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“One, two, three...”

When the blindfold fluttered away, Corinthia opened her eyes. After a moment of rapid blinking, her vision adjusted to the warm afternoon sun. 

In front of her, towered a thick grove of trees bent into the most peculiar of shapes.   

“Caleb, is that...”

With a rascally smile brightening his handsome face, her husband nodded. “Come.”

After taking hold of his hand, Corinthia let Caleb lead her to the center of the trees. She was not prepared for what awaited her there. Benches made of wood lined both sides of the space creating an aisle. 

Glancing skyward, Corinthia noticed how the tops of the trees formed an arch, resembling the steeple of a cathedral. The sun seeping through the leaves painted the forest floor, achieving quite the similar effect to light streaming through stained-glass windows. 

She was rendered speechless as she gazed at Caleb in question. 

“Yes, this is where they were married,” he read her thoughts perfectly.

Over a year ago, Corinthia’s father, King Diermund of Ronan, sent his troops to the neutral ground near the village of Glowerby to peacefully resolve the matter of a possible uprising. 

Corinthia’s sister, Abbetha, snuck into camp to seek out the commander of the King’s army, Sir Derrick, who in turn, surprised her with a proposal of marriage and a ceremony in a church constructed entirely of trees. Two witnesses had been present for this enchanting occasion, one was the knight who married them, Sir James the Jolly, the other was Caleb. Corinthia would have given anything to be there.

Finding her voice at last, Corinthia exclaimed, “It is breathtaking! I now fully understand why Abbetha did not want to remarry in Chroi. Nothing compares to the beauty found here.”

Caleb’s smile was enough to undo her as he asked, “Are you telling me, Princess, you would like to remarry here?”

They had been married in a grand garden ceremony no more than a month before. Their wedding had been beyond perfect. Everyone important both to the crown and to them were there. The flowers were in full bloom that day. It was as if they too were invited guests to such a momentous occasion. Corinthia’s dress was sapphire blue with ivory lace details around the neck, sleeves, and most of the skirt. It was a work of art to be sure, but it was not nearly as beautiful as the smile of her heart’s mate at the sight of her walking toward him. 

A large part of the garden had been used to create a winding pathway of white rose bushes in full bloom. It was not a straight path to each other because, after all life is nowhere near a linear path. 

Though a rule abider at heart, she took the untraditional wedding a step further by allowing Caleb to also traverse the long and winding path toward her. Corinthia started on one side and Caleb on the other; symbolizing how two journeys become one grand adventure. The rose bushes lining the path, were not so high, allowing them to see each other as they neared the alter and their future together. She remembered his eyes and how they only saw her, how he only loved her.

Their guests surrounded them as a symbol of love which surrounded them that day and everyday thereafter.

Wistfully, Corinthia shook her head, focusing once more on the present moment. “I fear this venue is much more befitting my sister. However, if it were your wish to remarry here, I would not protest. Just as long as you were still the one I’d be married to in the end.”

He promptly snatched her up in his arms to capture her lips with his own. When they parted, she was breathless. 

Resting her head on his shoulder, she sighed contentedly. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

Caleb planted a soft kiss upon her temple, his soothing voice warmed her like the comfort found in an embrace. “Derrick and Abbetha have an enduring love unlike anything I have ever seen. By bringing you to the place they permanently bound that love before God, I thought a bit of that might rub off on us.”

After rewarding his kind heart with another kiss, Corinthia smiled. “While I agree they do have something remarkable, I could do without their constant quarreling, Husband.”

Caleb’s jovial laugh sounded enchanting in the natural vestibule. “No question about that, Wife. I do not know how they keep up their energy to argue.”

Derrick and Abbetha were like two forces of nature. Their bond was strong but when they took aim at one another, which was quite often, all of Ronan knew it. 

“I do believe they get their energy from feeding off of each other, leeches that they are.”

“Corin.” 

An exhilarating chill traveled the length of her spine at the sound of her childhood nickname on his lips. 

“I do believe that is the vilest thing you have ever said about anyone,” Caleb teased.

Corinthia smiled mischievously, aware of her glimmering reputation. She was never one to cause a fight; always seeing the good in others. 

“Let’s just say, marriage has changed me.” 

Tenderly, Caleb lifted her hands to his lips to kiss each finger. “No complaints to be found here, milady.” 

A few moments later, the newlyweds were once again in their carriage. Corinthia rested her head on her husband’s shoulder as they journeyed home to Chroi, where everything good in her world existed. 

––––––––
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THIS IS NOT GOOD! Abbetha’s thoughts screamed as she stood motionless next to her husband. 

Glancing at Derrick, she took note of his tense stance. His legs might as well have sprouted roots, he was so still.

“I really don’t have all day,” the female before them sarcastically proclaimed. “If you are going to arrest me, I suggest you do it. Now!”

The knights surrounding Lady Veronica Gattrick all looked to Derrick for direction. When Derrick did not make a move, the woman sighed impatiently.

“I am no witch, you fool. I do not have the ability to cast a spell. Just get on with it!” She testily declared.

Derrick finally gave the knights a curt nod. Within moments, the woman was secured before the men escorted her off to the nearby prisoner’s quarters. Lady Veronica’s grey eyes found Abbetha’s. As if their icy hue were not enough to freeze her blood, Veronica’s self-satisfied sneer made Abbetha’s heart pound with fear. A feat not so easily accomplished.

Once the threat of the interloper had been removed and the veil of tension had lifted, Abbetha threw herself into her mother’s arms. Queen Lenora had been standing directly behind Abbetha during the confrontation. Next to her, was the queen’s closest friend, Derrick’s mother, Moira, who immediately embraced Derrick. 

Abbetha and the two women had been enjoying a walk in the gardens when they noticed Derrick and his men in a circle, bodies tense, weapons drawn. Upon closer inspection they discovered the cause of all the fuss had been Lady Veronica, also known as the Maiden of Midnight for her affinity for wearing black clothing. This interloper was also the woman the king had once been betrothed to. 

Veronica’s father, Lord Gattrick, who had masqueraded the halls of Chroi under the name Winthrop, had been executed for treason. Lady Veronica’s presence there was quite unexpected indeed. Not to mention unsettling.

“Your Majesty.” 

Abbetha released her mother at the sound of Derrick's voice, “Do you know why Veronica would be here?” 

Her mother’s eyes were shadowed as she replied, “I suspect to discover more about her father’s death. Though I know not what purpose that would serve.” 

Derrick nodded. 

“Heed my warning, Derrick,” the queen began again. Abbetha had not heard her mother speak in such a terrified tone before. “No matter what woeful tale Lady Gattrick tells you, she is not to be trusted. Do you understand?”

Derrick nodded once more before directing his intense stare at Abbetha. 

With a brisk jerk of his head, her beast of a husband signaled for her to follow him. Digging in her heels, she crossed her arms defiantly. “Not now, Derrick. I need to speak with my mother.”

“Speak with her when you are done speaking with me,” Derrick said through clenched teeth. He gave her one last warning look before storming off toward camp.

Abbetha sighed. She was in no mood for a reprimanding. She would be the first to admit to anyone that she often did many things to deserve reprimands, though she was ashamed by any of her actions. However, try as she might, Abbetha could not think of why her husband would be cross with her about what had just happened. It was not as though she made Veronica come to town. Sometimes, Abbetha suspected that Derrick preferred to be angry, like it was a comfort to him. 

“Go, Abbetha. We will talk later,” her mother offered.

Abbetha rolled her eyes. “I sometimes feel as though I am his child and not his wife, the way he treats me.”

Her mother waved her had as if what Abbetha said held no importance. “Your father is the same with me at times. Remember Abbetha, as wives, we have the unique ability to calm our husbands, no matter the circumstance.” 

Abbetha smiled at her mischievous wink. She had missed her mother terribly in the five years of her absence. For that length of time, the queen was believed to be dead. Later, it had been revealed she faked her own death as a ploy to throw off Lord Gattrick, who threatened the lives of the royals. In the following months since the queen’s return to the living, all was well. That was until that very day, of course.

With a subtle wave of her hand, Moira got the attention of both Abbetha and Lenora. “I do believe you are needed elsewhere, my dear. At once.” Moira flashed a knowing smile, as she pointed to where her son stood like a mountain, arms firmly folded across his chest, tempestuous eyes hurling daggers in Abbetha’s direction. 

Scowling, Abbetha snapped at her ever-impatient spouse. “Oh, ye of little patience, I cometh!” 

As Abbetha hurried to catch up to her now retreating husband, the sound of Moira and her mother giggling reached her ears. She sighed exasperatedly, as she thought, I am glad some people find this amusing!

––––––––
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DERRICK CHARGED INTO his tent where he slept while away from the castle.  He worked on calming his emotions knowing Abbetha was on his heels. 

Turning abruptly, he collided into her. Before she had a chance to escape, he fiercely gripped her shoulders before pulling her to him. Their kiss left him feverish. He paused only for the briefest of moments to smile against her lips when her hands slipped around his neck. 

No matter how furious the two had become with one another, their fights had always ended like this. It was as if they were tethered together by one thick rope, that rope was a heartstring. While it extended far enough for them to live independently, it could quickly shorten when the need to become a united front once again proved to be too great. 

Pressing his forehead against hers, Derrick gently tugged on her unruly hair, causing her gaze to meet his. Her brow was furrowed with concern; he knew she saw his tears. 

Abbetha lovingly smoothed away a tear with her thumb. “Derrick, what’s wrong?”

“I was scared.” Derrick turned, breaking their embrace. Quickly, he used the sleeve of his shirt to dry his face before he gave her his most reassuring smile.

“The great Sir Derrick. Scared? I find that hard to believed.” Her words and smile teased him, but her striking emerald eyes implored him to continue. 

Maintaining a stoic expression, he nodded. “Terrified.”

Her confusion was painted all over her beguiling features. “Whatever for?”

“Of losing you!” he shouted, his voice shaking. How was it not obvious to her?

She promptly placed her hands on her hips like his mother often did when he was a boy, his mother still did at times. He smiled at the mental comparison. The temperaments of his mother and wife were vastly different and yet, there were subtle similarities like their stance or their tenacity that made his heart smile.

“Losing me? What are you talking about, Derrick?” Abbetha implored.

Speaking in a more subdued manner, Derrick explained, “When Lady Veronica showed up, I knew her heart would be poisoned with revenge. After all, her father died at the hands of her once betrothed.”

“She was unarmed,” Abbetha insisted stubbornly.

“I still don’t trust her,” Derrick declared. They were toe to toe now. Pride against pride. Commander of the King’s Army versus Princess of Ronan. 

“Neither do I, but surely she was no match for you, at least ten of your men, and the Arrow of Ronan,” she reasoned. 

By using the nickname his men had given her, Derrick knew Abbetha was trying to infuse fresh air into the stifling tension that existed in the space between them. The real fear residing in his spirit could not be simply vanquished by her joy.

“You worry too much,” his wife accused, jabbing his chest with her finger.

“No one arrives to the land of their enemy, unarmed,” Derrick insisted. “She may not have had a physical weapon on her, but she might have come armed with strategy and an ulterior motive. I believe allowing herself to be arrested is part of it.” Derrick was thinking aloud more than he was talking directly to her. 

He was a thinker, a strategist. He needed to analyze every situation before formulating a proper battle plan. 

“Perhaps she is armed,” Abbetha responded evenly.

He peered at her suspiciously. “You are too calm about all this. Why?”

She shrugged. “She is a threat, but she is currently under the watch of the most skilled guardsmen in all of Ronan.” Abbetha slipped her hands around his waist, tugging him close. She was seducing him, a clear sign she was more concerned than she let on. The more fear his sandpiper felt the braver she appeared.

“So no, I am not worried.” 

Liar, Derrick mentally debated, as he savored the feel of her in his arms. How someone could be so soft and strong at the same time was beyond him. 

“Tell me,” she began. “Why were you so concerned. You know I can handle myself in combat.”

At her self-assured statement, he confessed his greatest fear. “What if she had hurt you or...our child?”

He felt her body stiffen before she backed away from him. “Our...what?”

“That is, if you were with child,” Derrick rushed to add.

His sandpiper was now the emerald-eyed spitfire he had fallen in love with in their youth. 

Pacing the room like some rabid she-cat, Abbetha argued, “First, I am not! Second, you know that combat is at the center of who I am. I simply cannot stay away from it. No child is going to prevent that!”

“You know anything can happen, Sandpiper, no matter how careful you are.” For emphasis, he lowered his shirt just enough to reveal the jagged scar above his heart, left there by an arrow meant for her. Derrick had blocked it with his body, narrowly escaping his own death.

“Yes, well...” she began cautiously, before finding her confidence once more. “Don’t you fret, my dear warrior. I am not planning to intercept the path of an assassin’s arrow to save you when I am swollen with child.” 

She puffed out her cheeks and stomach before waddling with great difficulty. Her silly imitation of what she might look like if she were expecting, caused both to erupt into laughter. The bubble of tension instantly popped by the needle of her humor.  

Soberly, she peeked at him through unbelievably long lashes. “Why this sudden discussion of family?”

Derrick shrugged, raising his brow. “It is a possibility we must take into consideration. After all, we are not good at keeping to ourselves, you and I.” 

She gasped, her cheeks pinked, eyes lit anew with a green flame. “Lest you forget, dearest husband, I have the power to resist you.”

“You think you can resist me, do you?” Derrick taunted, reaching for her. Just like the sandpiper he nicknamed her for, she skittered away quicker than his cumbersome body could react. He laughed as she bolted outside. And so the hunt was on.

––––––––
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ABBETHA SQUEALED PLAYFULLY as she bounded away from her husband. Despite Derrick’s permanent limp, he expertly kept up with her quick pace. She dodged several men in her pursuit of escape. Her smile was wide and her heart light as she played this thrilling game of cat and mouse. 

She lifted her skirts, enabling her freedom to move more quickly. Men were so lucky to traipse about all day in trousers. Abbetha adored engaging in battle, because it was then she could wear her armor and not the restrictive garments she wore now. 

When she made it to a hill on the edge of the village, she turned in time to see her husband gaining on her. Although still a good distance away, she witnessed the joyful expression on his rugged features instantly fade to one of panic. It was an emotion he never showed. “Abbetha! Behind you!”

“Derrick, what-” before she could turn around, a sharp pain unlike anything she had ever known ransacked every part of her.  

Completely disoriented, she glanced down to find the body of an arrow protruding from her lower belly. It was a beautifully crafted arrow really. The shaft was a deep brown, perhaps crafted of cherry. Strange choice to be sure. The feathers were stunning as well. They looked to be Owl plumage or something of such nature. The feathers on her arrows were raven feathers, their shaft made of a dark wood as well but unlike looking polished like that one did, she burnt the lighter wood with flames until the hue was black.

It was then she realized she was injured by this enchanting weapon. Her nausea overwhelmed her like a wave at sea. The world spun as she felt her legs give way beneath her. Unable to catch herself, Abbetha’s head bounced on the solid dirt. Knowing she risked slipping away permanently, she desperately focused on her surroundings to remain alert.

Although Abbetha was aware of the chaos ensuing around her, just up the hill she spotted a pair of stone-colored eyes pinning her to the ground. Though dazed, fear gripped her at the realization that Lady Veronica Gattrick had escaped. Next to her, stood a hooded man holding a bow. Whoever this stranger was, he was seemingly the one who fired the arrow that took Abbetha down. The body of his bow seemed to match the style of the foreign object in her gut.

As though the world sped up all at once, Veronica was whisked away and Abbetha’s view was filled by her husband’s horrified expression. His face was practically on hers as he begged her to stay awake. 

She fought hard to stay with her husband, but soon she found her pain to be like an avalanche on the Maorgas mountain range, it’s force was too powerful as it threatened to engulf her fully. Abbetha was no longer able to resist the call of darkness and the peace to be found there. 
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Corinthia gripped her husband’s hand so tightly, she feared letting go would mean losing her very hold on reality. The newlyweds anxiously awaited news on a plush bench in the hallway. Most people return from their honeymoon to find their lives just as they had left them. Corinthia and Caleb were not so fortunate. 

The firstborn of Ronan had arrived to discover her sister had been struck by an arrow and their father’s former fiancé was responsible. The most astonishing bit of information however, had been her mother, once thought to be dead, was very much alive and once more living at Chroi. 

From a young age, Corinthia knew her life as a royal meant her life would be different than the lives of the villagers residing beyond their walls, but surely not all royal houses were filled with such turmoil like that of the Ronan Royals.

Peace was all Corinthia desired. Amid any storm, she kept a front of serenity. She only wished that same sense of calm would reach her heart. 

Caleb patted her hand to comfort her. Looking to her husband who sat quietly beside her, she thanked God for his gentle strength. She knew he was deep in prayer. His faith was stronger than anyone she had ever known, even her mother. 

Corinthia and Caleb stood in unison when the queen emerged from Abbetha’s chambers. Her mother gave them each a quick hug before inviting them to sit again.

Corinthia held onto her mother’s hand like an unsure child in need of a steadying force. Her mother’s hand was not as soft as she remembered. It was rough with callouses. Perhaps it was all her time in the garden and helping the villagers at Glowerby 

Queen Lenora was an apothecary, skilled in the art of healing, another piece of news that had been unknown to Corinthia. Whilst away, a letter had reached Corinthia and Caleb explaining all that had transpired in their absence. None the least of which was her mother’s return from the dead. Even though she sat beside her now, Corinthia still could not fully grasp the reality of it.

“She will live,” her mother reassured them.

Corinthia could feel Caleb’s tension leave his body as he breathed, “Thank you, Lord.” 

She, however, could not find rest until she heard the whole story, sensing the news her mother bore was not all happy. 

“Thankfully, the archer who made an attempt on Abbetha’s life did not possess a good aim.” Although the queen smiled, Corinthia could see the sadness etched in the corners of her lips. 

Corinthia felt in her spirit that if she were meant to know everything, her mother would have told her. She resisted the temptation to pry, even though it pained her to do so. After all, respecting her parents was of the upmost importance to her. 

“May we see her?” Corinthia asked eagerly. She was desperate to see for herself that her beloved sibling was faring well despite such a tragic event.

Placing a hand on her shoulder, the queen shook her head sympathetically. “Although she will live, there was a lot of damage.” Her mother hesitated slightly before continuing. “I gave her some sleeping herbs. Now, she needs rest more than anything else. Her complete healing will take some time. Keeping her unconscious is wise as you both know how Abbetha gets when she is told to obey a command against her will.” 

Amused, both Corinthia and Caleb nodded. Abbetha certainly was not the type to do what she was told, even if that something was in the best interest to her. 

“Caleb, do you mind if I steal your wife away? We have much to discuss.” Queen Lenora asked in her most charming voice.  

“Not at all,” Caleb replied, smiling. “Do you know where I might find Derrick, Your Majesty?”

“With his troops. I told him to rest when he refused to leave her side. He is just as stubborn as my daughter. Thankfully, my title of queen far outranks his title of Commander. When I order him to do as I say, he has no choice but to obey,” her mother replied, a triumphant grin on her ivory face. Corinthia smiled in return. 

Forever the gallant gentlemen, Caleb bowed respectfully to his mother-in-law before kissing Corinthia’s hand. When he left in search of his superior, the two women headed to the gardens. 

Once surrounded by the glorious blooms the queen had nurtured from seed, Corinthia felt the awkward tension of being reunited with someone she thought had died long ago, instantly dissolve.

The familiar, yet still foreign voice of her mother invaded her thoughts. “You did well for yourself, Corin, choosing to wed a man like Caleb.”

Corinthia’s heart leapt joyfully as her husband’s kind and comely face appeared in her mind. “I feel as though I had no choice in the matter.”

Her mother nodded knowingly. “It happened like that with your father. I adamantly resisted my feelings for him. Thankfully, he was not the pompous prince I had thought him to be. My heart knew better and refused to allow my logic to get in the way of God’s destiny.”

Corinthia smiled. It was just a brief time ago that she and her sister learned that their parents’ love story did not start off as blissfully as they had once been led to believe. 

The distinct scent of roses reached Corinthia’s nostrils. She did not know a more pleasant fragrance in all the world. Passing under an arch full of the aromatic blooms, a memory floated into her mind like a dream. It was the night of the feast held in honor of Derick’s return as well as the marriage between the Captain of the Guard and Abbetha.

Caleb and Corinthia had left the festivities early to take a stroll in the gardens. The sky had been clear, offering them a beautiful view of God’s handiwork, the sky painted with brilliant stars. They had spent most of their walk in silence. That was until she took the biggest risk of her life. It was a choice that forever changed her future. 

“It was here I told Caleb how I felt. It was also here he tried to propose to me,” Corinthia stated.

Clearly intrigued, her mother arched a dark eyebrow. “Tried?”

Corinthia could feel heat rise in her cheeks as she nodded shyly. “Although, in the past I had been too cautious in matters of the heart, the fear of losing Caleb forever became too great, so I proposed to him first.” She peeked at her mother to find a big grin painted on her face. 

Corinthia chuckled before continuing. “I know it was unusual. Directly after I had asked, he pulled a ring from his pocket. He was planning to ask me all along. In a sense, we asked each other.”

The queen stopped to gather her daughter into an embrace. Corinthia had missed her mother terribly. Being able to spend time with her again was a blessing she promised never to take for granted. She inhaled her mother’s scent which was a mixture of lavender and other fragrant herbs. It was as warm and soothing as the woman from whom it emanated. Her mother’s very presence had healing powers. Corinthia had lived at home her whole life, but she did not feel as at home as she did in that moment. 

“That is a romantic story to be sure. A tale worth remembering for generations,” the queen stated. “Certainly one befitting the future Queen of Ronan.” 

Corinthia said nothing as she smiled shyly at her mother.

––––––––
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LENORA COULD HEAR THE waves of the sea nearby as she and her eldest child sat on a wooden bench found in the center of the gardens. 

So many secrets flittered across her mind; secrets she wanted to tell Corinthia yet did not know how or if she even should. Abbetha’s life had been in more danger than Lenora had let on. She wanted to tell her daughter everything, but Corinthia had nearly fainted upon seeing her alive. Then again when Corinthia was informed that her sister had been injured, Lenora feared if she told Corin anymore, she might have two bedridden daughters.

Clearing her mind of those thoughts, she turned to face Corinthia. Lenora was disheartened to have missed five years of her children’s lives. After she had faked her death to keep her family safe, she had fled to the small village of Glowerby in the Ronan countryside to go into hiding. Yet, she did manage to check in on her children and husband whenever possible. Though she watched them from a distance, she missed the important moments that only came from being present. 

Lady Veronica’s father, Lord Gattrick, was responsible for those lost years as he was the one behind the threats against Ronan and her royals. However, why Veronica would feel the need to seek revenge, was beyond Lenora’s knowledge. If anyone should be seeking revenge it should be her. Yet, with God in her life and her family now restored, she found no reason to. Vengeance is mine saith the Lord. So why would she pursue it if it were never hers to begin with? 

Corinthia’s face was glowing as if a sunbeam reached down from Heaven to kiss it and Lenora knew why. She had seen it countless times in the women she looked after in Glowerby therefore had become sensitive to the beginning signs.  She wanted nothing more than to congratulate Corin, but knew it was too early for even her daughter to detect.  

“Mother, what’s wrong?” Corinthia asked, bringing Lenora back to the present.

Smiling, she lovingly placed a hand over her daughter’s. “Nothing is the matter, Corin. Why do you ask?”

Corinthia teased, “Oh I don’t know, you have just been staring at me for a long while.”

“Have I?” Lenora asked, feigning surprise.

Corinthia nodded, amused. “To be sure.”

Shrugging absentmindedly, Lenora replied, “I suppose I missed seeing my daughter, talking with her, being around her.”

Corinthia hugged her then.  “I missed you too, Mother.”

Moisture pooled in the Ronan Queen’s eyes as she laughed. 

“Mother?” Corinthia asked, concern present in her voice. 

Patting her daughter’s hand to reassure her, Lenora said, “I am fine, I promise. I am just so happy.” 

After hugging her daughter a second time, Lenora sighed contentedly and stood. “’Tis time we return. Your father will be outraged for being away from him for as long as I have.”  

Corinthia smirked. “I do believe my father, Valiant King Diermund of Ronan, misses his one true love.”

Lenora’s heart did a little jig at her daughter’s words. “I missed him fiercely. However, if he keeps up this possessively worried behavior, I’m going to have to fake my death again just to get some peace and quiet.” 

Corinthia looked surprised that she would even suggest such a thing. Lenora chuckled as they made their way back home. She thanked God for providing her with so many blessings. The two most miraculous were her youngest daughter surviving Veronica’s attack, and the future reigning monarch of Ronan growing in her eldest.
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Eyes carved from stone penetrated her soul. Abbetha tried to flee but found her limbs to be immobile. It was as if her body were deceased though her mind remained very much alive. The woman with the murderous gaze sneered as she unsheathed a dagger from the black sash fastened about her waist. The wicked woman raised it high before embedding the dagger into Abbetha’s flesh. 

“No!” Abbetha screamed, as her body thrashed about violently. She instinctively gripped the spot on her belly where the nightmarish woman had stabbed her. The searing pain left her breathless. 

“Sh-shh.” She jerked at someone’s foolish attempt to soothe her. 

“Leave me alone!” She heard herself bellow. 

“Sandpiper, it’s me! It’s ok, you’re safe now!” 

As if someone slapped her in the face, the fog of confusion cleared. It had been another nightmare and she was safe in her bedchamber with her husband whose sturdy arms surrounded her. She desperately clung to him. She knew she had only just dreamt of Veronica, but why did the pain feel so real? Glancing down, she caught sight of the bandages wrapped around her middle. That was when the vision of the arrow protruding from her gut and Veronica’s cold stare, came back to her.
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