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Zelda blinked and was surprised to find herself not in a dank and dark cavern, but in the stone room of an old castle. The curtains were drawn shut against the day and the room was shadowy and dark. It was a bedchamber, with an old four-poster bed, the curtains around which had been drawn back to reveal a dark red coverlet. On the nightstand was a washbasin, and under the bed, Zelda could see a chamber pot.

It was a moderately sized room, with not much furniture aside from a fireplace and a sitting chair. There was also a great bathing basin on the stone floor near the hearth, devoid of water, and beside it, a bow of soap and washcloths. Zelda was surprised to see the bassinet that stood on a circular rug of black fur near the bed. The crib had been draped in black curtains and inside, blankets and pillows waited for a child . . . Her child. 

Zelda put a sad hand to her big belly and stood there, staring at the bassinet. How would she get out of this predicament? She couldn’t think to give up her baby! At night, she had sat in happy silence, smiling as it kicked and squirmed inside her, as Yrsa hugged her from behind and rubbed her belly. Two happy parents they had been. But Zelda had left Yrsa and had ruined her life to boot, only to turn around and abandon Calain, who had given up her life as a knight to protect her honor. So many women, destroyed because they had loved her. Zelda stared at the crib and started to wonder if her baby wouldn’t be better off without her. But in the hands of Melvalda? The Witch of the Dark? 

For that was how Melvalda was known. Gweneth, who was worldly and seemed to know a great deal about many things, had told Zelda and Calain of Melvalda’s reputation in Eriallon. According to Gweneth, she was a very old, very powerful witch, and Gweneth had told them they were lucky to have escaped her the first time they crossed her path, especially given that they had massacred half her coven!

Melvalda had appeared in the room with Zelda, and when Zelda moved forward toward the bassinet, she hung back, watching Zelda quietly from her black hood, her long dark hair trailing over the front of her gown in dark rivers. Without a word, Melvalda waved her hand at the barren fireplace, and fire sprang to life there, heating the once-chilly room. Zelda was grateful, for she was still wearing her bear skins and furs, and the dress was quite short, exposing her legs and arms. She went to the fire and warmed her hands over it, and she could feel her belly warming as well as it protruding near the flames.

Zelda was aware of Melvalda standing behind her, still watching her with those intense black eyes. It gave her a chill, but surprisingly, not a chill of fear. It was a chill of . . . delight. Melvalda didn’t just want her baby. Melvalda wanted Zelda. And Zelda had quickly realized that the first time they met back in Eriallon. The way Melvalda had looked at her, spoken to her in that hushed, purring voice, touched her with a groping hand. And she had liked it. To her great shame, she had blushed and felt her sex swell with hunger, and she hadn’t wanted it to stop. She still felt the same way. 

“This is your chamber,” Melvalda said quietly. “None of my women will disturb you. I have forbidden it.”

“Where are we?” Zelda wandered, turning her face to the window. She could see a gray sky and beneath it, a line of dark pine trees. A dark lake glittered in the pale sunlight, its surface dancing beneath a light sprinkle of rain.

“My castle, Ravenhold,” answered Melvalda quietly. “It is in the Ghostly Mountains, far north . . . in Eriallon.”

Zelda gasped, looking quickly at Melvalda. They had crossed the sea, traveling thousands of miles in an instant, leaving Realm Koradara far behind, and were once again in the realm where Zelda had spent her entire life. She felt a little hopeless: even if the Knights of Falcon were to rescue her, they were quite far away. Perhaps they would use a portal to find her.

“You will be safe here until the child is born,” Melvalda assured Zelda. 

“And after it is born?” said Zelda, still warming her hands over the flames, her back to Melvalda.

“That is up to you,” answered Melvalda, surprising Zelda enough that she looked over her shoulder, brows raised. Melvalda smiled. “Did you think I would keep you a prisoner here? I only desire the child—”

“Why?” Zelda asked abruptly and straightened up. It had never occurred to her wonder why Melvalda wanted her baby. That she wanted it had been frightening enough. There were so many stories of witches snatching children for dark rituals and sacrifices or sometimes just to take on as an apprentice, to pass on knowledge. Zelda prayed it was the latter.
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