Jalequinn’slord. She unrolled it. Written on
the parchment were the details of awarrant, claiming a high reward for anyone to deliver to Lord
Daren the culprit to be tried and executed by his court. No wonder Matthius had attacked her
thinking she was the cul prit; the reward was high enough to attract people like Melessalooking for
easy coin.

Caraconsidered the parchment and the hopeful ook on the young rogue’ sface. She kept her
face expressionless as she re-rolled the paper and handed it back to him.

“1 will make you an offer, young Matthius.” He wasn’t that much younger than she, but she
chose to use her royal status to her benefit. Matthius opened his mouth to speak, but Cara silenced
him with agesture. “Wait until 1 present my offer. | am willing to help you track down your pendant
thief, if youwill help me.” Cara scompanion nodded vigorously and Cara glanced where her horse
had been when she had been knocked from the saddle. “ One, you will help me look for my horse.
Two, you will help mefind Silvera.”

“S-Silveral” squeaked Matthius. “B-But she’s not been seen since my father’ s time!”

“Thechoiceisyours,” Caracontinued. “Help meand | will assist you. If you don’t, we both
go our separate ways and you get no help in finding Lord Daren’s pendant.”

“What about the reward?’ asked the boy. Now that therewasno knife closeto histhroat, the
stammer appeared to be gone.

“1 have no need of such money. If you help meall of thereward isyours. If you don’'t and |
find it, the money ismineto do as | please with it.”

Matthius considered this offer carefully, looking from the paper to Yvan's heir and back
again. Then he knelt before the princess.

“1 will help you if you help me.” Cara motioned for him to rise and Matthius did so. “I
suppose we should find acamp.”

“After we find my horse. She can't have gone far.” For the first time since she'd left her
father’ s deathbed, Cara smiled.

The duo searched for Cara s mare until the moon was high in the sky, but to no avail. Cara
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yawned. “I don’t think we're gonna find her tonight. Let’s get some sleep and then search in the
morning.”

Matthius nodded his agreement. They couldn’t risk afire; it would attract the murderersand
other assorted criminals like moths. But although Cara had brought up the subject of sleep, she
wouldn’'t go to sleep; she still didn’t like the idea of giving Matthius (if that really was his name)
another opportunity to launch an attack on her. Instead she |eaned against atree and looked at her
companion’ ssilhouetted form against the night sky, trying not to let sleep overcome her. Apparently
Matthius had the same idea; although neither of them spoke, each knew the other was awake,
watching them, seeing what they would do.

After afew hoursof this paranoid vigil, Carasvision blurred as shetried to fight sleep. She
shook herself awake. She saw Matthius reach into his cloak and pull something out. Cara held her
breath as the object was held up for a moment and moonlight glistened off the blade of a dagger.
Cara reached for her own weapon as Matthius reached somewhere beside him and drew out
something round, which he began to peel with the weapon. Caraloosened her grip on the hilt of her
own dagger. Oh. Matthiuswasjust getting something to eat. She saw him freeze asabranch snapped
behind her. He placed the fruit somewhere behind him and cleaned the weapon's blade on his cloak.
Carafollowed suit and tried to pinpoint the location of the intruders.

"Lord Daren's son hasto be here somewhere,” said amale voice close by. "That peasant girl
said she saw him coming thisway.” She sensed, more than saw, Matthius hit his forehead with the
hedl of his hand and couldn't help but smile. She would have to ask him about that later.

"Wefound his horse...the one he stole from hisfather's stables." Cararocked back on her heels
and peered over the top of a bush to see afew officersin the Jalequinnian red and gold. Her eyes
widened as she looked at the steed the guard held by the reins as it stamped and shook its head,
fightingitscaptor. That wasn't Matthiusshorse...it was hers. She thought about the parchment with
theroyal seal on it in her saddlebag. Shejust had to get her father's will back...and she had to do it
fast. Cara sat back and looked around at her companion before crawling over to him.

In the softest of whispers, she asked, "Do you know them?"

Matthius nodded. Cara glanced behind her, where the guards continued talking.

"If we don't find him, Milord will have our hides. So we've gotta keep our story straight.”

"Do you think we could fight them and win?" she asked, touching the hilt of her knife.

"If we're lucky." Cara smiled.

"That's my horse and she doesn't ook happy. | think we can count on help from her if we'reloud
enough. Just avoid her hooves."

Matthius smiled back in the darkness and they both rose, weaponsin hand. Cara surveyed the
little clearing they'd found, looking for things she couldn't leave behind. There was her pack with a
change of clothes; she could leavethat if she didn't manage to knock both guards unconscious. She
looked at Matthius, who crouched behind a bush, waiting for the princess's signal.

"On the count of three," she mouthed. The boy nodded.

"So we have it straight, lieutenant; we searched for the boy but found only his horse in a
swamp; we saw his camp and we think he's been captured. We can smear some mud on the horse's
legsto makeit believable." The soldier closer to Caranodded in agreement.

Out of nowhere, two thieves came flying from the bushes. The horse shied and reared on its
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back |egs as Matthius landed on the soldier who had held the reins and sent him sprawling. The
reins dangled asthe horse looked around wildly and came down on the apparent lieutenant's skull.
There was a sickening crunch as the horse reared up again. Matthius rolled clear of the horse's
hooves as Carabattled the other officer, attempting to get agood shot at hisface. The soldier yelled,
swearing and wondering what had happened. He yelled for his dead companion, wondering why he
didn't cometo hiscommanding officer'said. Carafinally got her shot and dlit histhroat. The blood
on her hands sickened her as shelooked up at Matthius, who held the horse'sreins as he looked back
at her.

Carastood and looked at the river of blood that flowed on the road from her victim's throat to
the grass. "We had better go, milady. It won't do for anyone to see us here, looking like this." Cara
nodded and walked to the steed, ignoring the proffered reinsand heading straight for the saddl ebags.
Silently, Yvan'sdaughter prayed that thewill wasthere. Shehad killed for this...hopefully it was still
there. Cara's bloodstained fingers met the parchment and she let out a huge sigh of relief.

"What isit?" asked Matthius.

Sheignored him, saying only, “It’s there.”

"What's there?' Caratook the reins and studied Matthius's face as she put her foot in the
stirrup and offered him a hand up behind her.

"Y ou heard of my father's death, correct?’

"Everyone has, milady." She considered her words carefully before speaking them.

"In my father'swill, it said that Silverawasto become queen of hiskingdom after hisdeath. I'm
out to find her. The piece of paper isthe proof | need to dethrone Melessa once | find her.” Cara
turned the horse to theleft, away from their victims' corpses. She nudged the horseinto acanter fast
enough so that the only choices Matthius had were to hang on to Caras cloak or fal off. In this
manner, the pair took off along the road as the first rays of dawn lightened the sky.

* % %

Thesilver-grey wolf smelled blood intheair and moved toward it, cautiously sniffing theair
to find any other sign of life. She padded across the forest floor, coming finally to the road, where
two beat-up and bloody soldier humans lay. The wolf sniffed tentatively at the air, looking for
whomever or whatever did this. But the only smell wasold, likeit had been there early that morning.
They seemed to be gone now. The wolf quietly went across the path, avoiding the dark crimson
puddle that spread from the nearest soldier’ sthroat. She went into the bushes and froze. Something
wasthere, by thetree. Something brown. A hare, perhaps? Thewolf crouched down, ready to pounce
on her prey. But there was something strange about this rabbit—it didn’t move. Thewolf looked at
the object strangely, then padded up toit. Still it didn’t move. Thecreature pawed at it. Still thething
didn’t move to any noticeable degree. She sniffed at it. The smell of some sort of meat was strong
inthewolf’ snostrils. Thewolf pawed at it again, harder. No response. Frustrated, the wolf growled
at it and pawed at it again, harder. Something gave and a small tear could be seen in acorner of the
object. Thewolf clawed at the bag, making the tear go from corner to corner of the pack. The smell
of meat was almost intoxicating. The wolf buried her nose in the pack and finally found her prize.
She ate ravenously, not caring that she was pushing something out of her way.
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Long after the animal |eft, another pair of guards came on horseback to the bloody scene.

“Milady, this sight is not fit for your eyes.”

“1 will look at what | please!” said the woman who rode up behind him on a proud white
horse. She took a quick look at the carnage before her and then peered over the bushes.

“What isthat onthe other side of the bushes?’ she asked sharply, pointing. One of the guards
dismounted and climbed over the bush.

“1t appears to have been a pack, my queen.” He held up atorn piece of fabric from inside of
it.

“Do you know the owner?”’

“1t appearsto bethe one you sent your daughter out with, Y our Majesty,” Melessamotioned
for the cloth to be brought to her. Shelooked at it for a minute before remarking.

“It' sCara's, al right...something dreadful must've happenedto her.” Melessaburied her face
in her hands but under her palms she was smiling. She erased the grin quickly and raised her head
humbly. “1 suppose, then, that she hasfailed to find Silvera, which means’ she sniffed “1 must take
my place at the throne of the late Y van’s kingdom.”

* % %

Caraand Matthius rode almost constantly until sundown, when they came to a particularly
sharp bend in the path. The princess slowed the horse and peered around the curve tentatively.

“Do you hear that?’ she whispered.

“Hear what?’ replied her companion. After a moment, the noise came again.

“Sounds like people,” said Cara.

“Arethey friend or foe?’

“1 haven't a clue, Matthius. Let’s dismount and get ourselves a better view.” The pair
dismounted and led the horseinto the trees. Matthiuswent on ahead as Caracarefully tied theanimal
tight enough that it couldn’t escape. By the time Cara got to the edge of the woods, Matthius was
already there, crouching in the shadows. Sheknelt not far away, takinginthelittlevillage before her.

“Appearsto be avillage, milady.” The pair watched as the villagers traded something that
jingled for abolt of cloth here, alarge vegetabl e there. Suddenly a man, until now unnoticed came
to the center of it all with ascroll under his arm. He cleared his throat and silence fell among the
villagers.

“1 have a proclamation from Her Royal Highness Queen Mel of Demoa.” Cara's eyes
widened as she looked at Matthius. He stared right back at her for a moment before returning his
gaze to the assembled mass. The man continued.

“The late King Yvan's last will and testament clearly stated that his daughter Cara should
find the next monarch to replace him upon his death. However, since Cara seems to have befallen
an unthinkable fate, his Queen, Melessa, has been forced to take the throne.”

A gasp went through the crowd assembled. Cara, too, gasped. “But I’'m right here! What is
that greed-filled, hateful woman up to?’ The one holding the parchment awaited the dying of the
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crowd’ s response before he continued.

“Because of the palace' s heavy losses in recent wars, Her Royal Highness is grieved to
announce atax increase to cover our losses. Hopefully this shouldn't be for very long, asit isto
cover our deep debts to other kingdoms.”

Carawas too angry to speak, picturing Melessa counting out the monies taken from bribes
in stackstaller than herself. Her teeth clenched, and she turned to go. But at the next statement, she
turned back nearly blinded by rage.

“Due to the unusual lawlessness of this land of Demoa, soldiers will be making regular
roundswith ajudge. Any troublemakers are to be brought before thisjudge and if the perpetrator is
found guilty they will be fined for the judge’ s time and imprisoned until they receive notice to the
contrary in theroyal dungeons. The proclamation has been made. Be on your guard.” With that, the
man re-rolled the scroll and |eft the center of the crowd.

What once was a busy little town was silent in disbelief.

“If that no-good, sorry excuse for a queen thinks she will win this easily, she has another
thing coming,” said Cara under her breath as she walked to her mare.

To Matthius, she said, “I am going to find Silveraif it kills me. Melessa already presumes
me dead, so my death will make little difference. And you' re going to help mefind her whether you
likeit or not.”

Thetwo continued past thetown and started to descend into thewooded valley beyond before
they stopped for the day. Although thisforest was much moretranquil than the Rolling Wood, Cara
was still on her guard as she began to look for some supper in the packs. Out of the corner of her eye
something moved; instantly Cara froze, waiting for the movement to come again. After a few
moments, it did. Cararelaxed fractionally. It was probably only ahare, she reasoned. Theflicker of
movement came again. No, this was much too large to be a hare. Cara reached for her dagger and
bent lower over the packs. Matthius seemed to sense the danger too, for he reached for aweapon as
well.

With the next rustle of the foliage, a patch of grey fur was seen in the fading daylight. Cara
unsheathed the dagger and watched intently for whatever creature it was to appear. Her eyes were
greeted by the creature’ swhen it tentatively stalked out of the trees. Suddenly the wolf paused and
sat on its haunches, giving the humans an amost mocking look. Caraglared back at it. Likely, the
creature had sensed the food in their packs. Well, you aren’t getting any of our supper, no matter
what your thoughts are otherwise, thought Cara, still rummaging through the packs, but with her
blade ready.

The wolf watched the pair asthey ate, but made no move toward them except to stretch out
on the grass. Cara looked strangely at the wolf. Were this an ordinary canine, the food would be
history, as would they most likely. And yet this wolf had barely moved since it had made its
appearance. It didn’t appear to be injured in any way, which made the wolf’ s behavior all the more
amystery to the princess.

“Doesn’'t make any sense, does it, milady?’ asked Matthius, bringing Cara out of her
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musings.

“Pardon?’ Cara s gaze left the wolf and went to Matthius.

“Thewolf...she just sort of watches us and doesn’t make a move...shouldn’t she have tried
to attack us or something by now?’

Cara nodded and pulled a piece from the bread in her hand. “It seems almost...almost
human.”

“That’simpossible.”

“Isit? Has your father ever told you about Silvera?”’

“Just hearsay.”

“Somewhere there was arumor that shewasasorceress’ Carasnickered without mirth “but
then again, it isrumored that Melessa sasorceressaswell and if sheisonethen why didn’t sheuse
her powersto take the throne before my father died?” Cara s gaze returned to the wolf. “ Do you get
the feeling the wolf is laughing at us?’

“So | wasn’t the only one to feel that.” Matthius looked at the wolf and saw what can only
be described as alook of barely contained laughter in its eyes. “However, | fail to see what's so
funny.”

Hours passed and Caratook thefirst watch. Thewolf stood and stretched about an hour after
Matthius appeared to be asleep and walked toward the trees. At the last possible moment, the wol f
looked over its shoulder at the princess. She got the distinct feeling that the wolf would return
tomorrow, but when she looked again in the wolf’ s direction it was gone.

Cara made no mention of the wolf’ s disappearance the next day to her companion as they
packed up and continued along the road into the valley. As they walked, Matthius thought she
seemed somehow very far away as sheled the horse along the path. True, she stayed on the path with
little trouble, but the far-off look in Cara s eyes had Matthius worried as they continued.

Around noontime, Cara stopped in her tracks.

“What isit, my lady?’ he asked.

“Thewolf’s back.” Asif knowing that it had been mentioned, the wolf broke through the
trees and came within afew arm’ s-lengths away from the path. Cara’ s gaze lost that faraway ook
as she calmed the horse that had started with the wolf’ s appearance. Y van’ s daughter looked at the
carnivorous creature before looking at her companion.

Matthius returned her gaze strangely. “Is that...is that the same wolf we saw last night?”

“1 think so. Either that or there’ s something strange in the water around here.” She had been
teasing, but she stole aquick glance at the water skins.

Matthius stepped around the horse and took a step toward the grey wolf. It danced away and
then looked at Matthius irritably.

“Leaveit aone. It'sdone no harm to us so far; let’s not push our luck.” With that, Caraled
themareforward. Thewolf shadowed her movement, but it looked back at M atthiusevery few steps.
Matthius regarded the wolf and his companion thoughtfully for afew moments before hurrying to
catch up.

The wolf followed them amost silently until they came to another town. Apparently
Melessa's new tax had gotten here before they did; what could only be described as an aura of
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uneasiness hung around the town like a cloak.

“How areour supplies?’ camethe question from behind the princess. Carastopped and took
alook at the two saddlebags and Matthius's pack.

“If it’ s not too expensive, we should probably stop.” Caraglanced at her money pouch and
drew her hood up to hide her face. “But if we do, remember—Y van’s daughter Cara, as far as we
know, isdead.”

With that, Caratugged on the mare’ s reins and led them into the walled village.

“Halt! Who goes there?’ asked a voice above their heads.

“Y ou better dothetalking,” Carasaid quietly. “ And don’t useour real namesunlessyouwant
half of every Demoan army after us.” The guard glowered down at them impatiently.

“1 hope you know what you're doing,” he muttered before saying, louder, “We're two
pilgrims headed for the Holy Temple of Saints. All we want are supplies.”

“Bravo,” murmured Cara.

“How do | know you aren’t spies?”’

“We serveno onebut the Saints,” Matthiusdeclared. Carasmiled in the shadow of her cloak.

The guard seemed to measure them for a few moments, as if debating whether or not to
believe the traveler.

“Openthegates!” hecalled to someoneelsebehind thewall. “ But you,” the guard continued,
looking squarely at Cara, “1 will keep an eye on.”

“Asyou wish,” she replied, making her voice as low as she could.

The gates rolled open and Cara s eyes swept the place. Apparently something horrid had
happened here; nearly everything had a haze of smoke around it or was blackened or looked like it
had been the victim of abrawl. She stepped over aform whose chest wasfull of arrows. She glanced
back and saw it was the same man that had announced Melessa’' s new tax back in that other town.
But inaway it was good; opposition to Melessawould help Silveraregain thethrone. That is, once
she was found. She saw the scared eyes of children hanging onto their mothers skirts as they
skittered around like frightened rats.

“Riots,” she heard Matthius say under his breath as they came into a shop. Cara busied
herself |ooking around, and felt the shopkeepers’ suspiciouseyeson her. Meanwhile, Matthiusbegan
tolook around nonchalantly, looking for thingshe knew he could get abetter pricefor. Ashe opened
hismouth to address the shopkeeper, the shopkeeper said, “ Y ou’ || haveto get that wolf out of here.”

Both of his customers|ooked in the doorway, where the wolf sat, banging a patient rhythm
against the door jamb with itstail.

“Move,” Carawhisperedtoit. “ Get out. We' |l meet you later.” Without any kind of fuss, the
wolf looked pitifully at her, then turned and walked out.

“Who are you?’ she heard the shopkeeper ask. She turned and lied, “His sister.”

“Impossible!” camethereply asthe older man looked from her to her companion. “Y ou must
be some kind of sorceressor...”

“Why? | did nothing.”

“Exactly. That wolf followed your commands!”

“No. Your eyes must be tricking you. | believe my brother has alist of things he wants to
purchase, if you don’'t mind.” All the while she kept her face hidden in the cloak, trying very hard
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not to laugh. The shopkeeper gave Cara a strange look, then returned to talk to Matthius. Cara
watched the conversation out of the corner of her eye for amoment before drawing nearer to make
sure her companion wouldn’t doom them both with a dlip of the tongue.

“And how many apples would you like?" asked the shopkeeper.

“Let meask her. Mil—" Hewas silenced when ashooting pain from Cara sfoot raced up his
leg. He caught her glare and looked back sheepishly.

“Ten should keep usfor our trip to the Temple of the Saints” at |east keep the lie consistent
“wouldn’t you think?”

The shopkeeper nodded but looked confusedly between the two as he found the small crate.
The cloaked figure was obviously the leader of the two; but pilgrims usually weren’t so controlling
of their comrades. Obviously, they were lying. He slipped his hand behind the crate and found the
knife he had hidden there — perhaps it would finally see some use after all.

* % %

Carasaw the blade glitter out of the corner of her eye about the same time as Matthius. Her
hand moved to her hip where the sheath imprisoned her own knife. The store was deserted except
for the armed trio. “We don’t want trouble,” Cara said softly, but she knew that the other two had
heard it clearly enough.

“Who said | was giving you trouble?’ asked the shopkeeper with an eyebrow raised. The
princess shot him adefiant ook from the shadow of the cloak.

Matthius glanced nervously at his companion. How could she appear so cam? He stiffened
as hetried to control the shiver that kept sprinting up and down the arm that ended at the hilt of the
weapon.

“Wewould like our supplies,” requested Caraevenly. All guise of adeep, masculine voice
was forgotten.

“Of course,” camethereply in an equal tone. Carareached for them and nearly lost her hand
as the knife came down on the counter, embedding itself there. But while Cara startled at the
quivering blade and reassured herself that she was still whole, Matthius had pinned the man up
against the wall with his blade at the merchant’s throat. From over Matthius's shoulder, the
merchant’ s eyes met Cara s and widened.

“Your Mgesty?’ Caralooked at the merchant and then moved her hand to where the hood
had fallen from her hair. “Wait until Queen Melessa hears of this.”

“She mustn’t,” replied Matthius quickly as Carareached gingerly for the sack of supplies.

“And why not?” asked the older man, seeming to ignore the fact that he was a mere slash of
a blade away from meeting his maker.

Matthiusand Caraexchanged dightly nervousglances, but it was Carawhoreplied. “Melessa
isnot my father’s heir. We are looking for that heir.”

The man perked up and Matthius eased up abit — but only a bit — with his knife. “ That
means...” The light of recognition crossed his eyes.

“Yes.” Caraamost smiled.

“Is there any other way | can help?’ asked the shopkeeper. Suddenly he didn’t seem so
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malevolent.

“1 don’'t think so, my good sir, except that you never saw either of us nor heard of our
business.” Caramotioned to Matthius and he drew his hand away from an assassin’ s stance, but he
still remained alert, just in case. Cara pulled her hood up over her hair and headed for the door.
Matthius followed.

Asthe pair |eft the shop, ayoung boy escaped from awindow in the back storeroom and ran
for the stables. The sooner this news got to the Queen, the sooner his mother would get the bread
they desperately needed. Maybe she would even throw in some scraps from one of her extravagant
banquets. The boy’s mouth watered with the thought of all that food. Muddy feet splashed into a
puddle as he crossed the street and sprinted into the stable, where a shaggy pony stood, tacked and
just itching to gallop.

“Your Mgjesty, there' s someone here to see you.”

“Tel themto comein.” Melessaonly briefly glanced up from her ledger. She heard the door
open and then gently close. She counted afew secondsin her head and then looked up thoughtfully
at her visitor. Another peasant. M el essa made no attempt to hide the uncaring look on her face.

“Yes?” She caught the guard at the door’ s eye, ready to signa the child’s removal.

“1 bring news, Y our Magjesty, that might be of interest to you.”

“Guard—" she gave the signal. Despite this, though, the peasant continued.

“It' syour daughter.”

“Nonsense. The princess isdead.”

“1 saw her in Verans.” The boy’ svoicewasfast, asif he wanted to get the news out before
anything else could happen. The city’s name made Melessa stop the guard for a moment. Cara?
Alive?

And probably still searching for that reclusetoo, asmall but cunning voicein her mind said.
Mel smood instantly changed. She sat back in her chair and aslow smile spread across her face
as her mind began to rall.

“Thank you. And your name would be?’

The child wasn’t too young to know of the queen’ s knack for manipulation; he was wary as
he said, “My nameis Branden, Y our Highness.”

Mel beckoned a servant to her side and whispered, “Make sure his news does not leave
the palace walls.” The servant bobbed a curtsey and then went to the door.

“Follow her, Branden. Y ou shall be rewarded for this news. Oh, and Branden?’

“Yes?

“This news must be kept alittle secret, just between you and me.”

Theboy nodded. M el essakept the happy appearanceuntil the door closed behind them. Then
she beckoned a second servant to her side.

“Fetch Genera Carem to this office immediately. | should wishto talk to him. And tell him
it'surgent.”

* % %
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“You look tired.”

“| am.”

“Then why did you volunteer to take the first watch?”’

“Because | do every night, Matthius.” Carawas sitting with the wolf by the dying embers of
that night’s fire. Her companion got up and walked toward her. The wolf uttered alow growl but
didn’t snap. The horse barely even looked up.

“What’s wrong?”’

“Nothing. Go back to sleep, it’ll soon enough be your watch.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes.

But her mind waswhirling. Was she mad to continue her search? M el essaalready presumed
her dead; perhaps she should just abandon her quest and remain in the safe anonymity of a
commoner in one of the villages they’ d run across. Melessawould eventually die and leave Cara’'s
unclein charge...hewould makeagood ruler to pick up the shambles of Demoathat its Queen would
leave as her legacy.

What are you saying? Another voicein her head asked. It was your father’ s dying wish that
you find Slvera; would you deny himhislast request? And besides, you’ ve got help. And he' sstayed
on despite your lack of progressin his mission.

“Cara?’ She heard softly. She turned; Matthius was asleep. “ Cara,” he said again, in atone
she knew meant he was dreaming. He repeated her name again. What was she doing in his dream?

“What isit?’ she asked, going to him.

“What’swhat?’ he asked sleepily.

“You were talking in your sleep,” she replied.

“Oh. Sorry, milady.”

“ Apology accepted. And stop calling me‘milady’; it nearly gave usaway once, | don’t want
it happening again.” The princessturned back toward thefire, but she till felt her companion’ seyes
on her.

Matthius rolled away from her and shook his head. His mind stuck on just one image from
hisdream; that of Cara sface and flame-colored hair half-lit by candlelight, much asit was nightly
by the fire. Strange how that image stuck; he knew he had heard something about his father’s
pendant in theretoo, if only he could remember what it was. Something about someone saying that
not only were his and Cara’'s quests intertwined, but aso their lives. Something saying that their
meeting in the Rolling Wood was not an accident at all. And finally, something saying that the
pendant could be found in West Branwendia, which lay on the path that they now trod. He would
tell Carathislater, when she seemed in amore amicable mood. Until then, Matthius knew that his
watch lay only afew hours ahead...and it would never do to have him even more half-asleep than
usua for it.

A young peasant woman was sewing in her modest home when Carem’ s army reached her
village.

“Where are they?” The general asked.

“I don't know, sir.”
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“Liar!” He made a motion which seemed to indicate to his men to tear up the place.
Strangely, thewoman remai ned calm asher meager possessionswere strewn indiscriminately across
the one-room residence. The silence from the woman only seemed to make the intruders’ leader
more angry.

“Where are they?”

“1 don’t know who you' re talking about, sir.”

“You know full well, wench! The princess!”

“Princess? Asin Milady Cara? But she's dead, sir!”

“She's been seen in this village. Now where is she?” The Generd’s rage was barely
contained.

“Sheisn’t here, milord. Y our menwill discover that.” Despite how calm her facelooked, she
knew what their search meant. “It istime,” she muttered.

“What was that?’

“Absolutely nothing, sir.” As the General searched her belongings, the young woman
gathered up the small bundle she had packed for just this purpose she had left by the door, then
slipped out, heading for the stables. She only hoped that the liveryman’ s memory wasasgood as her
own.

Matthius saw it first, one night when Caralay asleep.

“Cara...Cara, wakeup.” Carahadn’'t slept heavily since Verans; his voice was enough to
wake her.

“Mrmph? My watch aready?’

Matthius shook his head in the predawn light.

“Then what?’

“1 just saw something you might be interested in.”

“What now?” Cara propped herself on an elbow and moved some hair out of her face.

“Come look.”

“This had better be good, Matthius.”

“Itis.” Caralooked at him dubioudly, then kicked her makeshift blanket off and got up to
follow him. They walked to thetop of the hill they camped on, which allowed for apanoramic view
of avalley they'd apparently been circling for the past week. Matthius pointed at something that
appeared to be afew milesto the right. Cara squinted and all she saw was a shack.

“Isthat what you dragged me awake for? A shack?’ Cara asked.

Matthius nodded. His companion looked ready to retort something, but then Matthius said,
“That shack isthe border checkpoint between Demoa and West Branwendia, from the Continent-
wide anarchy starting in my grandfather’ s time. I'm surprised it’ s still standing.”

At this, Cara seemed to perk up. “ So that’s where Greypaws has been leading us.”

“Greypaws?”’

“What I’ ve been calling the wolf. It needed aname. | think it’s been leading usto Silvera.”
For amoment, Carawas silent.
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“And my pendant,” Matthius murmured to himself. But Cara was already on to her next
thought.

“Which means if the wolf’s been leading us to West Branwendia, it’'s leading us to her.
Makes sense, Silverais rumored to bein exile. . . and Melessa would never have alowed her to
return to this country.”

Matthius seemed to take thisin with athoughtful silence.

“But wherein West Branwendia?’ Cara started down the hill, all sleep forgotten. Matthius
glanced at the checkpoint again, then followed her before she could pack up and leave him in her
excitement.

M el essa paced back and forth across the stone floor of her chamber, where aheavy book lay
open. How had Cara managed to avoid her sorcerous gaze for so long? She looked in the mirror
again, which had transformed to amisty, silentimage of Y van’ sdaughter and somelittle minion she
had picked up along the way packing, with awolf appearing to wait for them by the road to West
Branwendia. She had sent a messenger out with promise of a heavy reward if he found Genera
Carem and given him the roll of sealed parchment which told of this recent finding. It promised a
pension and a promotion to Advisor-in-Arms if he captured that troublemaker. The fact that Cara
was still alive had been a shock — had not the General sent a message that al was going well?
Melessalooked again at the book. It said nothing of being unableto track her until she got nearly to
the border of her country. And if she found Silvera, it meant that she wouldn’t be able to find her
then either — unless, of course, the woman had stopped practicing magecraft. Which she doubted.
And her position wastoo important to use all of her strength to reach to thefarthest corner of Demoa
in order to get rid of her daughter. Times were too demanding for her to be put abed from over-
exertion.

She heard a knock on the door.

“My queen, are you there?’

“What isit?” Melessa snapped as the image on the mirror and the book vanished at awave
from her hand. A servant timidly worked her way into the room.

“Close the door.” The command was obeyed. “What have you brought me?’

“News,” the servant replied, “and tax money from Verans. It came with this message from
General Carem.” The servant brought it out and handed over the parchment timidly. Melessa read
the message silently. Your Most Gracious Majesty, it read, we have upturned thecity of Veransand
have found nothing remotely related to the Princess except for a shopkeep who has been sent to you
for your questioning. We could get nothing sensible from him, but perhaps with some persuasion,
Your Majesty, he could be swayed. Hewill arrivewith thetaxes collected fromthe citizens of Verans
and this message. . . .

“You are dismissed,” Melessa said absently to the servant who had run the message to her
from the courier and was now standing awkwardly by the door. When she was sure the servant had
left, Melessa walked briskly to the door to “question” the shopkeep as to where Cara was headed
next.
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“General! | see something!”

General Carem looked at the scout, whose heavy breathing told of hishaste. “ Go on,” Carem
said.

“At the top of that rise, we saw her!”

“Pardon?’

“We saw her, Milady Cara and another!” General Carem spurred his black horse to the
indicated rise.

“1 don't see them.”

“Neither did 1, General, until | looked there,” the scout pointed acrossthe bowl-shaped valley
at ashack dead ahead and to the left. A few inches, it seemed, to the right of that shack, were two
moving dots. One of the dots had the obvious flame-red hair that could be no one but the princess
— she was the only one in the kingdom who had hair that shade of flame-red the Generd, as well
as most of Demoa, would know anywhere.

“What isthat building there?” asked one of Carem’ s men who had followed him up therise.

“Youfool! It' sthe West Branwendian checkpoint!” Carem turned his horsearound. “We're
going to cut them off.”

“How do you know they haven’t—" began the soldier again, but the general cut him off with
agesture.

“It's too treacherous, even for us, to go straight through,” the General muttered.

Hissquireoverheard, andinatimid voicesaid, "Thetrail ispassableto cavalry if onefollows
the left path to the other side, Genera ."

Carem seemed to consider thisbeforesayingto hissoldiers, “ Go west, around thevalley, and
cut Cara off at the checkpoint. She won't get to West Branwendia alive.”

* % %

Branden sat in his chains, wondering how long the Queen meant to keep him here before she
sentenced him to death. Time had stopped having meaning long ago — night and day melded into
adusky twilight colored by the red dust of the dungeon.

He pulled again at the shackles which bound him to the wall, not even feeling the
now-familiar sores surrounding his bony wrists meet friction with the mercilessiron. He had heard
the guardstaunting him - he nolonger listened, only wondering when hewoul d befed another bland,
meager ration of stale bread or when he would be released from this nightmare. But most of all,
Branden wondered what had gone amiss. He had brought news of the Princess— for the display of
mourning he heard the palace had put forth, he'd havethought hisnewswould have landed him afew
coins and maybe a good word. Instead, he had been left here to die. Something was very wrong at
this palace — if only he could know what it was.

* % %
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“She' s-coming...Mistress.”

“Cam down, catch your breath. I know. I’ ve sensed her and another since they cameto this
country. They will come soon enough.”

“Before or after Demoa goesto ruin?”’

“The Demoan throne hasendured for generationsof power-hungry sovereigns. It will endure
through this one.”

“How do you know?’

“When you've lived aslong as |, you' Il have gained a sense for this sort of thing.”

“1 hope you're right, Mistress. The General acted as though nothing could stand between
himself and his queen’s goal as she went through my hovel.”

“Things will work themselves out in the end.”

“Time shall tell, Mistress. Time shall tell.”

* % %

“Where are we, Cara?’

“I’m not sure,” the princess replied, running her hand over the cryptic, knife-forged wounds
inflicted on the bark of anearby tree. They had passed into West Branwendiaafew hours ago. The
territory had quickly become unfamiliar, and neither of the travelers especially liked it. Even more
disturbing was the feeling on the fringes of Cara's senses that they were being watched. Even
Greypaws seemed to senseit asshetraveled closer to them with every passing moment. It wastimes
like these Cararegretted |eaving that horse when they had begun to round the valley. With luck, the
beast had wandered into a village where some small child could pity it — the animal really had
served her well.

Cara snapped her thoughts back to the present as she heard Matthius call to her.

“We can camp here tonight.” He crouched in alarge gap in the undergrowth with enough
room — barely — for both of them and Greypaws to sleep without being immediately obvious, so
long as Matthiusdidn’t talk in his sleep. Carathought back to his calling out her name in the dream
afew days prior and reminded herself to ask why — but now was neither the time nor place. Cara
stepped over afew thorn bushesto where her companion was preparing to take first watch. Tonight
shewould let him, though tonight Cara strongly doubted she’' d sleep. The carvings she’ d seen were
all too familiar, although she was sure she’'s never seen them before. She settled down behind
Matthius and with her back to him, her eyes scanning the undergrowth for any sign of movement.
The sensation of being watched wastoo strong for her toignore. Therewas definitely something here
the princess didn’t trust, but she couldn’'t figure out what. Quietly, Cara resigned herself to
sleepl essness, wishing she knew what wasn't right.

* % %

There was another group of warriors in these woods, at least from what the Genera could
make out from his squire’s mangled babble. He had been rudely interrupted by the lackey before
dawn. According to his rambling, the painted ones had been practicing their marksmanship on a
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nearby cluster of trees, perhaps an hour’s ride deeper into the forest from here. He said he’ d never
heard their harsh-sounding language before, and he’d heard the word “Mataki” repeated several
times. Then the minion had fainted and been dragged away by others of Carem’s men, to be sent to
the Queen when he came around.

The General thought over the report for atime. If the part about “Mataki” was true, things
could become much easier. The modern Mataki were atribe of fanatics who believed themselvesto
be direct descendants of the old Mataki civilization whose realm once covered the whole of the
Continent. If memory served the General right, they’ d do anything to be recognized among the other
nations of theworld, who ironically had been the onesto contain them to thisforest someyears back.
Thus, the origina name of thisforest had been long ago forgotten, and the “Mataki Forest” of West
Branwendiabecameknown. If therewasaMataki hunting party af oot, it might mean that they could
be bribed to help in their search for the princess.... The gears began to turn. Carahad to bein these
woods somewhere. With an entire tribe after her in addition to his army, Carem thought, the forest
will become much smaller for the Queen’s daughter....

* % %

Meanwhile, Matthius received asimilar awakening, only thisone wasn't born of alackey’'s
panic. Rather it was his companion, telling him it was time to go. And awolf, wagging itstail and
tugging at his sleeve.

“1 could barely keep Greypaws from dragging me off — we must be close!” said Cara
excitedly. Matthius sat up and stretched.

“Morning aready?’

“Yes, it's after dawn,” she said patiently. “Let’s go!” Cara had already packed Matthius's
things. He stood and watched for a minute as the Demoan princess picked up afood sack and slung
it over her shoulder. She turned and opened her mouth to say something more, but Matthiussilenced
her with a gesture.

“What isit?’ she mouthed. Then she heard it too — the subtle, stealthy sound of snapping
twigs getting louder. It came from the direction of Demoa.

* % %

“They’re close, Mistress.”

“1 know.”

“It will be close.”

“Yes”

“I can’t believe that General Carem thinks the Mataki will side with him.”
“He'll bein for asurprise.”

“1 know, Mistress. Only | hope the princessisn’t caught in the crossfire.”
“Asdol. Likeyou said, it will be close.”

* % %
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Branden reached. The little clay dish with its stale bread was only a finger’s-breadth
away....he relaxed for amoment, waiting for the feeling to return to his chapped, slightly bleeding
wrists. Helocked eyes with arat across the way, by the door. It perched on its haunchesin the dank
gloom and then crouched, its little pointed nose wriggling like the so-called “meat” he'd been fed
this morning.

“Don’t even think about it.” Were his ankles not shackled, maybe he could get it with his
foot...was it just him, or had the rat crawled closer on its grimy little feet? Branden moved
franticaly, trying to scare it away. However thisrat, unlike therats of hisvillage, was abravelittle
rodent. In what seemed to be one mation, the animal came close, picked up the meager ration, shot
him what he could have swornwas an evil little grin, and with its meal in tow, waddled away. Even
as his supper retreated, Branden wondered how long it would be until the Queen would kill him or
— he hoped — pardon him for whatever crime he had committed to land him there and let him go
back home. Somehow, he thought that the former was far more likely. Or maybe he would just die
of hunger. Right now, both seemed equally appealing.

* % %

The Demoan princess let out a breath she didn’t know she'd been holding. The one who
approached wasn't, thankfully, one of her mother’ shenchmen. It was, however, someone she’ d never
seen before. He (and it definitely was ahe, judging from the loincloth) was ayoung man, but hardly
an inch of his copper skin could be seen through the green and black paint smeared on his body. In
his hands was a bloody knife, and over his broad shoulders was slung the carcass of a deer. He
looked at the pair with an eyebrow arched, and then changed his path to skirt the clearing.

“We must be in the Mataki Forest. I’d know that body paint anywhere.” Cara remembered
her father saying something of Silveraliving around there when shewasfirst exiled. That wasyears
ago, but maybe they’d know where she went if she wasn’t there any more — or at least which
direction.

“Cara?’ Matthiuslooked after his partner, then moved to catch up to her as she caught up to
the young man. He looked ready to gut her with the knife, but Cara showed she carried no weapon.
The knife in her boot was only there for protection if she needed it.

A few short syllables were uttered in the harsh language of the Mataki.

Why didn’'t | pay attention when my governess tried to teach me their language? Cara
thought, then tried to figure out how to ask him. Perhaps an introduction would help a bit. She
figured that Silvera s name was well-enough known, maybe she could start with that.

“I"'m looking” she put her hand on her brow-bone and moved as though searching, “for
Silvera. Do you know where sheis?’

At Silvera s name, the look changed from one of confusion to comprehension, then flashed
back to confusion again. He pointed to her with a questioning look she could only interpret as
“Who?”’

She pointed to herself. “Cara.”

He repeated the name, then took her arm with the hand that didn’t hold the knife. He pulled
her after him into the woods. His touch was gentle; he wasn’t going to hurt her, it seemed, at least
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not yet. Matthius stayed out of sight and followed at adistance. Greypawswas right on his heels—
until something heavy came at him from behind and toppled him to the ground. In afew moments,
everything in Matthius s world faded to black.

As Cara bumped along, half-dragged by the Mataki man, she wasn’t sure where he was
taking her. Suddenly, the hunter fell forward. Aninstant later, she saw why. A feather-tipped arrow
was deeply lodged in hislower back, surrounded by anasty ring of dark red blood. Turning to see
the source, Cara saw a soldier atop a mass she assumed to be Matthius; A short distance away, she
saw ablack steed with agrinning maninthe Demoan royalty’ s colors seated on itsback. A man near
him had an arrow trained at her.

“Princess, | am placing you under arrest — for desertion.”

* % %

“My lady, there' s amessage from General Carem.” It was sealed with wax, which Melessa
broke with afingernail as she blinked her way into wakefulness. The messenger had awoken her at
an ungodly hour, especially for word from her useless minion.

“Y oumay gonow.” Themessenger bowed quickly and | eft, closing thedoor behind him. She
unrolled the message and read it. Your Most Royal Highness, it read, We have taken custody of the
princess! Wecaught her intheMataki Forest of West Branwendia. Weawait your orders. Following
this was General Carem’s signature. A glance to her sorcerous mirror proved the report true.

Instantly, Melessa grabbed a dressing gown and put it on, getting out of bed. At last! She
went to her desk and scribbled amessage on her own parchment. She’ d keep her misguided daughter
alive— but only while in chainsin her deepest, darkest dungeon until she got a confession, true or
otherwise. Then Cara would be executed. Mél smiled as she pressed her sigil into the sealing
wax of the return message. Things were finally looking up for her Queenship — as far as she was
concerned, it was about time.

When Matthiuscamearound, hewasincredibly stiff, especially in hisarms. Hetried to move
them, but the unpleasant feel of iron constricted them. Behind him wasawagon, which he (correctly,
upon further investigation) assumed he was tied to. On the other side of the wagon, Carawasin a
similar predicament. Of their provisions, there wasn't atrace.

“Areyou al right?’” he asked hoarsely.

“Silence!” said the guard on watch over them as he kicked at Matthius' s shins.

Caraturned to him and he saw that one of her eyeswas blackened. She smiled in recognition
at him, then showed him that she was shackled too. Under the wagon, between them, they heard a
whine. Greypaws was muzzled and chained too. The Mataki hunter was nowhere to be found.

Maybe he got away, Matthius thought. Maybe he can get help.

The thought went away as he looked around the camp. Horses were tied some yards to his
left. The workings of afire werein the center, and crude tents completed aring around it.

Why haven't they killed usyet? Caraasked silently. Desertion usually takes a death penalty.
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Andit’ snot like the Queen would missme.... She continued to think as she surveyed the camp. There
hasto be a way out of here. And even if thereisn’t, I’mnot going down without a fight. She rubbed
her forearmstogether under the shirt sleevesand felt her father’ swill rub against both thearm it was
rolled around and her other arm with alittle rustle. She smiled to herself. No, not without a fight.

* % %

Theman cameinto camp, half-dragged by two of hiscomrades. Instantly, adark-haired, pale
girl motioned them into an earthen house.

“What happened?’ She asked in the harsh Mataki tongue.

“Shot by archers.” They laid him out on atable, face down so that the girl could get at the
wound.

“Thisisin deep,” she said to no onein particular. “They must have been professionals.”

She saw the man wince asshepulled gently at thearrow. At least hewasalive. Shewondered
if this had anything to do with her mistress's visions. The hilt of the arrow |looked like one her
mistress had shown her. She resolved to ask the victim what happened when he came around. She
pulled the arrow out and partially bandaged it, to keep infection away. Then she went about making
a poultice to apply to the hole the arrow had left. Hopefully, he would be able to speak soon;
somehow she doubted that whomever attacked with skilled archers had retreated after a single
skirmish.

They came for Branden at one point; he no longer cared what timeit was. They replaced his
shackles with binders they could move him with and brought him to a cell. This one, however, had
avery small dot for light and stale air to pass through. Perhaps he had lightened his sentence? The
binders were removed. He was thrown in and felt a sharp pain at the back of his head. He was no
longer shackled, which wasabenefit. Thingswerelooking up, slightly. Theboy |ooked at the narrow
slot to the outside and was nearly blinded by sunlight. He winced, bringing amalnourished hand up
to rub the back of hishead, where he felt alump forming against his skull. His hair was matted and
tangled. Again hewondered, where could he have gonewrong? At least this place wasn’t worse than
the chains. Y et, anyway.

A figure cloaked in shadow caught Matthius's eye. The soldiers, excepting the patrol
watching the camp’s perimeter, were asleep. He had been trying to do the same for well over an
hour now; he guessed that his companion on the other side of the wagon didn’t fare much better than
he. For now, he concentrated on the figure in shadows. Who was that? He determined it had to be
human. It walked too surely to beanything smaller. It crouched downin abush silently asthe guards
passed. Thenit peered around the foliage and appeared to staredirectly at him. Thefigurewaved its
left hand casually; something silver glittered onitsfinger asMatthiusfelt sleep overcomehim. Now,
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he fought it, but eventually he surrendered, wondering who it had been that had sent him to
enchanted rest.

He dreamt; the dream of Cara. But thistime it was different. Her hair was adeep brown, and
plaited, unlike Cara's remarkably red locks. When she looked up, still half-illuminated by the
firelight, it was not Cara' s face. This was a face he had not seen before. This young woman was
about his age and had violet eyes; a sharp contrast to Cara s bluish-green ones. Was she the figure
he had seen before falling asleep? She was beautiful....

The next thing he knew, all was black and he slept the dreamless sleep of the exhausted.

* % %

“The hunter says she’s been captured, Mistress.”

“1 know. I’ ve seen them in the soldiers' camp. Her companion saw me, | suspect.”

“Arethey all right?’

“They will be. We have to get a party together and go out to retrieve them. If Melessa gets
them in her clutches, their doom is sealed.”

“Should | call ameeting of the tribe?”

“Yes. Wewill have your patient lead us; | have not seen her, only sensed her. He will know
whom it is we seek.”

The hunter regained consciousness in the middle of the night. The healer’ s apprentice rose
from her pallet by the fire.

“How do you feel ?’ she asked in Mataki as hetried to sit up.

“Awful.” He tried to take a deep breath and winced. “How’ s the girl?’

“What girl?’

“The one tried to lead here...she didn’t speak our tongue but | think | found out her name
before the pain in my back made me black out.”

“What was her name?’

“Cara”

“My mistress will want to talk to you. The girl you mentioned was captured by more
Outsiders. Probably the same soldiers that have her now.”

“Ah, so that’s who you were talking to, my young apprentice.”

“Aye, Mistress. He says that he was trying to lead her to you, but they captured her.”

The elder healer paused while looking at the patient. “Can you help us identify her, if we
showed you where she was being held?”

“1 would if | could. But my destiny liesin helping my father in tanning. It doesn’t take me
out of camp. After thisinjury from Outsiders, my father will consider hisargument for meto become
atanner like him clinched.”

“You may be your father’s only child, but I think your path lies elsewhere.” The heder's
apprentice studied her mistress’ s thoughtful expression before the hunter replied.

© 2002 by Ryan E. Holman. All Rights Reserved.



The Hunt for Silvera -21-

“1 will consider your words, Healer.” The addressed considered this as big a concession as
she’d get from the tanner’ s son....For now.

Whenthesunfilledtheslot in hiscell, Branden heard the prison guards speaking just beyond
the bars.

“When did Her Majesty say to expect the Princess, sir?”’

“Soon. As soon as General Carem can get her here.”

“Whereis sheto be held on her arrival?”

“In the shackles, where her hostage used to be.” Hostage? Branden realized with a heavy
heart that they referred to him. Would he ever be freed? The move had given him hope. Now, that
was fading fast into a depression so deep it would make him vomit, were there anything there to
produce morethan adry retch. For the millionth time, he wondered what had gonewrong. Whatever
it was, in hisnext life Branden would make certain he didn’t do it. Or even anything resembling it,
for that matter. Unfortunately, he had yet to figure out what “it” was.

* % %

A council was called at sundown at the Mataki camp.

“1 move that we form a party, go out, and save the captives,” the woman leading concluded,
in flawless Mataki. She had come from the Outside long ago. The tribe had asked no questions and
received no answersin regard to her past; all they knew isthat she had been knowledgeable in the
art of healing in the midst of the most disastrous epidemic the tribe had known to date. After, the
woman had become apermanent facet in thetribe and had even taken an apprentice from their ranks.
Even though the apprentice was suspected to be another Outsider, it was a symbol of the healer’s
permanence among them. And now, she asked for aid to be given to more Outsiders, these of
consequence. She had described a daughter of a dead king and a tyrannical queen; also her
companion, of lower rank but equally in need of rescue.

The council elders were hard to sway — they tried to keep as far from the Outside as
possible. The younger warriors, both male and female, however, were chomping at the bit. It had
been long since something exciting had happened around camp.

“It is her destiny. It is the tribe’s destiny, just as it was mine to come and serve you all as
healer.”

“But you have not seen her. You do not know if they have killed her or not. We could be
risking it al for nothing.”

“1 have sensed her, | know sheisthere!” Her voice took on anote of desperation.

“When they took her, shewasalive.” A new voice, amasculine one, interrupted the council
proceedings. Everyone turned to see the newcomer. It wasthe hunter Nighteyes, and hewasrelying
heavily on a human crutch. His breathing was shallow around the bandages at his waist. “And
further, 1 will lead the party to retrieve her and her companion. There was also awolf with them, |
saw it following us with her companion.”
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Wolveswere good luck in Mataki society. Nighteyes knew it had affected the elders asthey
commiserated over the healer’ s proposition, now supported by one of their own.

“Thank you,” mouthed the healer to the hunter.

“It ismy destiny,” he mouthed back.

The next morning dawned overcast and cold. Cara awoke and stretched as best she could
while chained to the wagon wheel. Greypaws looked at the princess calmly from behind the worn
leather muzzle. She knew something was happening. She strained around the wolf to see what was
happening. Carem’ s men were packing tents and saddling pack horses. The princess' s heart sank as
she redlized they were breaking camp.

Probably headed back to Demoa, she thought. Who knows what’ |l happen to us there. She
knew Matthius must have similar apprehensions. She turned and whispered as quietly as she could,
“Matthius?’

But hedidn’t hear her. Hewastoo busy looking at the general. Something in the Jalequinnian
red and gold hanging at Carem’ s chest had caught hisattention. The general shifted hisweight ashe
considered histroops. Thereit was again! Matthius recognized his father’ s pendant. But what was
it doing here? There was only one like it on the Continent; it had to be the one, there could be no
mistake. But how did he, of all people, acquireit? And furthermore, how could Matthiusget it back?

* % %

General Carem surveyed his inferiors as they broke camp. Soon, they would be back in
Demoa, he would have his promotion, and to top it off, he hadn’t even needed those fool Mataki to
capture the princess-turned-traitor and her accomplice. The general almost smiled with satisfaction
at his own work. However, the general’ s self-congratul ation came to an abrupt halt as something
much too big and sure-footed to be a woodland animal moved at the edge of camp.

* % %

“Can you see her, Nighteyes?’

“Not her, but her companion’s secured to the supply wagon at the far end of camp, where
Swifttail and his group are.”

“Tell them to proceed with the rescue while we keep the soldiers busy.”

Nighteyes crouched lower in the undergrowth and let out anightingale’ swarble, low in the
foliage.

In reply, Swifttail sent back asimilar call above the soldiers’ noise as they broke camp.

As Nighteyes relayed the message, the healer’ s apprentice scanned beyond the brush. The
apparent leader stood in middle of the scene, surveyingtheothers work. Therest weredousingfires,
dismembering tents, or |oading supply wagons. These, they had decided after her mistress sappraisal
of the camp, would betheir first target in the attack. Thiswould servethe dual purpose of weakening
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the enemy and strengthening their own arsenal. Both would decrease Mataki casualties. With luck,
the war party would be in, successful, and out long before midday.

She saw the leader’s eyes move in her direction. She froze. If they’d spotted her, their
element of surprise would be lost. She heard Swifttail’ s signal a heartbeat later. It was hardly over
before the howling Mataki war cries began and those around her began to charge.

* % %

Carafelt aswift movement to her left asthe howling started. Assheturned, she saw apainted
warrior fighting their guard hand-to-hand. Asthe guard stumbled backward, Cara brought aleg up
and kicked him hard in the back of the knee closest to her, making both fightersfall to the ground,
the intruder on top. He looked like the hunter, alittle. Only she knew he was a different Mataki.
Somehow, these people would help. All she could do was watch as the Demoan fighter pulled a
dagger from his other side and attempted to get the upper hand. Meanwhile, another Mataki had
cometo her side with what appeared to be an axe. Cara s eyeswent wide. But instead of aiming for
her, the axe hacked at the wagon wheel’ s spokes that her bindings were attached to. Just then, the
fight in front of her grew more violent as the guard pushed up. His assailant pushed him back with
enough force to knock the breath out of the Demoan and send the knife skittering across the sparse
grass.

Unfortunately, the pair happened to land on the princess' s ankle, eliciting a shout of pain.

She saw them wrestle off of her foot as the guard gained the upper hand, trying to find
anything to slow hisattacker. Caradidn’t get to see the result of this; her benefactor had put the axe
back in the loop at his hip and started to pull her to her feet. As soon as she tried to put weight on
her painful ankle, she winced.

“Canyouwalk onit?” asked the fighter in her own language. Even with his accent, she was
happy to hear it.

“1 think so.” Just the same, thefighter acted asacrutch to get her to aspot in the woods away
from the fighting.

“You will be safe here, for now. Someone will be back to take you to our village. Perhaps
our blacksmith can take alook at those shackles.”

“Thank you,” Carareplied. Thewarrior smiled at her before returning to the Demoan camp.

* % %

Matthius, from the other side of the wagon, got to see the other group emerge from the
underbrush. They were rather an intimidating band, despite the fact that their leader had his lower
torso bandaged. Asthe bandaged one and half adozen otherswent to work, Matthiusfelt the wagon
tilt back, as if the opposite wheel had fallen off. Greypaws whined as she scrambled to avoid the
wagon’ sweight. Matthius craned his neck to see behind him. Apparently the shift had been enough
to pull theworn leather muzzle — and its attached metal |eash — off of thewolf’ s snout. Greypaws
sneezed, then looked at Matthius. As she stepped forward to meet him, Matthius saw the general
draw his sword. Archers, hidden until now, loosed their first round of arrows. As skirmishes
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unfolded before him, Matthius felt hot breath near his wrists. Greypaws was attempting to chew
through the spokes of the wooden wagon wheel. And once he was free, he would get his father’s
pendant before he continued with Greypawsto safety. Behind him, Matthi us heard achoked pleafor
mercy — in what language, he didn’'t hear — and a sigh of death.

Greypaws' s jaws finished their task then she ran to the nearest pair of wrestlers. She bit the
uniformed on€e' s ankle as he attempted to get aknee between the Mataki’ slegsto inflict more pain.

Matthius pulled his chained arms over his head, scanned the camp-turned-battlefield and
finally saw General Carem fighting afemale warrior — or at least trying unsuccessfully to pin her
beneath him. In her fury, the warrior finally kneed him. Asthe attacked doubled up in pain and the
warrior rolled clear, Matthius reached down and found the pendant hanging outside the genera’s
shirt on athin golden chain.

“Thisis for my father,” Matthius hissed. He yanked the pendant for a moment before the
chain snapped. Matthiustook it from the general’ s neck, which now would display a mark from the
pressure of the chain. As soon as he had pocketed his prize, Matthius slammed both hands, now in
fists, into Carem’s jaw, sending his head back into the unyielding ground a few times until it was
clear he was unconscious. His purpose served, Lord Daren’s son fled to the woods with Greypaws
close behind before more soldiers realized his absence.

* % %

As suddenly as the attack began, another long howl echoed over the battlefield. Nighteyes
pulled his dagger out of the Outsider’s flesh and knew that their purpose had been served. As he
moved to retreat with the others, he took inventory of the losses. For every Mataki warrior who lay
dead or beyond ahea er’ shelp, therewereat least one or two Outsiders. They had fared well. All that
remained wasto collect their targetsand return for amore detailed reali zation of the battle at the War
Council.

Melessalooked at her mirror. How had this happened? She could find neither her misguided
daughter nor that little puke she’ d found as a companion anywhere. They had to bewithin Silvera's
range. Too bad Carawas barking up the wrong tree....Melessasmiled in spite of herself. With luck,
Cara would either give up and come home (where a dungeon stay awaited her) or fall off a
convenient cliff sometime soon. Then the news of her daughter’ s death wouldn’t be asamiss as she
found out she had been. Melessa so hated to be wrong....

* % %

Cara s ankle and wrists throbbed painfully as she sat waiting for the promised escort. The
sounds of battle and the howl she presumed to be the call to retreat had died out long ago. To her
right, the princess saw figures moving towards her. She crouched as low as she could, trying to see
if the newcomers were friend or foe.
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Therewerefour of them. Half were armed, though none looked as though they were tracing
atarget. Onelooked somehow familiar....Carastrained to see him. Looking closer, she saw that one
of thearmed peoplewasthe hunter she’ d seen before her capture. Only now, he had abandage about
hiswaist. He was the only one of them she thought she had seen before. He had been kind enough
to her before — thiswas likely the escort that her rescuer had referred to. He smiled a bit when he
saw her. The smile was genuine; she doubted that they would harm her. She raised her head as they
concluded their approach.

Two of them knelt to either side of her as a third examined Cara's bound wrists. He
murmured something in his own tongue that she didn’t understand. When he looked up, the other
two murmured something she interpreted as agreement. The one who had examined her chains
looked up at her and smiled, saying something that the princess figured was supposed to be
reassuring. Carefully, the quartet surrounded her and pulled her to her feet. Thistime, her ankle
couldn’t hold her weight, and she fell backwards, against the bandaged hunter. He winced as she
tried to apologize, but she was pulled to lean on another asthe hunter regained hisfeet. Slowly, the
four led Cara further into the woods, presumably toward their settlement.

She couldn’t help but wonder how Matthius fared. Hopefully, he would be wherever these
people were taking her. If he hadn’t escaped...

Caratried not to think about that possibility. He escaped, avoiceinsidetold her. She hoped
fervently that she could trust it.

Matthius sat and panted. Running was made much moredifficult that he would have thought
with his wrists shackled. He' d run this far over the course of the afternoon and finally run out of
energy asthe sun began to set. This should befarther than the Demoan soldierswould search. Those
left alive, anyway.

He d retreated beyond the sounds of battle; he didn’t know where he was, nor where their
rescuers’ settlement was. For now, however, he would rest here. Greypaws wouldn't et anything
catastrophic happen. He rubbed the wolf between the ears as he settled most of the way under alow
bush. He would try and find his way at dawn. Until then, Matthius would get some much-needed

sleep.

Greypawswaited until her he-companion was asleep and well-hidden before she went to the
village. A pack of humanshad their den there. Maybethey’ d rescued her she-companion. The wolf
hadn’t seen her since those humans with the canine snarl had come onto the scene. She trotted
through the waxing moonlight, her sense of smell proving thedirection of thedens. With luck, she’'d
be there and back long before her he-companion awoke.

* % %
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Through half the night, thewolf had led them. Nighteyeshad said that thiswasthe Outsider’s
companion. The elderswouldn’t like this many Outsidersin the village, they knew. But the wolf’s
appearance had swayed them. Now they followed her to, presumably, the third in their party.

Helay curled in aball, mostly hidden beneath a bush. It was a good place; had the wolf not
revealed hislocation, they wouldn’t have found him. The other Outsiders most certainly wouldn’t
have.

They were careful not to wake him; if he’ d run thisfar, he probably needed to rest morethan
anything else. Carefully, they moved him onto a stretcher they had brought for this purpose. With
the wolf following close behind, the party headed back to the village.

* % %

“How do they fare, Mistress?”

“It isto be expected. They will both awaken soon. | want you to stay here.”

“Stay here? Where are you going, Mistress?’

“To tend those worse off than these. | will return soon. | want someone here when they
awaken.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

General Carem opened his eyes and immediately shut them against the sunlight. How long
had he been unconscious? The last thing he remembered was that Jalequinnian brat leaning over
him....He winced at the pain at the back of his neck. Thelittle wretch had stolen the pendant...and
he' d lost two good scouts when he’ d “ collected” it “to pay the taxes due the Queen.” He had rather
liked using the bauble as a reminder to his men of his superior rank....

Thegeneral sat up and finally summoned the energy to open hiseyes. What remained to their
camp was in shambles. It would be at least half afortnight’s walk back to the palace....more if he
delayed theinevitable. He appeared to be the only one of the Demoan forces alive. He knew Queen
Melessa would not be pleased to learn that her top general had been defeated by savages. Carem
looked around and got to his feet...before those savages came back to finish the job.

* % %

Branden looked up from his meager meal as he saw a shadow cross his slot of light, then
leave. Wasthe slot, then, on ground level ? He hadn’ t really considered it before. The slot wasn't all
that far up....hefinished the bread and then placed himself right under the slot — intimeto haveraw
sewage from someone’ s chamber pot dribble onto his head. He scraped some of the slop from his
eyes and realized that the rocks making up the wall were abit uneven. Could they then be climbed?
Branden’ sfingers closed on arock and heraised agrimy foot to find afoothold. He got three limbs
on the wall and finally his other foot found a hold, however briefly. He slipped on the muck that
covered both hisfeet and thewall, landing with adlight splash in the muck that had formed apuddle
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where it had been dumped. Apparently he’ d been thrown into a sewer of sorts; had it always been
likethis? The slot appeared uneven; perhapstherains had washed it out. It would explain the sharp-
edged gravel that littered the now-reeking floor of hiscell. Branden shuddered and decided hewould
haveto wait for the muck to dry abit before he investigated the slot further. Until then, hewould try
not to inhale the stench any more than he had to....

* % %

Even before she opened her eyes, she hurt. But there was a soothing warmth on an aching
joint that seemed to continue along her stomach and drift off to her left.

Whatever she was laying on was hard. But somehow, it was not uncomfortable. With a
wince, Cara opened her eyes. When she tried to stretch, she realized her right arm was bound in a
sling. Her ankle, injured amidst the rescue, seemed to be whole and without pain. With her left hand,
the Demoan princess rubbed her eyes. Slowly, the groggy fog surrounding her vision receded, and
Caraslowly took in her surroundings.

This place seemed to have one main, sparsely decorated room, which shewasin, and aloft,
which had aladder connecting it to a spot just out of the corner of her eye. Directly ahead of her
smoldered ashesin anaked stonefireplace. The hearthstone had arosy tingetoit, and in front of that
sat a short three-legged stool. There was a window across the room, and a door next to it. Beyond
the door lay nothing but forest, though she could faintly hear a murmur of voicesin the distance.
Turning her head on aneck that could hardly move without starting arace of pain up and down her
whole body, Cara saw her companion, still asleep. He didn’t appear to be in pain, though. Thisisa
good omen, she thought.

Rapid, light footsteps from outside drew Card s attention. A low shadow trotted before its
owner. She knew not whether this was friend or foe; frankly, she didn’t want to find out the hard
way. She drew her feet up onto thetable and held them there, despite the complaint from every joint
in her body.

Her heart beat faster as the newcomer approached....The footsteps are far too steady to be
something small...yet they sound familiar-....

Within moments, a canine form entered the dwelling, sniffed, and then looked right at her
with copper eyes. It was almost asif the wolf was laughing....

“Greypaws?’ the wolf walked over to the princess and nudged her foot with a cold nose.
With asigh of relief, Carafelt the tension ease away. Another shadow crossed the doorway; thisone
was human. Thetension returned as fast asit had gone.

Cara s heart pounded in her ears. Please, let this be another false alarm....

But an unfamiliar figure blocked the light in the door.

“1 seeyou're awake. That’susually agood sign.”

* % %

Mel paced the floor of her office. How had this happened? She glared at the mirror that
displayed Carem’ s limping return — empty-handed. Couldn’t he do anything right?
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Carahad disappeared from view days ago. Who knew where she was now? She’ d probably
been killed — but then wouldn’t the queen have sensed it? Perhaps the general had finished her off.
No, he'd never so openly defy royal orders.

But again, where was she?

Perhapsshehadfound Y van’slittle playmate. No; Melessacouldn’t think likethat. Not when
shewas so close....

There was nothing she could do right now and she hated it. To try and chase Cara down
would be afutile effort; neither Demoa s army nor her own power were great enough to scour al of
West Branwendia. Better to wait for the princess sreturn, if shedid. Then, and only then, would the
trap be sprung. Melessaa most hoped, for Cara ssake, that shewas already dead. If not, afateworse
than death awaited her...and if she had found the recluse, she would soon realize the gravity of her
error....

Matthius' sdream had returned, though asbeforeit was not Carahe dreamt of. The new, now-
familiar face was breathtaking; he couldn’t get this new girl and her violet eyes out of hismind. He
had never mentioned the dream to the princess. Who was this new girl?

Asusual, he awoke with a start, sitting bolt upright on the table.

And he saw her.

There she was, talking with Cara. Both of them? Together? He pinched himself hard — he
had to be dreaming.

Ouch. All right, maybe he didn’t.

“Areyou fegling any better?” Her voi ce was more beautiful than any melody to hisears. And
her violet eyes nearly silenced him.

He could do little more than grunt in reply. Cara svoice, seeming flatter and huskier to him
now, brought his mind back to their present location.

“Matthius, thisis— my apologies, | don’'t believe | caught your name.”

“I’m Eldana. I'm apprentice to ahealer here. Perhaps she might help you morethan | inyour
quest.”

“Eldana....” He sounded a bit distant to Cara. Then the princess noticed the hint of asmile
that crossed the younger girl’ s face as she and Matthius locked eyes.

“Perhaps| should leaveyoutwo alone.” Cararosewith awince and half-ambled, half-limped
to the beckoning sunlight, with Greypaws in tow. As she turned to the north, she saw the village
stretched out beforeher. A creek ranthrough the surroundingforest. Thefoliage seemedto Caralike
large arms, holding the village of varied homes close. Many were made of wood, but pitch and
oilcloth were not uncommon amongst the buildings. The wolf passed her and trotted into the thick
of the scene, seeming not to have any particular aim to her walk. People walked about with purpose,
carrying various possessions on their backs. In the middle, alarge structure with many ventsin its
sides stood, ominous in comparison to the other structures. This one was made primarily of wood.
TheDemoan princessheard murmursfrominside, in the harsh languagethe hunter and their rescuers
had used. Even despite the language barrier, she didn’'t feel she should intrude. Instead, she limped
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toward the creek, hoping it had drinkable water.

Flinching, Caraknelt on the mossy bank. The water formed small undertows in the deeper
spots; she saw aleaf become trapped. This truly was a serene place, dappled with sunlight. With
deference to her arm, she scooped some water into her left hand. By the time she got it to her lips,
the water had run through her fingers. Shetried again, but to no avail.

She saw movement on the other bank; it seemed too heavy to be Greypaws. Theold fear that
it was General Carem and another legion of Melessa’s Demoan soldiersreturned like atidal wave.

With asigh of relief that felt like it deflated her entire body, Cararealized it was merely one
of the Mataki hunters. His eyes matched Greypaws'; hopefully that was a good sign. He also
appeared to have been recently injured; therewasabandagecircling hiswaist. He appeared toignore
her, however. Still on her guard, the princess attempted again to scoop up some water, failing again.

With afeeling that wasboth relief and anxiety, sherealized that the hunter was out of her line
of sight. She straightened, licking her lips.

Cara heard a splash and realized that the bandaged hunter had not left, after all. Below her
chin were his cupped hands, with more water than her |eft could have ever carried aone.

Sheglanced questioningly at him, but only found ashort smileand alittle nudge of the water
toward her.

“Drink,” he said in accented Demoan. By that point, the princess wasn't going to argue.
Carefully, she half-lapped, half- gulped down the water he offered. As she finished, she wiped her
mouth with the back of her good hand.

“Thank you....I didn’t realize you spoke my language.”

The discovery hung in the air for a moment, then the stranger spoke, though his speech
contained slightly unnatural pauses. “Itisn’t a...common tongue here. It is...thought of asthetongue
of the Outsiders. Only a handful here speak it.”

“QOutsiders?” Cara winced as a shock of pain attacked her right elbow. Carefully, the
newcomer helped settle her on the ground. However, before her benefactor could reply, someone
shouted from the village. The stranger looked deeply into Cara’'s eyes as he rose. There was
something familiar about him, if only Cara could put her finger on where they had met before....
With a smile, he broke the gaze and hurried to the voice, leaving the Outsider princess to her
thoughts.

“1 cannot say, Hedler, that the approva of the Mataki high council is with you in this

regard.”

“1 know that they are awake, but anyone can see that neither of them has yet recovered.
Especidly the girl.”

“But if they are pursued, it could mean endangering the entire village when word getsto the
Outside.”

“The warriors slew their captors.”

“But where some Outsiders go, more follow.”

“But they are equal to the Mataki in stature. They need timeto recover asmuch asany of the
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tribe.”

“Healer, | recognize that, but the fact remains that they will be pursued. If it isin the tribal
destiny to house them to full recovery, might it also not be in the Outsiders’ destiny to come and
search for their kin?”

“The Outside is not hindered by familial ties.”

“Whether they areor not makeslittledifference. If they are so important asto be apart of the
tribe’ s destiny, they are undoubtedly as such in other destinies besides our own. Whether we arein
those others remains a mystery, but we are less likely to be if the Outsiders leave as soon as
possible!”

Branden could barely stay on the wall. The hardened slop had attracted flies and made the
wall nearly impossibleto scale. He saw feet moving outside the slot, hisonly grip on reality. Not a
one of them stopped. Did anyone even realize someone was down here?

He doubted it.

His breath camein ragged gasps; the cold of the previous night must have entered hislungs.
Death would be nice right about now....

But instead of adeliverer, aclicking sound; akey turned inthelock. The hulking silhouette
of the prison guard extinguished any hope for escape as Branden was dragged from the wall and
pulled toward the stairs. Perhaps, then, he was being granted his freedom? Clinging to that narrow
hope, Branden struggled to keep up with the guard on legs that hardly worked. Though he knew it
was meredelusion, Branden prayed that Queen M el essahad been dethroned. Or at |east had her head
examined.

After nearly an hour in the calm of the village' s edge, Cara struggled to a standing position.
The hunter, she was nearly certain, had been the one she had been with just prior to her capture. He
had been kind to her; in her current situation, any face that even seemed remotely familiar was a
comfort. Thelook that had passed between Eldanaand Matthius she had seen before; perhapsin an
illustration her former nurse had drawn on some smuggled, precious parchment for her whiletelling
atae. Yes, that wasit. That same look had passed between the two loversin the tale.

Guess | won't be in Matthius' s dreams anymore, she thought. Good riddance.

But they were both still left with the problem of finding Silvera— instantly Caranoticed the
paper was missing fromits placement around her arm. Y van’ swill, that decreed her quest necessary.
But where had it been taken? Carainstantly set off for the healer’ sdwelling. Eldana seemed to have
been there while she had been asleep. Hopefully, she would know what had become of it.

* % %

“1 have here in writing that the girl means us no harm. She only wishes to find the future
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gueen of her homeland. Isthat so much to ask?”’

“Watch your tongue, Healer.”

“My apologies to the council, but my points, | feel, arevalid.”

“They are. However, we must put Mataki interests before those of strange Outsiders.”

“Might | remind you that I, too, am of Outside blood?’

“Weknow that, Healer. However, you have proven yourself and been adopted into the tribe.
Therefore that is an insignificant fact that holds no bearing for your request.”

“What if the pair were to prove themselves worthy?”’

“That would require them to stay. We want them out.”

“At least let the Outsiders stay until they have recovered fully.”

A long pause followed.

“All right. But as soon as they are recovered, they are to leave this village. Not so much as
an hour later. Furthermore, you are to aid them in recuperation. We want them back to the Outside
as soon as is humanly and humanely possible.”

“Thank you. Y ou shall not regret this.”

“That shall be for the chronicles to decide.”

* % %

“How I|-long have you lived here?’ Matthius asked. He had walked painfully out to Eldana
as she washed some of the old bandages in the creek.

“Most of my life....though there are some scenes from a past | don’t remember that keep
cropping up. Occasionaly I’ve been sent on an errand by my Mistress as I’ ve been for the past
season. But as far as I’ m concerned, thisis my home.”

“1 s-see. Y ou do not have the same appearance as your k-kinsmen.” That infernal stutter! He
blurted it out before he realized he had done so.

“No, itistrue, | do not.” She gazed into thewater asit stilled, at her reflection. Abruptly, her
violet eyes glanced around as she leaned closer to Matthius. “ Some even suspect that I, too, am of
Outsider blood.”

Outsider? It would make sense, though, considering the condescending gaze most of the
other cultures fixed on these people.

A surprisingly comfortable silencefollowed as Matthius' sthoughts wandered. The sunlight
was nearly absorbed into the deep sepiatone of Eldana shair. It was definitely her who had haunted
him during thejourney here; al that remained wasto figure out how, precisely, to approach her with
the patience he would need.

Barely an hour later, Matthius sat before the fire as Cara entered the healer’ s dwelling. She
had obviously been moving as fast as she could to get here. She turned her back to him as she
proceeded to rifle through nearly volumes, amost in alight of sheer panic.

“Matthius! Where are you?”’
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“Right here, Cara.” She had moved from the table next to where she had slept to a shelf on
the far side of the fireplace. “What’s wrong?”’

“I can’'t find it!”

“You can't find what?’

“What doyouthink?” Shesnapped. Shelooked around, and, finding nooneel se, hissed, “My
father’ swill.”

“Areyou sure?’ Matthius looked around the immediate area where he sat.

“Dol look like I’m not?’

Just then, Eldanamade her entrance, marked by the soft scraping of her feet on theflat stone
that formed the threshold. “What’ s wrong?”’

Matthius opened his mouth to reply, but Cara answered before he did. “Nothing. | just
misplaced something.”

“Do you need any—7?’

“No.” Then, asthough it occurred to the princess as an afterthought, “ Thank you.”

“Perhapsyou seek this?’ asked anew voice. Thenewcomer’ svoicestartledthemall. A robed
silhouette filled the doorway. It held ascroll in its shapely hands.

“Mistress,” said Eldana, breaking the silence. Matthius recovered first.

“1 don't believe you and | have met. | am Matthius, son of Lord Daren of Jalequinn.”

Matthius' s voice seemed to bring Cara out of her shock.

“And I'm—"

“Princess Caralese of Demoa. | am glad you are feeling better. | have been expecting you
both since the seasons changed.”

General Carem approached theriot-torn city of Verans. No onereally noticed his approach;
they weretoo busy fighting each other. Thiswas agood thing; perhaps they would forget about his
company’ s thorough search for that annoying little Princess. But then again, maybe they would
remember him. Who in their right mind would attack the Queen’s head general?

The general laughed at himself. You really must be losing your mind after all that time on
the road. Here was a man, unarmed, with no standard-bearer and no retinue, claiming to be the
Queen’ s most favored general. Thinking of it, General Carem hardly believed it himself.

But hedid need food. The provisionsin the camp, those he could find after those barbarians
attacked, had run out afew days ago.

Onthe other hand, if the smoke billowing from thevillage or the chaotic screamsfrominside
were any indication, perhaps this wasn’t the best place to stop.

Genera Carem continued on toward the Demoan palace, bypassing Verans.

* % %

Carem had failed her.
Carawas still missing.
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Melessa fumed.

“Your Mgesty?’

“What?’ Theword came out even more sharply than she had intended; luckily, it wasmerely
a servant who addressed her. Timidly, the servant ventured into Melessa' s line of vision.

“Your Mgjesty, the hostage has been brought to the throne room for questioning as you
requested.” At Melessa's nod, the servant turned to go, then stopped.

“Your Mgesty?’

“What?" Melessa made no effort to conceal her irritation this time.

“1 just wanted to know if you wanted somefood and Y our M agjesty’ sroyal taster brought up.
It seemsthat Your Royal Queenship hasn't eaten in several days.”

“1 have no need of food. Leave me be.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” With that, the servant left. Melessalooked in her mirror.

Where can that bratty daughter of mine be? She wondered. I'd have felt it if she had died;
whomever’ s protecting her would have had their power shift. I’d go after thelittlerat if it wouldn’t
kill measwell as her little protector. Has she found that husband-stealing witch yet?

The Demoan queen couldn’t take that chance. She opened the big door to the room that had
become her headquarters and beckoned to one of the servants outside.

“Find one of the more impressionable, power-hungry knights.” Cara can run, but she sure
can't hide. Not thistime. Thistime, | will lead themmyself. If not in body, thenin sorcery. Thisends
now!

Caracould feel the color drain from her face in that shocked instant.

“Who? What...?” She could hardly form a coherent thought, much less vocalize one.

“1 know you must have quite afew questions. | have several for you aswell.” The newcomer
stepped away from the doorway and her features came into view. She looked around thirty, though
the streaks of grey in her dark hair made her seem older than that. She was not a pretty woman as
Carasupposed her mother had been when she had married Y van, but she was certainly not homely.
Even as Carathought this, thewoman put the scroll into the princess shands. She glanced at Eldana,
and she hastily grabbed Matthius s elbow and pulled him out of the room. Carawas left alone with
the older woman.

“Whereis shetaking him?’

“Qut and around the village. They have plenty to talk about, they should afford you and me
achance to talk. Would you care for some tea?’ She indicated the small pot over the fire.

“No, thank you. Who are you, to know meon sight?| don’t ever recall meeting you before.”

The woman appeared to examine the pot before she began to speak.

“1 am the Healer to this village. Originally I came from this area, though | was what this
village calls an Outsider.” She spoke in perfect Demoan. Unlike the Mataki hunter’s, hers had no
noticeable accent. However, this did not cover the fact that she had ignored Cara s question.

“How, then, did you know my father? He rarely left Demoa s borders personally.”

“1 will get to him shortly. All of it will fal into place, you will see. A sorceress burned my
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former home and | was sent to Demoa as arefugee, of sorts. | met your father since we were under
the same tutor. Though your father’ s education was meant to make him king, he still found time to
teach me to use a sword. It was through him | learned the basics of my healing.”

“Then why are you here?’

“1 will answer that, but not now. Right now, that isenough. It ismy turn to ask the questions,
for | have not traveled to Demoain many years. How fares your mother?’

“Sheand | are not exactly on speaking terms at the moment.” Carawasn’t ready to divulge
that sheand M atthiuswere wanted ascommon outlawsin their homelandif shedidn’t already know.
Thiswoman might yet try and turn them over to Melessa, for al the princess knew.

“1 suspected as much.” But before Cara could question her as to that, the inquisition
continued. “1 shall assume from the document you so eagerly sought that your father has passed on,
may his soul rest in peace.”

At this, Cara sobered. “Yes.”

“I"m sorry, he was agood friend, and I’m sure he was a good father and king. He shall be
missed, | know.” She paused. “What, then, brings you to West Branwendia?”’

“Not what, whom. The search for his successor has brought me here. My father told me to
find someonein hiswill.”

“So | have seen. That scroll, shall | presume, is hiswill?”

Caranodded asit was handed to her. A silencefollowed, broken by anew voice. Asboth the
woman and Caralooked up, Cararealized it was the hunter she had met earlier by the stream.

“Lady Silvera, the High Council wishesto speak to you, immediately.”

* % %

Carafroze. Lady Slvera?

“If you will excuse me, Princess,” said the healer as she rose. As she left, she murmured
something Caracouldn’t make out to the hunter. The bandaged man then cameinto the building and
went to one of the cabinets, searching through it carefully.

“1 don't believe | ever caught your name,” Cara said to his back.

Hereplied in Demoan as before; the pauses remained. “ Here they call me...Nighteyes. | am
one of the tribe's...hunters. Does your...arm feel any better, Cara?”’

Now shewas certain that he had been the oneto help her before her capture. “Much. | wanted
to thank you.... For both the water earlier and for trying to help me find her.”

“It’ s nothing. She...said she was...expecting you.” He put down a bundle of bandages and
took the seat Silverahad occupied with asmile. “ Seems...you weren't the...only one searching that
day.”

“No. The men who once called my father their leader decided they didn’t want me to find
her.”

“Why?’

“My mother was left as queen of my homeland until | found my father’ s successor. | know
her. She does not make a good leader for my people, though since she is queen they must obey her
wishes.” Almost as an afterthought, she added, “ She wants me dead.”
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“Why did they not...kill you when you were...captured?’

“1 would like to know that myself, to be quite honest. But I’ m happy they didn’t.”
“Soaml.”

Caralooked up, startled, then smiled. “ Thank you, Nighteyes.”

* % %

“Y ou wished to see me?”’

“Yes. It has cometo our attention that the Outsiders have healed rather nicely. If you recall
our agreement...”

“They arein no condition to travel! The boy still limpsabit and I know his companion will
not leave without him, not in her state.”

“Wedid not agreeon either of them being ready to travel. We agreed on their leaving as soon
asthey are healed. The girl wandered to the creek this morning on her own. She can just as easily
travel to the Outside.”

“What if | wasto keep acloser watch on them? | am certain they shall take their leave of us
soon.”

“Not soon enough.”

“1 only ask for another few days to be allowed to extend hospitality to them.”

“Youtry our patience, Healer.... But wewill allow you afew more daysto betheir host. But
after that, the High Council shall not entertain any more of your requests.”

“1 shall not be forced to make any more requestsif the Council holds its collective tongue
until that timeis past.”

“Do not push your luck, Healer. The High Council grows weary of alowing you to harbor
Outsidersit does not approve of to begin with.”

* % %

Melessa took her place on the Demoan throne, before the little boy who even she barely
recognized as the one she had ordered thrown in the dungeon. The sycophantic nobles who usually
inhabited this room has been chased out for this. No one remained except for her own personal
guards and the one she was about to interrogate, covered in various bits of hardened dung and other
sorts of slop.

He looked up with rheumy eyes. She hated to do this. No, that was Yvan. He was soft,
Demoa’ s power on the Continent —the world, even —did not profit fromhisrule. He was soft. His
widow will not make that same mistake.

“You claim to have seen the Princess about afortnight ago. Is this true?”

“Yes”

“Yeswhat?” Shewasn’t goingtolet even himget away without giving her the proper respect.

“Yes,...Your Mgesty.” He hacked something up, then swallowed whatever it was.

“Where did you see her?’

“In” — cough — “Verans.”
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“Verans, eh? Which direction was she going?”’

“Well?”

“l...don’t know, Your Mgesty.”

“Youliel”

“No, Your Majesty, I” — afew hacking coughs— “honestly don’t know.” By this point the
little captivelooked about ready to break into sobs at any minute. A guard knelt behind him and took
out a dagger to be placed at his throat.

“P-p-please, Y-Y-Your Mgesty.... | know nothing” — gulp — “more than that....”

The guard looked at her for the signal to dlit his throat.

“No. Do not kill him. Let him go.”

“Your Mgesty?” The guard reluctantly rose to his feet.

“1 did not finish. Let him go.... But make it impossible for him to spread any more ugly lies
that my daughter isalive.” With this, she turned to leave.

“But....” Before the boy’s plea could be heard, however, the guard had him pinned, and
another held his mouth open. Within seconds his voice was silenced to shapeless whimpers and
mumbles. Hewasforced to look at hisown bloody tonguein the guard’ shand beforehewasallowed
to sink into a nice darkness where the pain in his mouth and the taste of his own blood were
considerably dulled. Thelast thing he heard was one guard ordering the other, “Take him outside.”

* % %

“My apologies for that. It was a matter beyond my control,” Silvera explained as she re-
entered her home.

“You're Lady Silvera,” said arather shocked Cara.

“Yes, though | fail to see why that would be a cause for surprise.”

“You're my father’ s successor.”

“Pardon me?” Silveratook astep closer as Cara unrolled the will.

“See?Itisthefinal line: * To my daughter Caralese, | leave acharge: find the onewho makes
my lady wife, Melessa, shudder with the very mention of her name. She shall inherit the throne of
Demoa. To my friend, the exiled Lady Silvera, | leave my widow's inheritance.” The successor, my
lady, isyou.”

“What inthenameof...oh.” Silvera’' seyesclouded for amoment in confusion assheread the
words the princess had read, then lightened in recognition. Silently, she rose and went to the water-
laden pot on the hearth, bringing it out to set on the floor. The healer went to atable and picked out
afew herbs, which were crushed and piled into her hand. These she sprinkled into thewater, and the
water began to boil. “| believe thisis the instance you refer to. Watch carefully.”

She passed her |eft hand over the surface of the water and it stilled, its surface smooth as
glass. Before Cards eyes, a scene slowly appeared with flowers, ivy, a stone wall...the princess
recognized it asher father's Royal Gardens, outside the palace. She saw her mother walking with her
father's closest advisor. A moment later, she heard Melessa speak.

“Y ou have been loyal to me, and | know that you shall not betray me now."
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"Of course not, Your Highness."

"So then, you would tell me anything.”

"Yes, Your Highness...."

"Y ou were in the King's study when he put his seal on hiswill, were you not?"

"Yes, Your Highness."

"Was | mentioned in it?"

Herethe addressed stiffened and hesitated. When hefound hisvoice, it wasdeliberate. "I did
not see you mentioned specifically, Your Highness."

Anger flashed in the queen's eyes. "Y ou did not?" It was clear to Carathat she could barely
keep her choler in check.

"No, Your Highness."

"Whom did you see?"

"There were afew names that | recognized—"

"Get on with it!"

"There were two | saw that would inherit Y our Highness's due. Lady Silvera and Princess
Cardese."

Melessa shuddered at the last word. "I should have known...."

The image vanished and was replaced by the reflection of the healer's smiling face. Cara's
eyes were wide. "Then—"

Silverainclined her head respectfully to Cara. "Y our Mgjesty."”

After astunned silence, Carafound her voice. "We haveto get back, so | can give you your
due."

"You forget. | am among the exiled. | have been since before your birth."

"I will pardon you the instant | claim the throne; you will be free to traverse Demoa or not
as you seefit." She paused. "Why did my father exile you?"

"It was to keep the peace in the palace, more than anything else. It was your mother who
requested it."

"But what law did you break?"

Silvera sat on the nearest three-legged stool and regarded the now-clear dying embersin the
fireplace, asthough weighing her word choice. "When your mother |earned of thefriendship between
your father and me, she became jeal ous. She wished for me to be out of the picture. She knew that
| had been astudent of sorcery and that | occasionally used it. Therefore, sheissued adecreethat all
sorcery was outlawed. Meanwhile, she used her own sorcerous ways on my twin sister to lay atrap
for me. To free her, | had to use sorcery of my own....Unfortunately it was in front of hundreds of
high-ranking Demoan nobles who could not deny what they had seen. Therefore | was exiled.”

"But she used sorcery hersdlf. So she should have been exiled as well."

"She had no witnessesto her trickery. And were Y van or | to protest, we would have gotten
into more trouble. Just before | departed, however, Yvan came to see me. He apologized for the
whole matter and told me that this would not go in history without retribution. | suppose that after
you were born, he saw the good in you and decided to give you the throne and myself the widow's
inheritance. | never asked for any of it, though | would like to return to Demoa. Melessaand | have
ascoreto settle.”
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"Youwill haveit." Caraturned to her companion as he entered with Eldana and Greypaws.
"Matthius, if you plan to come with me, you'll need to pack tonight. I'm leaving at first light for
Demoa.”

“Mistress, how can you leave for Demoa? Who will be healer to the tribe?”

“You have |learned enough to do so.”

“There’s so much more, Mistress....”

“1 havetaught you all that | canteach you. Practiceand experiencewill providetheremainder
of your training. Y ou’ ve been an apprentice for longer than most asitis. You're ready.”

“1 wish | shared your confidence, Mistress, | really do.”

“You are released from your apprenticeship, Eldana. From now on, call me Silvera, just as
everyone else does.”

Matthius sat by thefirelatethat night, looking at hisfather’ s pendant. It glowed metallically
in the firelight.

Behind him, Matthius heard arustle. He looked in its direction.

“I'm sorry, | didn’t mean to startle you.” Eldanaemerged from the shaded part of the room.
Her hair was short now, cropped where the brai ds once began. Something in her eyeswas markedly
different as well, something Matthius couldn’t quite put his finger on.

Hepushed thethought away and replied, “ It’ sall right, Eldana. What happened to your hair?’

“My mis— | mean, Silvera— said my apprenticeship wasthrough. My plaitswere symbolic
of my servitude. | am now afull Healer....I" ve not been able to sleep, for thought of it.”

“Nor could I.”

Therewas another pause astheformer apprentice came closer and sgquatted next to Matthius.

“What’sthat?’ she asked, pointing at the pendant.

“1t belonged to my father; one of the Demoan guards had stolen it.”

“| see”

After abreath, Matthius continued. “ | thought Carawasthethief. In exchangefor not killing
me, | agreed to help her find Lady Silvera.” He paused with amirthlesslaugh. “Onemight say it led
me to my destiny.”

“One might also say that it led you to me.”

Matthiusjumped. Jal equinnian girlswere not nearly so forward, assuming Matthius grasped
her meaning....

“‘Tis a shame you must leave so soon.”

That moment was as good as any to test his assumption.... “Who said | had to?’

Now it was Eldana’ s turn to be startled.

It seemed to Matthiusthat it was another who spoke his words. “Why should | go? My lord
father presumes me dead. Honestly, | have no further honor-tiesto the princess. | could make alife
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elsewhere.”

“But where?”’

“Herewithyou, if youall would accept an Outsider into your midst.” Therewasapause. “Or,
if you would accept one into your heart.”

Without another word, Eldana bridged the difference between them and covered Matthius's
mouth with hers.

Branden awoke sometime during the night. He was bloody and his mouth was caked with
dry blood in afew places, but he was out of the Queen’s hands.

Free.

Branden relished that thought for amoment. Free. In afew hours, he would see the dawn.
He would have smiled, had his jaw not hurt so terribly.

It was the queen that had done this. He wanted desperately to go home, to Verans. In afew
hours, it would be light enough to go. Until then, all the boy needed wasto get away from the palace
gates. Slowly, Branden dragged himself to his hands and knees. Maybe he could craw! for a bit
before he regained the strength to walk. And hopefully, Queen Melessawouldn’t change her fickle
mind again between now and daylight.

Carasat by the creek with her thoughts. The soft sound of rushing water was comforting. It
was almost a shame that she had to leave within the next day. The sky aready began to lighten
dlightly on the horizon, which reminded Y van’s successor of her coming journey.

How can | be Queen of Demoa? She thought. | know | will have a reign far superior to
Melessa’'s, and yet.... Thisisa major responsibility. Why did you send me on this quest, Father? |
could have dethroned your wife long ago, had you merely named me your successor...the Demoan
people would not have had to go through the nightmare that is Melessa.... Queen Caralese. It has
arather niceringtoit, I’ll admit....

She was snapped out of her thoughts by words in accented and halting Demoan.

“1 hear you will...take you leave of us soon.”

Nighteyes. She nodded. “It appears my people need methere.” | just hope there’sa Demoa
left torule....

“There will be,” the hunter replied. He sat next to her. The bandages that once bound his
stomach were gone.

She hadn’t realized she had spoken her last thought aloud. “1 hope you' re right.”

There was a silence. “Do you have an escort?”’

“No. There' s no time to assemble one, and your people have been more than generousin
supplying us for the return trip.”

“I’ve dways wanted...to see the Outside. | could...supply you with an escort. You'll...need
one, if the queen is as bad as you say. No people willingly...abides tyranny.”
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“l haveto leaveaat first light,” Carasaid thoughtfully. “Do you think you could assemble an
escort by then?”

“All I would need is...permission...from the High Council. | have...an audience with them
shortly.... Would you care to accompany me?”

Though shedid not understand the M ataki tongue, shewas convinced that thiswas something
shewantedto do. “ Certainly.” She stood with him, and he offered hishand. Shetook it with the hand
that didn’t hurt and they went to the High Council. Though she had earlier refused it, Carasincerely
hoped that the Council would approve. Nighteyeswasright; with M elessa’ styranny running rampant
in Demoa, it was doubtful that their return would be pretty.

* % %

“Do not waste our time, Hunter.”

“1 have no intention of it. | come on behalf of the Outsiders.”

“What of them?’

“They leave at dawn. | wish to provide them an escort.”

“Why should the Mataki help the Outside? All they’ ve brought usis despair; they confined
our great civilization into asingle forest.”

“That was in the ages of our ancestors. These Outsiders had nothing to do with our current
plight.”

“Whom do you propose to comprise this escort of yours? You'll not have the Council’s
backing in recruitment.”

“1 am aware of that. | merely ask for permission. There are many young warriors who would
be more than happy to accompany us.”

There was a pause.

“Wewill not allow it. It is simply too risky for the Council to condone.”

Cara, who had watched all but understood none of the conversation between Nighteyes and
the Council, watched asNighteyes' seyesgrew hard and hisMataki grew even more harsh-sounding.

“And what if | were to go against the Council’ s decision?’

“Thenyou would beexpelled fromthetribe. Y ouwould |l oseour protection, and wewouldn’t
realy care what became of you.”

“Then consider me expelled. | will be gone with the Outsiders, come daylight.” Nighteyes
turned to leave.

“The High Council commands you to halt!”

“The High Council only governsthe Mataki. | am no longer one of thetribe.” With that, the
exile left. Cara glanced at the hardened eyes of the Council spokesperson and hurried after
Nighteyes.

She caught up to his angry pace several arm’ s-lengths from the tent.

“What happened?”’

Anger made Nighteyes s Demoan morefluid.”We're going to find you and Lady Silveraan
escort. It s just that now,...things will become more difficult over the next few hours, before we
depart.”
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“Your burden isgreat, Eldana. Areyou certain that you’ Il be ableto handleit when thetime
comes? |’ ve not taught you much in this particular art....”

“Aye. I've got Matthius close; you said afamily member would be able to shield me a bit,
with no effect to himself.”

“1 don’t know how much | shall be able to use that token as a gateway — I’ ve not invoked
onein years.”

“You shall do as you must. Everything shall turn out when the time isright.”

“It appears I ve taught you well.”

“You expected less?”’

“Of course not. Do you think Matthius knows the talisman’ s power?”

“1 doubt his true mind knows it. But he would have given anything to get it away from the
Demoan general.”

“True. Though I'm surprised he fell — the pendant should have drawn power for him.”

“Perhaps it did, Silvera. There were reports of one missing when we set them to funera
pyres.”

“Oh? Does the High Council know this?’

“They figured he would serve as awarning of Mataki ferocity, and the return of the Mataki
Golden Age.”

“ Assuming he survived the journey home and the wrath of his queen.”

“Pardon my saying so, but that is a rather large assumption.”

“I know — and if | seek him out in sorcery, Melessa will know it. | shall find out
eventualy.... Right now | must pack and follow in his footsteps.”

* % %

“Areyou sure | cannot talk you into accompanying me back, Matthius?’

“Certain of it, Your Highness.”

Cara stopped packing for a moment. “Stop that. | objected to ‘milady,” why should |
accept—" she stopped, mid-sentence. “It’s a shame you don’t return, for sure. | could easily have
seen you having your own holding or becoming one of my trusted advisors.”

“1 thank you for the honor. However, | need to stay here.”

Caralooked at him. It felt like the greenish cast of her eyes was boring a hole through him,
to hisvery soul. After a pause, she said, “It’s Eldana, isn't it?”’

Matthius nodded.

“1 saw her wearing your father’s pendant with her Healer’ s amulet around her neck.”

Again, Matthius nodded. “How angry do you think Melessawill be, when you return?”’

“Honestly, Matthius, | don’t know. | suspect she will be ready to kill me. But we have a
sorceress on our side.”

“S0 does she — herself.”
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This silenced Cara for a moment. But if we were to somehow weaken her, we could
overthrow her...and exile her forever from Demoa.

* % %

Silvera put the last of her things in a little pack. There wasn't much she would need,
considering her feet knew the way back to the court of Demoa, despite having been exiled for so
long.

“ Areyou sure you should return to Demoa? Won't you be arrested?” asked Eldana, pulling
nervously at the pendant on athong — it had repl aced the broken chain — around her neck. She had
been silently watching Silverafor awhilewith atinge of anxiety in her gaze; her former mistresswas
almost relieved to hear her voice.

“Demoaisin virtual anarchy right now.... I've seen it. And while my name endures, the
people have twisted meinto some sort of legendary giantesswith power literally spilling off of me.
They won'’t be expecting an ordinary woman.... Especialy if | put on the rough clothes of aDemoan
peasant and make most peoplelook the other way....” Evenif that will only work for alimited time...

“1 will still worry, Mis—Silvera.”

As Silveraput adark blue cloth around her head and shoulders, shereplied, “1 shall haveto
draw off of youwhenwearrive; you shall know whenwearrive. And if that has not happened within
afortnight or so, send thewolf after me. She’ll know whereto find me.... Won't you?’ She scratched
the animal on top of its head.

Asif inreply, Greypaws started to pant.

* % %

“Is everything ready, Lady?’ asked Nighteyes in Mataki. He and about half a dozen other
armed Mataki waited with Cara at the edge of the village.

Silvera nodded. “It should be. | remember the way back to the palace.” Or at least, | think
| do. It'sbeen a very long time...but now Cara must reclaim her father’s throne, and we must both
face Melessa.

Matthius and Eldana came to see them off.

“1 dtill can’t believe you won'’t be accompanying me back. But | know you can’t be swayed.”

Matthius smiled and put an arm around Eldana swaist. “No, | cannot. Eldanais destined to
stay here. | am destined to stay with Eldana, wherever sheis.”

“1 hope you will come to Demoa sometime, though. Y our presence will be missed.” With a
smile, she kissed Matthius quickly on the cheek.

Theother goodbyeswere exchanged; thereweren’t so many, asthe Mataki High Council had
chosen to be markedly absent from this |eavetaking.

And with a determined heart at what she must do at journey’s end, Cara and her entourage
left the village of the Mataki at dawn.
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Melessa awoke that morning with a start. Something in the air wasn’t right. It wasn't
something truly tangible, more like something...sorcerous. Could it be that her errant daughter had
found Silvera?

No, it can’t be, alittlevoicereassured her. Surely the Mataki would have sided with her men,
those sycophantic wretches.

The Demoan queen threw the covers back and rushed to her mirror. Where was that pesky
General Carem?Hehad sent amissive stating that he carried grave news; it had arrived the previous
evening and plagued her thoughts ever since.

She saw the general, outside the gates of the palace. As she watched, the drawbridge was
lowered and the bedraggled excuse for ageneral made his way toward the throne room.

Normally, Melessawould allow him to squirm a bit before she had a little chat with him.
Y van would have allowed him to wash and rest. Thisistoo important for either, the queen thought
to herself as she dressed without the usual aid of servants. And after all, heisjust a soldier. My
reign could be at risk!

In the throne room, General Carem stood, awaiting his queen. Heknew hewasinfor aroyal
rebuke, for failing to retrieve the queen’ s daughter. He had come so close.... Nervously, he rubbed
at his neck, where the pendant’ s chain had once rested. Hewould go out and get that little puke one
of these days....

But first, he must face Melessa. Her predecessor would have at |east had the decency to let
him wash up first....

Carem had no time to finish the thought. Melessa, garbed in red like fire, took her place on
the dais.

“Speak.” Guards blocked the doors. Though they were his inferiors, they still unnerved the
general. He coughed nervously, then began.

“We were ambushed, milady...by the Mataki barbarians of West Branwendia.”

“How many of them were there?’

“Itishard to say, Y our Highness. There were enough to rout us.”

Mel s eyes darkened. “What of the princess?”’

The general paused. “ She...escaped. | believe the Mataki have her.”

At this, Melessa ailmost smiled. “She's as good as done for, then. The barbarians don’t
understand our form of government, and they’re too stupid to try and use her to gain my favor.
They’ ve probably raped and killed her long since.”

Behind the confident facade, however, the queen bristled. What if everything we believe
about the Mataki isn’'t true? What if all the legends are...? No, that's nonsense.... Or isit?

* % %

Branden walked on the road away from the house of torture that most called the palace and
tried to remember the way back to Verans. He' d had alife there, he remembered, before the Queen
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had cut out histongue. Maybe that shopkeep would restore him to hisold job, running errands. And
if not — he'd try and find someone he could work for, on afarm, or something.

But first, | gotta get to Verans—if there' sa Veransleft, he added bitterly. Last | knew, a lot
of fighting had happened a few days before | left to talk to the Queen....

* % %

Mel paced her chamber.

Things were not going as planned. It gave her a headache just to think of it.

The shopkeep from Verans had arrived afew days before Carem and been about as much
help to her as that boy — what was his name? — who had come before.

The boy, she had let live. The shopkeep hadn’t been so lucky. Then Carem — that idiot —
had actually proved useful for the first time in what seemed like half an age.

The Mataki had Cara. Exileis good, but | would really prefer her totally out of the picture.
All rights to Demoa should be mine —why else would | have married such a weak king? He was
soft and didn’t see what | see: when the rich get richer, everyone profits. New ages of prosperity
always start roughly....

Still, Carawas a problem. The Mataki were beasts. They might yet fear the brute strength of
the Demoan army. Carem hascertain useful traits.... | will givehimone, final chance, and show him
my mercy.

She stopped and gazed out over her land, out at the shadow of the palace that extended for
into the landscape. My power falls over thiswhole land, and yet | cannot even find the traitor who
would usurp what isrightfully mine as Yvan's widow.

No, she must not think like that. The queen shook her head to clear it. In afew hours, she
would tell General Carem to get the finest of Demoa’ s army and make a thorough search of Cara's
last known whereabouts, with instructions to only sack the Mataki Forest if they hadn’t found her
by thetimethey crossed the West Branwendian border. And if anyoneasked, it wasmerely asecurity
measure to ensure public safety.

With this plan formed, Melessa hardened herself for the day ahead.

* % %

General Carem rubbed his eyes. What could that power-hungry, greedy sow want now? A
messenger had just roused him. | help the woman get to power, and thisis how sherepays me. Give
me my peace already, Melessa! He dragged himself off of the pallet he had found by the small-and-
dying fire when he had arrived at dawn. Not even the night guard had been able to rouse him when
they had entered the barracks. Silently cursing the Demoan Queen’s name, the general dressed for
his second audience for the day with — he hoped futilely not orders from — Melessa.

* % %

“What day is it?” asked Cara. She and her party had been traveling over the West
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Branwendian terrain long enough for the sun to go acrossathird of the sky, but Carafound shecould
no longer count the days since she had |eft Demoa. Her days with the Mataki village had all blurred
until she couldn’t discern one day from the next.

“In half afortnight, it will be the celebration of the Rebirth.”

The princess stopped dead in her tracks so that Nighteyes nearly ran into her.

“What isit?’ he asked.

“The Demoan High Court meets after the three days of celebrating the Rebirth. If Melessa
believes me dead, she will makethem all swear their loyalty to her and officially take the throne. In
which case.... We have to move quickly, we must get back before the Court convenes!” If all the
nobles swear her fealty, then my claimto thethroneislost. | will not let that sow take my birthright
aslong as |’ mstill standing!

Cara suddenly started walking as fast as she dared, knowing that the treacherous valley
between West Branwendia and Demoa lay within afew days walk.

* % %

“Your Highness, may | presume that you are aware that the celebration of the Rebirth takes
place in exactly seven days?’

“1 know. Send me a scribe and a messenger.” The nation will want a formal declaration of
mour ning for that wretch who dared to call herself my daughter. She sighed. It will be much likethe
Court called to formally mourn Yvan. | just wish | could be absolutely certain that the army would
get her.... Where is Carem, anyway? Ai, but my head hurts.

There was a knock at the door. At Melessa's command, the scribe entered hesitantly. He
knew the queen’s moods had been rather unpredictable of late, to say the least. Rumors were
whispered by the kitchen maids and livery boys that she had tortured a boy not unlike himself, just
because he had said something that displeased Her Mgjesty. He stood stupefied for amoment, until
Mel broke the silence.

“Takeamissive,” Meessasaid, “that shall be sent to Jalequinn, Verans,...” sheticked off the
list on her fingers. All of the noble houses would come to the High Court; al would have to swear
her fealty and she would be Queen regardless of whether Cara returned or no. Only ten days
remained until the High Court.... Likely there were houses already in preparation for the annual
journey.

Branden returned to Verans — or at least, what remained of it. Riots had burned half the
village with their effigies of the Queen. Where was his former master’s shop? Where were the
people?

Thewind blew cindersover theruins. It was asif some great piece of charcoal had made all
of it. The high wall that had surrounded the town when he left was falling in places. Who knew
wherethe peopl e had gone? Perhapsthey had been killed by that awful Queen, ashe’ d been maimed.
Though wouldn’t there then have been aguard, at least, to cover her tracks?

© 2002 by Ryan E. Holman. All Rights Reserved.



The Hunt for Silvera -46-

Silverasat thoughtfully asthe second watch of guardstook their post. Every day, it appeared
that she felt more worn — but that was to be expected. Every day they grew closer to Melessa and
her sorcery.

At least Melessa should be feeling the same effects, Silvera thought. And she cannot do
anything asall remember the reason for my exile. The country is close enough to anarchy that even
Melessa should notice.

“Lady Silvera, perhaps you should get some sleep,” Nighteyes suggested gently.

She hadn’t even redlized that the former hunter was awake still.

“If I could, | would,” she replied.

“Does Carayet know of the magic bounds?’

Silvera shook her head; she didn’t even think about how Nighteyes had read her thoughts.
Some Mataki could do that.

“She'll haveto, at some point.”

“1 know. But | knew from the beginning that M elessawould makethisdifficult. If it liesin
Card sdestiny to know, | shall explainit to her. Until then, however, | would thank you to leave it
tome.” | just hope Eldana shall be all right.... That pendant is dangerous in hands even such as
hers... and to keep her out of danger, we shall have to be very much apart. | hope Eldana has the
strength...and that Matthius has the strength to watch it happen. Why did Eldana have to draw him
to her?

After her meeting with Carem, Melessa’ s headache had grown worse. What was happening
to her? She had been in the best of health a few days ago...and her herba concoctions had done
nothing.

She sank into a chair and winced. It felt like a blacksmith was hammering on her skull. Or
like athousand demons readying for thekill....

There was only one thing that Melessa knew of that could possibly do this...but how would
the presence of another sorcerer be possible? There were only seven gifted with sorcery, and long
ago they — and their trained apprentices who later inherited their gifts — had been forbidden to
come anywhere near one another or to join forces.... That had been why she' d had to get rid of that
horrible woman who could have kept her from Yvan and power....

Ohno. But Caracouldn’t havefound her — and if shehad, how could Silveraavoid the same
symptoms? Melessatried to think, but the pain started to overwhelm her senses.

Curseyou, Slveral

She swore against Caraas well as sheran to her heavy tome of sorcery. Therejust had to be
away around this....

* % %

Branden dlept that night in the town. He had known no other life than this. Hishomeand his
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lifelay in the ashes as though remains of some huge funeral pyre. Searching through the rubble, the
boy had found large, burnt, yet still usable pieces of driftwood that had once comprised the roof of
the local tavern. Supposedly, he had been conceived there, the son of awhore. This, he put at an
angle against the stablest-looking remains of Verans' s once-mighty fortress-walls. This, perhaps,
would shield him from the rains and afford him at least limited protection from predators and
thieves.

Asthough detached from his body, Branden had trudged to where hislittle room had been,
where his keep had been; in the shop that had started this whole bloody business. Had al gone as
planned, Branden would have bought his freedom from here. He remembered the little box he had
kept in the corner near his pallet. Likely, it had burned; but it had contained nearly everything he'd
had intheworld: alarge scrap of fabric torn from one of hismother’ s skirtsand afew meager coins.
He had found the coins, though they were half-melted and buried under layers of ash. The scrap of
fabric was reduced to barely the size of hisfoot, and even that was burnt and dirty and tattered. This
he now held tightly in his hands as he had to his mother’ s skirts. By the Saints, that seemed like a
lifetime ago.

His stomach no longer rumbled as much; he had searched for wildberries by moonlight and
had found somein the low plants that graced the landscape around V erans. Branden hadn’t picked
the very last of them, but he knew that he would have to find more food if he planned to survive.
And he had decided after he had escaped that he would survive. He had to. Otherwise, hiscaptor and
attacker would win, and countless otherswoul d betortured and silenced as he had been. Other towns
would be burned and abandoned, and other people would be subjected to the Queen’s sick whims.

No, that just couldn’t happen.

Peoplefrom al around answered the call to the annual Demoan High Court. They knew that
this would be a celebration, but would likely be tinged with an air of mourning for the Princess.
Everyone knew by now what had befallen her. It seemed a shame; she might have made a good
gueen. But they could not think like that. Especially not when Queen Melessawould be their host.
Some had stayed behind intheir respective kingdomsasasymbol of protest, but themajority flocked
to the palace, awaiting the jousting, the pomp, and the opportunity to sell their various wares.

Meanwhile, the servants of the palace worked round the clock to ensure that the most
important of the nobles would have suitable lodgings. Beds were re-made, the dust was beaten out
of some of thefiner tapestries, and the Queen sought agown appropriate for her “mourning” around
the immense headache that had grown constant. She could see the flood of people coming, itstide
flowing closer and closer to the palace walls. Within a few days they would be there; hopefully,
Carem would have found the traitoress and she could be quietly put to the dungeon and later
poisoned. Asfor Silvera, that little usurper would be taken to the dungeon, her heart cut out, and her
body burned at the stake. Her heart, M elessa planned to have for supper within aday of her arrival.

* % %
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Branden awoke after another fitful night in the ruins. His stomach cramped with hunger, and
he knew that he would starve soon if he didn’t find something to eat. He saw something move out
of the corner of his eye; it was small, but it might serve his purpose. He moved his stiff, cold body
into a crouch and followed the creature with his eyes. It was a little bigger than the rats in the
dungeon, black, and it had more fur, with abigger tail....

The black squirrel barely knew what hit it when Branden pounced and bit the back of its
neck, killing it in amouthful of itslifeblood.

* % %

Eldana s head pounded as she tried to remember the ingredients to at least a temporary
remedy for it. She kept reminding herself that she knew what she' d done when she had agreed to do
this for her former mistress, and that she knew that the symptoms would probably get much worse
astheprincess sparty drew closer to the palacein Demoa. In the meantime, shewould grin and bear
it.... She squeezed the talisman around her neck almost as reassurance, leaving ared mark on her
palm. This dlight pain distracted her mind for amoment from the one that ravaged her head.

Matthius entered the house and came over to her, wrapping his arms around her from the
side. Eldanaforced a smile and looked at him.

“Areyou aright?’

“Yes,” she said, trying not to wince at the pain that shot through her skull as she said it.

“Areyou sure? Y ou haven't seemed yourself for a couple of days.”

“Positive, thanks.” Matthius let her go and Eldana caught a fleeting look of concern as it
flashed over hisfeatures. It' Il only get worse, Matthius. | just hope that we can both bear it when it
does....

It rained as they reached the valley.

Caraheld her cloak tight around her asthey madetheir way over thewet gravel and mud that
combined to form their trail. Some of the scouts braved ahead; Nighteyes chose to stay near the
princess and the sorceress. He offered them both aid over aslippery rock. More often than not, Cara
politely refused it. Greypaws forged ahead, the wolf’ sleathery paws guiding it over the rocks with
relative ease.

“How many daysisit to Verans?’ asked the princess, pacing as her comrades rested for a
moment.

“The scoutswill tell us. Probably not more than aday, if we go directly and through most of
the night.”

“We only have four days until the festivities begin for the Rebirth. Will we make it?”

“All in due time, Cara. Calm down. You’'ll do no one any good if you’ re exhausted from
pacing about.”

Reluctantly, Carasat on arock, but instead sporadically tapped her foot with the rhythm of
rain on the muddy stonein front of her.

Silvera sighed and rolled her eyes at Nighteyes. He acknowledged her with a grimace.
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“Ohlook, the scouts are back,” said Cara, jJumping up. She walked out about halfway to the
pair of scouts that had gone ahead. “Well?’ she asked them impatiently.

They muttered to one another in Mataki, then one of them looked her in the eye and spoke.

“We think the city isaday or two away. But, Princess—"

She had already turned and half-run back to help gather up the damp packs. “What are we
waiting for? We can make the city if we hurry.”

* % %

Branden peeked out from hisrustic shelter at therain. Probably, therewould be no morefood
today. But maybe that was all right. He needed to work on abetter way to get these things, and that
would mean more food. He still had the tail of the squirrel he had killed last night that he hadn’t
eaten yet. Branden hadn’t seen anyone since he had arrived here, but still he felt he should have
protection against whatever might be out there. He looked at the wet branch he had collected next
to him and suddenly thought of an idea. He tried to bend the stick. It was still alittle green; better
than the brittle, scorched stuff in supply in the ruins.

Now all he had to find was a nice, sharp rock.

The rain washed some of the squirrel’s blood off of Branden’s face as he poked around to
find theright one. It didn’t have to be perfect, it just had to be sharp enough to peel away some of
the bark and the green part into a point.

And then, he would be aforce to be reckoned with.

* % %

The people were arriving by the wagon load. Nobles in their carriages, their litters, and
accompanied by servants poured into the walls surrounding the grand pal ace of Demoa. Some of the
more powerful (Or so they think, thought Melessa) lords and ladies would stay inside the palace
proper; others would be encamped in the city surrounding the palace and receive the benefits of
hospitality from the peasants, be they willing or not.

Within days, the place would be awash with revelers for the festival before the Court was
called.

But first, thought M el essa, we must hold a day of mourning for thelate king’ slate daughter.
Thetiming may be a bit off, but it’ll be true soon enough. Maybe then this atrocious headache will
be through, as well.

Melessawas amost smiling to herself when she turned from the window to answer aknock
at her door. “Enter!”

“Your Majesty?’ It was one of Carem’ serrand boys. What did they call themselvesagain —
scouts?

“What isit?’

“The checkpoints have been working non-stop. We' ve taken some in for questioning that
may know something about your daughter’s murder.”

“Of course. Report back if you find anything.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
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“You are dismissed.”

The scout bobbed a stiff bow before making his exit.

Things were finally looking up. With the security surrounding the palace, it was nearly
impossiblefor anyoneto get through without questioning and investigation. Instead, Melessacould
concentrateon which expression best portrayed the grieving widow and mother who must rel uctantly
accept her burden regarding the Demoan throne.

* % %

“Princess, everyoneistired. We haveto rest.”

“Please, we must try and get alittle bit further. It won’t belong until we get to Verans.” Cara
looked at Nighteyes with what she hoped was a beseeching look. She, too, was wet and tired and
sore. But she knew that they only had a few more days until the festival. Undoubtedly, half the
kingdom had already arrived for the festivities. Despite the rain and the mud, they had been moving
all day and Carajust knew that Verans couldn’t be that far away — could it?

Sop that, she told herself. Your father made you study those maps until you thought they
would be permanently etched on the backs of your eyelids. Veransisn't that far away. Just a little
bit longer, and you'll be there.

Thecountrysidewasgetting darker with each minute. They would haveto stop soon, andtake
shelter from the night and its brigands. She drew her wet cloak around her and started up ahill that
hadn’t seemed so steep when she and Matthius had traveled here. That seemed so long ago, now.
Thelight grew dimmer asthey continued to scalethe hill. Greypaws' sfur wasslick with rain, forged
against the muscle of the wolf’ sbody. She padded at Cara’ s side, pulling ahead of the remainder of
the party with the princess. Half to herself and half to the group, Cara murmured, “I know that
Verans should be here, we should seeits high walls by now....” And why do | smell ash? Thiscan’t
be a good sign...

Oh, dear spirits....

At the crest of the hill, Cara stopped suddenly. When Nighteyes and the others caught up to
her, they understood why she had stopped.

Where the city of Verans once stood, there remained only scorched, smoking ruins.

* % %

From nowhere, it seemed, Silvera's voice broke the stunned silence.

“We should camp heretonight. | doubt there’ sanything left that any army would want. Even
Mel s”

Still in shock, Cara nodded and they took shelter in what had, ironically, probably been a
stone fireplace — one of thefew in Verans. This must have been the mayor’ s house, thought Cara.
All around, there were piles of ash and sparse pieces of wood sticking out of the ground like jagged
little tombstones. Scattered about were some of the rare stone foundations of buildings, some with
pieces of wood that had collapsed on them. It appeared that the townspeople — those who survived
— had long since fled. No doubt this would reach the High Court as a complaint.
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Asif Melessa would listen... thought the princess cynically.

Oneof thelookoutslooked at Silveraand asked her somethingin Mataki. Silverareplied and
then turned back to her heel of bread that was her supper.

“Would you like some?”’ asked the sorceress to the princess.

“No.” Then, after amoment, “What did he just ask you?”

“How long it shall take usto arrive at the palace. | told him three days.”

“But the festival begins the day after tomorrow!”

“1 know. | wasthinking that we would hide in the Rolling Wood until the first day was past,
and the magjority of the travelers were aready there. It would give us a good chance to scout the
place, first. In addition, there should be fewer soldiers about and we can go in as late-coming
commoners. They shan’t notice us amongst the festivities.”

Caralooked at Silverafor amoment, asif contemplating what she had proposed. “All right.
| can get usinto the pal ace unnoticed oncewe get ourselvesin.” And then, Melessa, we shall seewho
shall rule Demoa as Yvan's official successor....

* % %

“Go ahead, you can pass.”

General Carem yawned. Queen M el essahad assigned him toinspecting wagons, of all things.
Theday after tomorrow, thefestivitieswould begin, and heand asmall group of men would become
the Queen’s personal guard for the duration of the High Court.

A General should not be inspecting wagons for upstart, dead princesses, thought Carem
bitterly. Why, I’ ve served the Queen for years, since | was but a boy! And thisis my thanks?

He looked around until he found an officer taking along sip of water from his canteen.

“Lieutenant!” he barked.

“Yes, sir?” The addressed sputtered, instantly straightening to look at his superior.

“Report!”

“Sir, we have found no one looking even remotely like the princess among the incoming
wagons.” After three days of this, he had expected as much.

“No one?’

“No one, sir.”

The General sighed. “Lieutenant, you are dismissed.”

The lieutenant saluted and then turned back to his men.

Thisisridiculous, thought the General. She's dead. We're not going to find her in here.

Least she had the good sense to get out while she still could.

Thislast thought came unbidden; he brushed it aside as he stopped another peasant’ s wagon
before it entered the palatial grounds.

Branden awoke to hear voices.
Mor e soldiers? Hewondered, reaching for his spear. Maybe they have food.... He had given
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up ontrying to makethe squirrelsand small gametastelike anything besides blood. He couldn’t risk
afire, and now he was glad he hadn’t. They probably hadn’t taken notice of him, at least not yet.

This, Branden would use to his advantage.

He peered out of his shelter and looked. By asmall fire sat a young woman with red hair —
whom he’ d seen before, but where? — and an ol der, dark-haired woman sitting with her. Therewere
strange-looking people with them, some with tattoos running on their arms, backs, or chests. They
weren't slaves, he knew — but who were they?

Branden crept closer, trying to find their food packs. There they were, at the edge of the
travelers makeshift campinthe burnt-brick structurethat had onceresembled afireplace. Hewould
wait until they were mostly asleep, then move in and get his hands on some real food.

All he had to do now was wait.

They set two people on guard that night, and they would all take shifts. They couldn’t risk
afirewhile sincethey had entered Demoa; too many people might see them before they were ready.
Caralay awake, deep the farthest thought from her mind. Everything will be fine, apart of her said.

If that’ s true, then why can’t you sleep?

Cararolled over and stared at the two separate forms she presumed to Silveraand Nighteyes.
Something moved behind them. Carayawned quietly. She had to try and get some.... wait, it moved
again! Cara stayed as still as she could. No, she wasn’t imagining things, something had moved.
There it was again, louder. Cara dlid a hand down her leg, looking for her knife. Where were the
guards? Probably searching the perimeter of the woods....

It moved again, to the packs. This looked like someone too small to be a Mataki guard....
He s going toward the packs! she thought with alarm.

In the darkness, she heard Greypaws growl! softly.

Everything moved in slow motion, it seemed, as Cara got up and sprung at the intruder,
pinning him to the ground with her knife at his throat.

* % %

Branden | et out agasp as another of his captor’ s party came up from behind. The newcomer
struck two piecesof stonetogether tolight aspark onastick. Thenew firelight madeit easier for both
to see. The one holding the knife to histhroat was someone he' d seen before.... He remembered her
hair, and her voice when she spoke.

“Who are you?’

He couldn’t answer, but tried with little muffled grunts.

“What the....” the young woman took his wrist roughly, but backed off with the knife. “He
looks familiar.... You're the kid from the supplier’s shop, aren’t you?’

Branden nodded sheepishly.

“You know who | am then. Why were you trying to steal our food?”

“Don’t you see? He cannot speak,” said athird from the shadows. He could amost make out
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her form in the dim light. “His tongue has been cut out.”

Branden nodded and opened his mouth to show thewoman with theknifethat what her friend
spoke the truth.

The woman’s look of disgust was fleeting, but Branden still caught it. “This looks like
something only my mother would do,” she said with asigh.

“She strikes again,” her companion agreed.

“I’m Cara. How long hasit been sinceyou’ ve eaten?’ she asked. Branden had to think before
he could answer her. He held up two fingers.

“Two days? That’ sawful,” shereplied. Branden nodded in agreement. “ C’ mon, let’ sget you
something to eat. But if you try and run, we'll set Greypaws here on you.” Caramotioned toward a
wolf that had just strolled into the light. Still holding Branden’ s grubby wrist, Cara pulled him back
toward what appeared to be the newcomers camp.

* % %

“What happened to you?” asked Carato the mute.

He looked at her for a moment before he started to sporadically gesture, to try and
communicate his story to her. Caralooked on in confusion.

Theboy grunted infrustration, then appeared to try again. He searched for something, picking
up a soot-covered stick and pointing it at her. The princess's hand moved to the dagger strapped to
her waist, but the boy started to draw in the dirt at her feet. He drew a crude figure of awoman, then
looked at her.

“A woman,” said the princess. The boy nodded and then drew what appeared to be abowl on
top of the figure’s head, and arough scowl on her face.

“The queen?’ Cara asked incredulously. The boy nodded and then pointed to himself.

“You.”

Theboy pointed his hand at her, palm down, and then brought histhumb under them, moving
them so that they moved like a mouth.

“Taked? Spoke?’

He nodded and then tapped the drawing with the stick.

“Youtaked. .. tothe queen?’

A vigorous nod was the reply.

“What happened next?’

Heseemed to think about it for aminute, then drew another crudefigureinthesooty dirt. This
one appeared to be male, and smaller. He pointed first o himself, then to the picture.

“That’syou. All right.”

He then drew a box around the picture, and then lines inside the box to make alot of small
rectangles.

“Youwereinacage.”

He smiled alittle and then beckoned to her with his hand.

“Youwereinjail, in prison.”

Another vigorous nod.
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“At the palace?’

Again, he nodded.

“Then what happened?’ asked the princess.

The boy opened his mouth and pointed to where his tongue should have been.

“Then they cut out your tongue.”

He then turned back to his drawing and drew an arrow leading from the boy in the cage out
of it, quickly redrawing the figure outside the box, near the arrow’ s head.

“Then you were set free.”

He nodded and then pointed to himself again.

“You.”

He moved two fingers like he was in front of himself like they were walking, and then
gestured around the ruins.

“Came here after that.”

He nodded, then stopped trying to gesture for a moment.

Carathought about what had just been told to her by the young thief. How could anyone do
something so cruel, she wondered. Melessa must be stopped, before she can do this to another
innocent. She noticed then that he looked about as tired as she felt.

“Get some sleep, young one. We can take you with us when we leave—"

At this, the boy frantically shook his head.

“No? But where will you live?’

The boy pointed toward his feet.

“Here? Are you mad?”’

Heshook hishead again, then obstinately ssomped hisfoot onthe earth bel ow him and crossed
hisarms.

“He's probably afraid of what the queen might do to him further,” said Nighteyes from
somewhere behind her.

“Isthat it?” asked the princess. The boy didn’t answer, but his stillness was answer enough.

“All right.” Carathen smiled at the boy and |eft him to Nighteyes' care; hewas on guard now,
and she was exhausted.

High Court in Demoa was always a festive time, with lords and ladies and their respective
entourages coming from every corner of the kingdom. But thisyear, the festivities were bittersweet.
Both King Yvan and Princess Caralese were dead. Thus, the new Queen Melessa had no heir if she
wereto— Saintsforbid — passon. All awaited thewidow’ s official rule, and what would befall the
country under her hands. Y et despite her pivotal role at Court, no one had yet seen the new Queen
since they had arrived. To some, thiswas strange. To others, it was understandable, as she would be
installed in two days. Then, they would all swear their lives and service to her and to Demoa.

But first, there would be aday of mourning for the late royals.

Litters, coaches, and wagons arrived by the dozen, all but filling the streets of the capital and
then stretching like a siege beyond the city walls.
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It had been much thisway when Silverahad been exiled, all thoseyearsago. Amidst thetents,
those who recalled the now-legendary event regaled a new generation with the tale of a West
Branwendian sorceress exiled for the criminal use of sorcery and Mel s subseguent marriage to
Yvan. It had all been quite overshadowed by controversy. Thisyear, they would mourntheir king and
celebrateanew reign, hoping to the Saintsit would give the prosperity enjoyed under its predecessor.

* % %

Melessacould barely open her eyes; thelight madethem hurt too much. Shefelt likeher entire
body had been run over by the Demoan cavalry. By the Saints, she hoped she felt better in time for
the ceremony installing her as official successor to the Demoan throne.

Tomorrow, after her brief appearance as the priests called for the day of mourning and
remembrance, shecouldlielow andtry torelieve someof herillness. Her only solacewasthat Silvera
had to feel the same and would therefore be unprepared for whichever of General Carem’s
checkpoints when she approached.

Silvera shook her head to clear it abit. She knew that she was only mildly feeling what both
Melessa and Eldana now felt, and she regretted the latter. But soon, it would no longer be an issue
and Demoa srightful heiresswould take the throne. Thismust come to pass, she thought. The future
of Demoa depends on it.

Ahead of her, acloaked Cara had stopped in her tracks and pointed over the hill. Silvera's
heart beat faster in anticipation as she followed the soon-to-be queen’ s gaze.

She saw before them, in the distance, the Rolling Wood.

In front of that was along line of cartsthat led to a perimeter guard, blocking the road to the
palace.

Eldanafelt asif thetalisman hanging from her neck was agigantic boulder. It hurt to hold her
head up.

It hurt to breathe.

Y et she tried with all her quickly-evaporating strength to continue as healer to the village.
When some of the Mataki expressed their concernfor her, shewavedit off asthe stressesof daily life.

Matthius asked what was wrong for awhile, too, but lately he had stopped. For that matter,
he hadn’t said much of anything to her lately.

But then, she hadn’t said much of anything to him, either.

Eldana wasn't sure that she liked this recent change to her relationship with Matthius, but
knew that she had to do thisonelast thing for her Mis— for Silvera. Eldanaowed her thismuch after
all she had gained from the former healer.

Hopefully, repaying that debt wouldn’t cost her everything.
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They watched the guards for amoment from their vantage point in silence. They had moved
off the main road, but still remained close enough to view those who would be their obstacle.

“What now?” Caraasked quietly. “If we attack, we'll be killed and word will travel back to
Melessa. Besides, they believe me to be dead.”

“We must somehow get past them,” Nighteyes agreed.

“There is one way, but there shall be a bit of acatch....” Silverasaid hesitantly. All eyes —
including the wolf’s — turned to her.

“First, Your Highness, | must make a request of you.”

“Oh?’

“You must allow us alegal reprieve until you have secured the throne.”

“If we use your plan, consider it done. On my word.”

That appeared to be the biggest concession she could get. Silvera took a deep breath and
continued.

“We will have to use sorcery as our disguise — aglamor.”

“What isthe catch?’ asked Nighteyes.

“Thecatchisthat it will drainafair bit of my energy and that Melessawill be ableto tell how
close we are. Despite this, | doubt she shall do all that much about it.”

“Why?’

“Cara, did your father ever tell you about the reason sorcery isillegal in Demoa— or for that
matter on most of the Continent?’

She thought for a moment. “Nothing more than veiled allusions, I’m sorry to say.”

“Then thereis abit of explaining to do,” said Silvera. “ To begin with, originaly there were
seven to whom sorcery was granted. There were no restrictions, and the seven became exceedingly
close in their journeys to enlightenment. Gradually, they decided to unite the world under their
superior rule. But eventually, they would come to abuse their power. Thus, there was an eighth who
cameto possess sorcerous abilities. Some said that the powers that be would use this person to bring
their tyranny to an end. Thiseighth was eventually killed by the other seven — but before dying, this
person cast a spell so powerful, no one has yet undone it. Under this spell, the sorcerers were
separated and unable to reunite without tremendous physical pain. There are afew rare ways around
this, but it is exceedingly difficult to come by theseways. The original seventried, but eventually all
aged and transferred their powers to a chosen apprentice. With the power came the repulsion spell.
Mel and | are both in this succession, our powers handed down from two of the original seven.”

“But then, how did you manage to get around the spell, to come this close?”’

“I haven't, entirely. But as | said, there are ways around it.”

“Oh?’

“There are ways. | shall leaveit at that.”

Carawas about to protest this response when Nighteyes interrupted.

“Night falls. | suggest...going with Lady Silvera s plan and using the glamor. Then we...enter
under cover of darkness.”

“Agreed,” Carareplied. “Let us begin.”
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M elessacould not get out of bed. Therewastoo much pain running through her. It wasworse
today than yesterday had been. She had needed support from her steward and the railing on the
bal cony this morning. The day of mourning for Y van and Cara was underway.

But her symptoms had gotten steadily worse since then. At thisrate, she’'d be dead in afew
days. Or at least, she thought, wishing | was.

She had to find that sorcerous leech, without sending the kingdom and the Court into panic.
She was close, she knew. And if the leech used that sorcery, she would know it. Silverawasn’t that
stupid, was she?

Shemust be, if Melessafet thisbad. Theroyal physicians had found no cause for her illness
— she had known they wouldn’t. And where was that maggot, Carem? He should be searching the
grounds. She had sent him amissive stating as much, but he hadn’t so much asreplied, and shewould
know if her orders had been carried out.

For now, she would conserve her strength so that she could oversee the Court and festivities
of tomorrow.

General Carem prepared to leave his post to return to his Queen. She had requested that he
and a select few others would be her personal guard on the morrow, with the festivities underway.
There had been no sign of Cara anywhere, nor of Silvera. Thiswas getting quite old, quite fast.

Asheassembled the sel ect group, shadows cametoward them and were stopped by theguards.
There were three figures that appeared to take the lead. One had for herself a big black dog at her
heels.

“Who are you?’

“We come to pay homage to Queen Melessa,” said an accented, masculine voice.

“Stop and be searched. Show yourselves.”

The three main figures pushed back the hoods of their cloaks. There were two women and a
man in thelead. One of the women had greying brown hair and olive skin, the other wasfair and had
mousey hair. The man was fair-skinned and had his dark black hair in aplait off of the side of his
head. Those who accompanied them were similarly complexioned.

“Haveyou seen anything suspiciousontheroad?’ interjected Carem. Somethinginthat dog's
eyes looked familiar, but the coloring and size of the wolf he remembered from West Branwendia
were all off.... And these people did not ook to be Mataki. They wouldn’t. When would sherealize
that Carawas probably dead aready and that this search was usel ess?

“Let them pass,” hesaid, signaling to hismen. “My men and | shall personally escort youin.”

* % %

Card sbreath caught in aninaudible gasp from behind grey and brown hair that had falleninto
her eyes. “We thank you, sir,” she said in her most calm voice. Greypaws, in her new black garb,
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snorted a bit and padded after them.

“Where do you hail from?” asked the General.

“East Branwendia,” Silvera said as she casually tossed her now-mousy braid over one
shoulder. “We have been on pilgrimage from Demoaand did not hear of the Queen’ srise to power
until half afortnight ago. It is fortunate we are able to be here.”

“1 see.” That appeared to pacify the General, at least for now.

They rode on in silence until they had passed the palatial walls — they were not stopped, as
General Carem escorted them.

“Herewepart, my friends,” said General Careminwhat seemed hismost cordia voiceasthey
approached the center of the masses camped there for the night. “ Enjoy the festivities of tomorrow.”

“Weshall,” said Nighteyesquietly. General Carem and hismen | eft, presumably to the palace.

Meanwhile, they had to find somewhere to set up camp that would give them ample access
to the throne room, where Court would be held. Being out amongst the siege-like camp beyond the
wallswould never do. The party, still disguised, picked its way among the several tents, attempting
to find somewhere clear enough for them and the handful of scouts.

“1 believel’ vefound somewhere,” said Nighteyesfrom up ahead. He stood before aditch that
appeared to run under the building.

“What'sthat?’ asked Cara as she came up behind him. There were very few people around
but the smell was nauseating.

“It appears to be the boy’ s cell. He told me...about a slot while you...slept the other night.”

“Isit big enough for al of us?”’

“It shall haveto be,” said Silvera. Her voice dropped. “We cannot be seen entering, or else
all shall belost. There are guards circling among the crowd. We must be careful .”

“Isthere anyone in there?’ hissed Cara.

“Not that | can see,” replied Nighteyes.

“Good. Cover me.” With that, Cara started to widen the slot from the outside, digging with
her hands. Greypaws saw thisand joined her in the dig. The remaining people stood watch, covering
their comrades’ actions. Eventualy, they knew, they would hit stone, and then it would be a tight
sgueeze to enter. But enter, they knew they must.

Greypaws, working faster, hit stone before the princess. Dirt matted in her black fur.

“In we go,” whispered Cara. She stopped digging. Nighteyes volunteered to go first and
carefully slid himself through the slot, disappearing from sight as a dull thud resonated from the
darkness.

“I'm all right,” he said. “ Send the next person down.”

Next to go was Cara. She dlid herself into the slot carefully, as she knew that the dungeons
could hold anything and be very deep underground. She couldn’t touch thefloor as she hung from the
slot. There were no good footholds, that she could tell. But there were an awful lot of flies, some of
which bit her exposed wrists.

“May | help you?” came a gruff voice from above her.

“No, wewerejust praying for the Queen’ ssuccessful reign...” someone covered for them and
the moonlight went dark as the shadows above her filled in the hole. She was hanging there in
complete darkness.
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“Let go, princess. I'll catch you,” whispered Nighteyes from below her. She felt two hands
on her shinsand let go. Shefelt the backsof her knees hit what felt like one of hisshoulders, then felt
herself falling backwards. She braced for the hit, but instead of stone hit something alittle softer.

The shadows moved from the slot and she could see him beside her. “Areyou all right?’ she
asked quietly. She had apparently landed on him, and rolled clear.

“1 will be... You have...very sharp elbows.” He appeared to be fine, excepting that the wind
had been knocked out of him.

“What happened?’ hissed one of the scouts from above.

“We'real right. Send the next person down.”

Thistime, it was the scout. He and Nighteyes spoke for amoment in Mataki, and then they
all turned to help the next person down. After afew more close calls, they all were in the dungeon,
even Greypaws, who had more slid than controlled her fall.

“Is everyone here?’ asked Silvera quietly.

There were grunts of assent from the darkness.

“Good. Tonight we should be safe — but we al need some rest. Tomorrow shall have an
interesting morning, to say the least.”

There was no rest for Melessa.

They were here! Somehow, they had gotten here!

Melessa had dragged herself out of bed. Where were they? She was in a cold sweat as she
almost crawled across her room.

Were they under the vase?

No, she had broken that when she’d thrown it against the door.

Were they behind the curtains?

No, she had ripped them down in afit earlier tonight.

Were they under her bed?

No, she had torn that apart, even shredded her sheets and her pillow with a letter opener,

which she still carried in her frenzied search.

Were they behind her mirror, which she had long since been unable to work in her sickened
state?

No, she had broken that when she had thrown a small statue at it in her search for the errant
princess and Yvan'sillicit friend.

“Steward!” she called in her now-hoarse voice. After two more calls, he timidly appeared at
her door.

“Get General Carem. Have him search the grounds. If they are not found by the time High
Court is called at dawn, you personaly will pay! Do you hear me?’ Her voice had risen with every
sentence, punctuated by awild jabbing of the letter opener.

The steward fled and went to find the General.

* % %
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Cara awoke when the guards pounded through the dungeon.

“There is no one who could have entered — am | right?”

“Y-Yes, sir.”

“Areyou certain there is no way to infiltrate the dungeon from the outside?’

“P-positive, sir.”

Cara heard asickening crack and then heavy, metallic footsteps retreating up the stairs. She
sat up.

“Areyou...al right, milady?’ came a soft, accented whisper beside where she had previously
lain.

“Yes. We have to get out of here.”

“Why?’

“They will find our entrance and come in after us.”

“Isthere even aguard left for thejail ?’

“I think that *crack’ was him.”

“Metoo.”

“They shall be around soon,” came athird voice. “Melessa probably knows we're here and
wants us gone.”

“1 agree,” said Carawith anod, looking blindly in Silvera' s general direction.

“But how do we get out?’ asked afourth voice from the darkness.

“1 suggest we wait for them to realize the entrance. If ahigher ranking officer is with them,
he will have akey. Most do, in case the guard iskilled in abrawl.”

“All right. We'll wait, then.”

“High Court will be called at dawn. If we must, we can use another spell to eliminate the door
then, but that will alert Melessa even more to our presence. As much as her insanity is deserved, |
would rather not have her know our location more than she aready does.”

Nighteyes put a hand on the princess's shoulder in agreement. Though no one could seeit,
Carawas acutely aware of its presence.

“Everyone take a position on the edges; when they come and try to follow, we attack.”

* % %

General Carem sighed at theterrified steward as he relayed the message from the Queen. She
must be joking, thought the General. First, he was to stop the aggressive search and lead a band of
men as her guard. Now, the search was back on. Could she please make up her mind, aready? Was
thisreally so much to ask?

With agrumble, he dismissed the steward and started searching for asearch party that heknew
would work in vain until dawn.

“Did you hear that?’

© 2002 by Ryan E. Holman. All Rights Reserved.



The Hunt for Silvera -61-

“Yes”

“Who goes there?’

Silence.

“Hey, what’ s that?”

“What'swhat?’

Thud.

“That, you moron.”

“It appears to be a— wonder where it leads.”

The soldier worked his body until he was wedged in the slot. Suddenly, hands pulled him
down and all he could feel was ablade at his throat and see awoman’s head in the pale light.

“You okay?’

The woman nodded and the blade came tighter against his throat.

“Yes, Sir.”

“What' s down there?’

“N-nothing, sir.”

“Then quit playing around. Y ou know we got orders.”

Silence.

“When the General finds out about this, he'll skin you! Get back up here! Don’t make me
come down th—hey!”

He was pulled down by hands and landed hard on his back on the dungeon floor. As he
struggled to get up, someone straddled his chest, pinning his arms beneath their knees, and someone
elsesat on hisknees. He couldfeel ablade near histhroat and something— presumably another blade
— near hisgroin.

“How many of you are there?’ asked amale voice from the darkness.

“Where' s Corlan?’ asked the officer.

“If you refer to your comrade, he is dead about an arm’ s-length from your head. We dit his
throat.”

“What do you want?”’

“Your silence. And akey.”

“You'll never get either —" his voice erupted into awet gurgle and soon was silent.

“Think there are any more?’ asked Cara, wiping the blood from her knife and hands on the
dead soldier’s cape.

“No,” said one of the scouts as he climbed off hisperch on Nighteyes' shouldersby the slot.
“Did he have akey?”

“Youmeanthisone, | presume?’ asked Silverafrom near the door. She had moved now from
her position on the soldier’ s knees and was busy at the door. Her still-changed mousy hair fell over
her shoulder as she felt for the interior of the lock. Eventually, they all heard a click and the door
creaked open.

“Let’sgo,” said Cara, noticing the pale pink light that had begun seeping throughtheslot. “It's
time to dethrone atyrant.”

© 2002 by Ryan E. Holman. All Rights Reserved.



The Hunt for Silvera -62-

The day of High Court dawned bright. Trumpets sounded to call forth all who would attend
the Court and settle disputes and swear their featy to the new Queen. It promised to be an exciting
day for al involved.

Melessa had dragged herself out of bed and donned her most regal finery; once they had al
sworn her fealty, the ceremonia crown would be placed on her head. It would probably make her
dreadful headache much worse, but she would have to deal with it accordingly. She would be able
to make it through the ceremony. She had to. A weak-looking queen would be taken advantage of,
and thus her own power would be severely limited. No, it was time to show them all that she had her
own agenda, but that at heart she was really a servant of the people.... Melessa’'s Demoa would be
great and strong, she knew. And once they had sworn her their loyalty, going against her would be
high treason, punishable by a slow, painful, public execution.

She looked at herself in her new looking glass, though it made her eyes swim to do so. She
wanted nothing more than to get back in her nice, soft bed where she could go into a less painful
sleep. No, wait, there was something more: she wanted her sovereignty to become something more
than tentative and below that of Yvan. He had served his purpose; now it was time for her.

Her hair was done up rather ornately and shewore arather smplered dressthat rather nicely
flattered her figure; atop this was a darker red cape attached by clips to her shouldersto trail down
her arms and down her back, to give atrain some inferior would carry when she walked.

“Steward!”

“Yes, Your Majesty?’ he peered around the door as he stood in the doorway.

“It istime for me to meet my Court. Find those who will carry my train.”

“Right away, Y our Mgesty.” Thesteward’ sreflection bowed deeply and | eft, closing thedoor
softly behind himself.

M elessaleaned against the frame of the mirror heavily. She fought the spell of nauseaand the
dizziness that attacked her. She prayed fervently that this would not happen during her appearance
in public. If it did, it would spell an excess of trouble for her entire reign.

She' d had enough of that.

A knock came on the door and a muffled statement. Melessa took a deep breath before she
straightened and smoothed her dress and hair.

“Your Mgesty?’

“Comein. Itistimeto greet my Court.”

* % %

Therewas only standing room asthe ranks of nobles entered thethroneroom and filled in the
throneroom, leaving an aisle at the direction of the guards that extended from the door to the daison
which the Demoan throne rested. In this aisle, the Queen would make her entrance. Beforethe dais,
complaints could be issued and the nobility’ s conflicts settled, with judges influenced by the royal
widow’ swisdom. After the business of the Court was settled, the ceremony that installed Melessaas
Queen would begin.

The entire room was abuzz over the deaths of both royal members, even past the day of
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mourning the day before. Theroyal daughter’ s death had come as more of asurprise; Y van had been
ill for quite sometime. Some said Cara had been eaten by awolf; others, that brigands had killed her
asshewastraveling somewhere on covert royal business. Still others believed that she had gone mad
with grief and committed suicide. There had been no official word as to how Yvan and Melessa's
daughter had died, merely that she had. But there was a small, minute fraction of the crowd that
believed her still alive and merely in hiding. A small fraction of that believed she would eventually
return to save them all. But most who believed thisdid so quietly. They knew that it was treason and
that many would turn them in to be seen as heroes by the new regime.

Others who believed this were in the crowd and knew for afact that the princess was alive.
They merely awaited the proper moment to defend her as necessary. These members of the crowd
seemed to be loners; no onereally knew who they were, merely pilgrims who had come — as others
had — to witness the coronation and the Court.

Suddenly, the room became silent as the door at one end of the hall opened. Severa guards,
in ceremonial armor and carrying well-polished weapons, entered in neat, synchronized files. The
famed and revered General Carem led them. These men would al serve as persona guards of the
Queen and would stand at attention in case anything treacherous or otherwise unusual occurred. The
files split and lined the far end of the aidle, their backs to the crowds on either side.

Behind them weretroubadours, announcingthearrival of Y van’ swife, Melessa. Shefollowed
thetrumpeterswith her head loweredin an attitude of respect to her honored guests, her hands calmly
claspedinfront of her. Thetroubadourslined the remainder of the aisle, which the Queen confidently
traversed and took her place on the dais. A judge, heralded differently by the troubadours, followed
her and sat at her |eft hand, to hear and judge the cases, but still to hear the widow’ s wisdom on any
case. Typically, theroya wisdom was unnecessary, but sometimes the monarch would fedl the need
to interject. Other guardsfilled in around the room to serve as bailiffs and security personnel. In the
smaller towns, these roles were filled by the residential bigger, brawnier men. Here, however, the
disputeswere generally between nobles and thuswere to be handled with men befitting the nobility’s
position and prestige.

The judge called the Court to order, and proclaimed that any and all who had business here
would, one-by-one, come forward and issue their complaint.

Inreply tothis, therewere several who cameforward. Somewereland disputes, othersbroken
marriage contracts. All were resolved by the judge. The solitary woman on the dais looked on with
mild boredom written on her face, emotionlessly watching the proceedings. There was one that
seemed to interest her mildly; the case of a Lord Daren of Jalequinn who complained of amissing
pendant that had been in hisfamily for generations. Even General Carem seemed to perk up at this.
Most of the crowd found it amusing, since her had no real suspect as to the crime. Since no culprit
could be found, the judge dismissed his case as the ravings of alunatic and had him dragged away
to be deposited outside.

There was a dlight silence after this case, until a cloaked figure came forward. Its face was
entirely shadowed by a hooded cloak.

“ State your name, then speak your business.”

The figure’' s feminine voice came clearly and loud enough for the entire room to hear. “My
name, for the moment, is unimportant. | wish to issue a complaint. Someone in this room is

© 2002 by Ryan E. Holman. All Rights Reserved.



The Hunt for Silvera -64-

attempting to obstruct King Yvan’s wishes.”

A gasp rippled through the room. M el essalooked at the speaker with mild, skeptical interest.

“There was one who was sent out to find King Y van’s successor. One who the King trusted
enough to compl ete the task. One who would bring she who makes someone close to him shudder
to her proper place on the throne.”

Melessa looked at General Carem. His gaze ignored her and peered at the speaker as she
continued. “However, therewas another who wanted Y van’ sinheritance so badly that they attempted
to prevent the successor’ s finding, to the point of torturing asmall child for giving her information
that she wanted, to keep him from talking further. She found something that led her to believe that
the one sent out by the king was dead, and thus could get what she had wanted all along, and had
blackmailed her way into finding a position from which to strike.”

Melessatwitched a bit, asthough trying to feebly mask an attempt to get Carem’ s attention.
But he, like the crowd, was leaning closer, trying to hear the speaker’s words. Whomever these
charges were levied against would face charges of treason, and everyone there wanted to hear every
word.

“Furthermore, this person sent troops to extract this person from West Branwendia, risking
awar which could potentially endanger the whole of Demoa and everyone here.”

Melessafinally got Carem’s attention and Carem signaled to the ranks around him. Guards
began to advance on the speaker, presumably to arrest her. Seeming to notice this, she continued,
though at a much quicker pace.

“Fortunately, the attempt failed, despite Melessa sefforts. For you see” thefigure reached up
and pushed the hood back, to revea along train of unusually-red hair “1 have returned.”

* % %

Silvera, from somewherein the crowd, removed the glamor from the princess during her last
few sentences. She couldn’t issue a shield for Cara, not without being discovered.

Fortunately, it was unnecessary.

The guards stopped dead in their tracks when they saw the princess. The crowd was equally
aghast.

“1’vecomeback for my birthright, Mother. Father |eft thethroneto me, and you know it. This
iswhy you wanted me dead — why you told them all | was dead. Why you were forced to cover your
tracks by searching half the country for me, to execute me when you did. But | escaped you. And now
it istime for me to take my rightful place.”

Mel sputtered. “ Get her, you fools!”

No one moved.

“Tel them, you clod!”

General Carem’s face hardened and he looked at Melessa. Enough was enough. “No, Y our
Majesty.”

“1 beg your pardon? | am your Queen!”

“Not according to this,” said Cara as she advanced beyond the circle of shocked guards and
pulled a document from within her cloak. “Thisis Yvan'swill, hisfinal wishesto be carried out.”

© 2002 by Ryan E. Holman. All Rights Reserved.



The Hunt for Silvera -65-

Thejudge took the paper from her and looked at the document. “It’s genuine. It dictates that
the throne belongs to the one who makes Queen M€ shudder,” he said, looking at Cara
quizzicaly.

“Cardese,” said Caramockingly, looking straight at Melessa.

The addressed flinched, though she obviously tried not to.

“Melessa, | chargeyou with treason, and attempted murder of aroyal personage.” Caralooked
squarely at her mother with no emotion in her eyes.

“Y ouwouldn’t dare do thisto your own mother! How dareyou?” Her voice cracked and she
stumbled forward.

“But see, I’'m not doing thisas adaughter to her mother. | am doing this asHeiress of Demoa
to atraitoress of Demoa.”

The guards seized Melessa’ s arms and began to drag her away. She tripped, falling to her
knees. In the process, her arms dlipped from the guards' grip.

She lay on the floor weakly for a moment, but then she weakly raised an arm and glared at
Cara. Red fire came from her fingersin an attempt to incinerate she who would claim the throne.

“Caral Look out!” came an accented shout from the gathered crowd. Many peopl e hit thefloor
around her as Cara ducked just in time.

“You know sorceryisillegal, Melessa,” came another mocking female voice from the crowd.
Melessa couldn’t identify the source, until she saw avery familiar, dark-haired woman in the crowd
who smiled cruelly at her.

“Y ou have no ideahow much trouble you'rein, Silvera,” Melessa seethed.

“1 should say the same to you.”

“Stop please, just for amoment,” called Carafrom the dais. Melessalooked hopefully at her
daughter.

“1 will not have her put to death, as befits atraitor. Instead, she will be moved to a dungeon
with her loyal supportersand | eft there, to betreated according to her former underlings’ whims. And
she will be stripped of her sorcery, courtesy of whomever is capable of doing so.”

Mel s hopeful look turned to one of hopeless horror as several |eers were sent her way.
She was dragged away as Caralooked back to the crowd and sat on the dais.
“Now, are there any more complaints to be issued to the High Court this day?”

* % %

“Eldanal Eldana!” Matthius picked up is beloved's head and attempted to revive her by
slapping her cheeks gently. “Wake up, oh please be dive....” Tears started to stream down his face.
A moment ago, all had been normal; and then, she had collapsed on the floor. She still drew breath,
but that was the only sign of life. She couldn’t die now, not after al that had happened... He had
known something waswrong, hewished hehad pushed it more.... And now, shewasunconsciousand
he didn’t know whether or not she would wake....

He dragged her limp body to pallet by the fire and looked for something — anything — that
might be used like smelling salts to revive her.

“Hold on, Eldana... please, for the love of the Saints, hold on....”
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Theremainder of theday at the pal ace pal ed in comparison to the events of that morning. Cara
sat on the dais, patiently listening with the judge to the complaints and assisting with judgements
where she seemed to fedl it was needed, using her authority as Heiress to straighten out some of the
disputes brought before the Couirt.

Theday woreon, and at last Demoacrowned its Queen. The crown made her traveling clothes
look shabby and peasant-like, but this didn’t seem to matter. Those who believed she would return
cheered the loudest.

One man, near thefront, caught her eyes. They shared asmile asthe crown was placed on her
fiery hair. A cheer went up in the crowd again as they al filed to swear to her and to Demoa their
loyalty and service. Thisin and of itself occupied thetime until well after dusk, when the new Queen
announced that her first royal act was to rescind Yvan’'s forced exile of the Lady Silvera, and that
henceforth Silverawould act as the Queen’ s advisor, as promised.

Another cheer went up.

“Andnow,” said Carawithasmile, “ Let thefestivitiesbegin!” Thetroubadourssounded their
trumpets as Cara, followed by several of the strangers wearing cloaks similar to hers, by awolf, and
by Silvera, exited. Thenoblesdid not see her again until latein the night, after apparently bathing and
donning some of the royal finery; she was surrounded by Mataki warriors, in full ceremonial garb.
They made arather impressive sight as they all overlooked the revelers and proposed atoast to the
future and to the remembrance of the Rebirth. One of the Mataki offered atoast to Cara slongreign,
and others toasted to her health and General Carem even toasted Silvera s return to Demoa, with a
smilein her direction. Silverareturned the smile. Thewolf, who had until now been standing beside
Silvera, quietly slipped outside and vanished.

In Demoa, there was celebration of a new reign, of a new Rebirth. A gueen had been
overthrown, and a new one had taken her place. What would happen now, no one could guess.

But for now, they didn’t care.

Tonight, they celebrated.

Matthiushad nearly fallen asleep when Eldanafinally opened her eyes. Hehadn't left her side,
and had barely eaten or slept in nearly a fortnight, and her condition hadn’t changed much in that
time.

“Matthius?” asked a weak voice.

“I'm here.”

“Good.” She squeezed his hand with hersand looked toward the door. Greypaws stood in the
doorway. “You're back.” The wolf padded closer.

“What? | never—oh.” Eldanareached to scratch the wolf’s head.

“She’ s back. She madeit.”

“Who?”’

“Cara. And Silvera.”
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“Oh.” Matthius managed a smile. “How are you feeling?”’

Eldanaheaved herself to stand and looked into thefireplace. “ Thirsty. Could you get me some
water?”’

Matthius nodded, grabbed a water skin, and moved outside.

Quietly, Eldanatook off the pendant and looked at it for along moment, before she placed it
into what would be the hottest part of the fire once she started one. It had served its purpose. It was
dangerous. Thus, it would be destroyed so it could harm no one el se, nor could it fall into the wrong
hands.

When Matthius came in, she put her arms around him and kissed him.

“Fedling better?”’

“Much better — now,” she said with asmile. She knew shewasn’t out of the woods yet, but
she would be fine once she regained her strength fully.

Eldana’ s debt was repaid.

Now, it was time to move on to the rest of their life.

THE END
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