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	“Now the time has come, finally, for me to reveal to you exactly what it is that the gods have planned for this companionship they have thrown together. And it seems that things, from what Miloš has spoken, look worse than ever.” Here Marena made a long pause, as if to impart the full gravity of the situation on all those gathered, even though she knew that her words alone, uttered in this way of witches’ magic, would be etched in their memory until the end of their days.

	While the silence lingered, she walked over to Senka and sat down beside her, her voice resuming its natural color as she eventually spoke again: “First of all, make yourselves comfortable – that which I must disclose is indeed grave, and it also will take quite some time for it all to be related so that the magnitude of all these undertakings becomes clear.” Dusk had already begun to fall, and the companions settled themselves around the campfire. Curiosity burned inside each of them, stronger than the meager fire which they circled, the flickering flames already casting fleeting shadows behind them. Mara waited until they had all gathered closely about and sat down, and then she continued.

	“A great war has been building and is now looming, perhaps greater than any that mankind has known before. This imminent calamity cannot be avoided, but a handful of truly rare and unique individuals still have a chance to impact its final outcome. This handful, this tiny shred which the gods have gathered and accorded as a sign of their wishes, is indeed this company of strange folk, our own fellowship.” Marena again paused, looking meaningfully at each of them. The quivering play of the flames across their faces added a further touch of the mystical, and the attention of all of those gathered was fixed entirely on this strange young woman, a witch and a “daughter of the greatest witch of them all,” as she herself once said. She would have captured their attention with ease even if she had not enthralled them with the menacing depth her voice now took on once more, as she resumed her fateful telling:

	“All of us, one by one, have been chosen by the gods to oppose the inevitable misfortune that approaches. Yet, as you have already seen, the gods govern mortals in such ways that the champions of gods still control their own fates, for our freedom is the one present that even they cannot take away from us – none of us have performed anything that we would not be willing to do again if asked to. We have all acted in accordance with our own convictions, and that is the one thing above all that is expected of us – to be that which we are.” Here Marena again met each of them with her eyes, her penetrating gaze gripping Miloš and Vuk especially strongly, with such intensity that it bordered on pain. Both men felt deep down as if they were not who they truly were, each of them being now of much greater stature than that which they displayed (one much more than just a mountain shepherd, the other not merely a hobbled thief), and thus that they were not true to themselves, let alone to their fellow companions, despite the impeccably good nature of their intentions.

	“Our enemy is none other than that very empire which strikes fear in every king and kingdom, and its emperor, who desires that there shall be no other kings, and no other kingdoms. Even if this hostility is not yet openly declared for all to see, we are not far from the day when it will be. And then, when the clouds of war envelop and shroud the land which we walk upon, everyone will have to choose a side to be on. On the one side may exist the possibility of saving one’s own head, while on the other, there is that which is most beautiful in this world: freedom.”

	Another pause followed, pregnant with silence. Vuk was reminded again of his continued irritation over the theatricality with which Marena delivered every serious statement, even if over time he had actually become rather fond of the young witch herself. His restlessness mounting as the witch’s weighty pause lingered, he was just on the brink of saying something that would surely not be greeted with joy by Mara, when she again resumed her revelations, just at the moment when everyone’s patience had been stretched to breaking.

	“Of greatest concern is that our enemy is several steps ahead of us. If Miloš truly is riding a horse of the Hur emperor, this means that the entire pursuit of Senka was instigated at his bidding. But maybe not at his will – if so, this would be even more troubling for it would mean that the villainous Ala has engaged extremely dangerous allies…”

	“Villainous Ala, enemy… woman, you certainly have a strange choice of words for referring to the emperor of the most powerful realm on earth, or at least that is how the kings seem to grasp it!” This had been spoken by Relja, a dragonkin and a broken-winged dragon, and the only one who, in his inexperience and completely out of the blue, would dare to interject and cut Marena off in mid-sentence. All of the others had already seen enough from the young woman that they knew it was best to heed her words when she spoke, especially as she did so rarely, but to this son of a dragon, the young witch was still unfamiliar; and thus he went on stubbornly: “The king of Karavlaška is wedded to the oldest daughter of the Hur emperor exactly for the purpose of avoiding being an enemy of his, while, as I figure it, your king Stepan has done similarly. I do not know, then, why you think that war is unavoidable?”

	Mara regarded him silently for a long time before at last responding: “Conflict is indeed inescapable, for this villainous Ala” – she said it again, emphasizing both words, but especially the second – “will not stop until every other country is swallowed up, or until the Hur empire is stopped in this attempt. As for the name of ala, O my burbling dragon’s son, I surely do not refer to the Hur emperor – for someone who talks so much, I would expect you to at least know something as well.” This time the pause that followed was purposefully inciteful, and Relja indeed intended to answer her provocation, but Vuk, imperceptibly, jabbed him sharply with his elbow, pressing Relja to refrain this time and swallow the insult without another word. Marena, seeing that her challenge would not be returned, continued in a calm manner: “This villainous Ala, our absolute enemy and at the same time the archenemy of all mankind, my dear haggard and all too human fellowship,” and here for a moment her voice took on that note of mockery so that one could never discern whether she was truly serious or not, “is in actuality not the emperor of the Hurs, but his dear wifey, the empress!” At these words, Relja could not hold back his already stifled tongue and clicked it mockingly, while the accompanying sighs that followed clearly communicated that the rest of the companionship was also far from entirely convinced. Mara allowed them some time to express their skepticism, but then continued resolutely.

	“When I call her Ala, it is not in some vain attempt to describe the lady empress with some insulting comparison, as our upstart Relja seems to think, but to call her by what she truly is. The Hur empress, even though appearing to be no more than a faithful wife and lady, has for a long time already been something much, much more dangerous… I know what I say may be hard to believe, but you must be open to such a possibility, despite how unlikely it seems. I have already told Vuk that many do not believe in werewolves either, and I could say the same for humanish dragons and other such seemingly imaginary beasts. That is why, my dear fairy-tale companions, before you reach your final verdict, I implore you to listen to me through to the end.” Saying this, she but slightly shivered and fell mute as abruptly as a summer storm, allowing the curiosity of the rest of the party to grow in tantalizing suspense; not long after, all of them quieted, any mumblings dissipating to silence, eager to hear what fates the young witch would unveil for them.

	“Before I proceed to speak about the present, I first want to visit the past. For Senka, it would seem long ago, but for some of you, not so far – that which I will now speak of happened exactly twenty summers ago, and all of it just slightly before the tale, and a largely true tale at that, which Vuk told you all some time ago about the Hur king…”

	“I have no idea, Mara, what tale you are talking about?!” roared Žarko, interrupting. “That is because you slept right through it, hero!” Mara retorted mockingly. “But that story is not important now – Vuk’s tale was from the early days of a kingship which is now the most powerful empire of our days and beyond. Yet my story begins even earlier, and tells of how this man, or I might even say this scoundrel, ever came to be a King in the first place. I believe that some of you already know of this hearsay,” and here she looked directly at Vuk, “but I wish to tell it for those who are not familiar with it. Also, I am sure that in this telling there will be new details for everyone.” Then she turned towards Miloš: “In this tale, shepherd chief,” and once again her gaze elicited an unexpected tumult in Miloš, “you will find out something regarding your horse, for I believe that it must be precisely this one. If this is indeed true, it is the one good thing to come from Duke Balačko’s words which you brought back to us, after you delivered all three heads of his to our king.”

	“Well then, I can begin the story in much the same way as Vuk began his: in the time when all of this happened, the Hurs were not yet so powerful, and, even more crucial, not so notorious as they are today. Moreover, their country had just emerged from centuries of chaos of which I will not speak today, and all under the leadership of another king, a warrior of good repute. This warrior, known by the name Momčilo, was the first King that the Hur people recognized and remembered. It is said of him that, just as with today’s ruler, he was not of Hur blood by birth. Perhaps he first wandered these exact lands… yet eventually he was anointed as the head of that country as a step-son of its ruler, one whose rule was at the time vacant; how exactly this came to be is not important now, but it should be said that his crowning was well-earned. Through his acts and his excellent leadership, this new king gained the support of his subjects. He was the most beloved ruler that the Hur people had known, while his example opened the door to the idea that the Hur kingdom could be ruled by a foreigner – it could be said that, in a way, what Momčilo wrought served as a ladder which today’s emperor of the Hurs exploited to reach his position of rule.

	“To appease the final will of his foster father and protector, Momčilo married his only daughter. This was not a customary practice, but as Momčilo had never been around during her upbringing, it was as well not so unusual either. This marriage was the worst decision that Momčilo made during his reign. For this tale truly begins the moment when Momčilo’s queen got word that some bandit had seized control of a Hur province to the far south, along its border with Karavlaška; this had been the one part of the country which Momčilo had failed to bring into his rule yet. How the queen heard of this bandit remains unknown – perhaps Momčilo shared his worries with his dear wife, or perhaps she eavesdropped on some meeting where his vassals forewarned him of how this brigand was surrounding himself with the most notorious mercenaries from all corners of the world, or perhaps, as this version of the hearsay tells, the queen received a secret letter from this marauder, which we will accept as truth because it sheds some light on further murky events... And so, this bandit and now self-proclaimed ruler of sorts, wrote a letter to the Hur queen whose contents were the following:

	Vidosava, Momčilo’s dear! Why are you there, in that ice and in snow? When you look beyond the city, even far above, you have nothing beautiful to see! A white mountain perpetually frozen, glittering with ice and snow – in the middle of summer, as in the middle of winter. When you look down, steep and far below the city, a muddy wild river flows, full of wooden debris and stone, a great water without boats or bridges, along its sides only pine and marbled stones untamed… Save your beauty while you are still young, queen, and poison your king Momčilo, or, like poison, just betray him for me, and come to me in my rich white Leđan! I will take you as my faithful love then, you will be my lady queen, you will don silk embroidered with gold, you will wear it day and night, you will even sit on silk, wherever you go you will be followed only with silk emblazoned with gold! And just wait to see my rich white Leđan! When you view the hills above the city, they are covered in figs and in olives, and in vineyards filled with grapes to behold; when you look down just before the city, the breeze wanders cross the fields of gold wheat, around these fields sunny jade-green meadows, through which runs a mild emerald river teeming with fish big and small – there is just no other city more beautiful in this world, hundreds of times more beautiful than your drab Pirlitor!

	And so the queen accepted this letter from an unexpected suitor. Momčilo’s dear queen looked at this letter, she regarded it, and then without another moment’s lingering set to writing her own thoughts in answer:

	Hear, my lord, and my future king! One does not betray Momčilo with ease, no, not betray, nor deftly poison him: Momčilo has a sister, Jevrosima, who prepares all of the lord’s meals, and tries all of them before him; surrounding Momčilo are nine companions, like brothers, who serve him wine and try each glass before him; Momčilo has a horse, Jabučilo, a winged horse – where ever he wishes, the horse can fly; and Momčilo has a saber with eyes, a blade which sees what he cannot, he fears no one before God!

	But listen to me, my future king: you must gather your most faithful army and lead them to Flat Lake during the night, then patiently wait there in the green hills, and prepare an ambush for Momčilo. For Momčilo has but one strange habit; early in the morning every Sunday he goes to this lake to hunt birds in the early hours, and he takes just his companions along. On the eve of Sunday, I will do this: set fire to Jabučilo’s both wings, and then seal the saber in its scabbard, seal it tightly with salty blood inside, salty blood so that it cannot be drawn. From your ambush, so far from the city, you shall indeed overcome Momčilo.

	And then, just as everyone was settling into and enjoying the story being woven by Mara’s magical voice, she decided to make a pause. “Were you listening closely, Miloš? This horse which is mentioned in the story, and which is called Jabučilo, could be the same horse which you yourself now ride. You have now heard how that horse, if it is indeed the same horse, at one time even flew, and you will hear as well of how it spoke with its lord; and you will even hear why it stopped, but it is not still known as to whether it will ever do so again…

	Momčilo came across this Jabučilo, and I will now speak of just how, with the help of cunning. He did so long before he became a king: he had heard from his horsemen that beyond Flat Lake, in a great meadow where his mares went to pasture, often during the night would emerge some strange winged horse who would set about mounting the mares. But, in mounting each mare, he would afterwards kick her in the stomach, so that no mare would stay pregnant and give birth to another winged horse.

	When Momčilo heard of this, he grabbed a drum and a trumpet, and then during the daytime he went by the lakeside to hide, ready to wait as long as necessary. That same night the winged horse emerged and mounted one of the mares; when it seemed ready to dismount, Momčilo began pounding his drum and blowing the trumpet with all the force he could manage, scaring the horse so that in a panic it did not manage to kick the mare, but instead ran into the lake.

	Momčilo then grabbed hold of this mare and led her away so that the winged horse could not return to her, and this mare later gave birth to Jabučilo. And if the horse from this story is that which is here with us, then it is hard to say who has the grander, Žarko or you. Yet, they have certainly been properly arranged, for not even Jabučilo would be able to carry Žarko around for very long, but would soon buckle under his weight, ending for good… even so, now to return to our main story!

	So, there, Momčilo’s dearest wife sent to this bandit a letter in which she addressed him as her future king. He found this quite pleasing, and decided to follow the letter’s instructions and prepare an ambush: he headed out with his army, led them to Flat Lake, and settled into the green hills about it to wait.

	The eve of the following Sunday, Momčilo went to his bedroom and lay down. A short while later his dear love came to him; but she would not go onto the soft mattress, for tears were already pouring down over him. Momčilo asked her what was the matter: Vidosava, my faithful love, what raw trouble causes you to rain down tears over me now? And his queen answered him: Oh my lord, my dear Momčilo! It is not a thing about me that worries me now, but I have heard of a strange, strange wonder – yes, I have heard of it, but I have never seen the wings of your horse Jabučilo, who others say is a winged horse. But until I see the wings of this horse of yours, I cannot believe it, and already I fear that you will die when someday it jumps in madness!

	Momčilo, the then Hur king, was very wise, as they tell – but he was deceived then. Love deceived him, as many before him. So he revealed to his love what it was she had sought:

	Vidosava, my faithful love, I can comfort you easily in your childish worry: you can see the wings of Jabučilo when the first roosters begin to sing. Go then to the horse and observe how the mighty Jabučilo puts forth his wings and prepares for our ride, then you will have a chance to see his wings! And saying this, he saw how his dear love was calmed, and turned over to sleep.

	While Momčilo slept soundly, his love did not sleep at all, but waited eagerly for the first roosters to begin their songs. And when she heard them, she jumped up from the mattress, lit a candle, and then, grabbing wax and tar, headed straight for Jabučilo’s stable. It turned out that what Momčilo had said was indeed true – Jabučilo spread his wings, which trailed down to his hooves. As he did so, Vidosava quickly lathered them with wax and tar and set the wings blazing with the candle! That which the fire could not consume, she pushed hard under the saddle. After completing this treason, Vidosava went to the treasury. Here she seized Momčilo’s saber and slathered it in salty blood fully, then returned to their mattress with not even a trace of remorse.

	In the morning when dawn was just striking, Momčilo awoke early, and then said to his love: Vidosava, my faithful love! This night I dreamed a strange dream, in which a shroud of mist, otherwordly, came rolling in from the damned world on the other side of our lives, and then settled around our own city. I struck out into this cloak of fog with my nine loyal companions, but we came apart, we faded, and we could not meet evermore; what this means only the gods know, but it cannot be good.

	But Vidosava told him: Do not worry, my dear lord! A good hero dreamed an evil dream, but a dream is a lie, only the God of heaven knows the truth. At hearing this, Momčilo, somewhat calmed, readied himself and then descended from the tower, in front of which were waiting his nine stalwart companions. His love then led out Jabučilo for him, and Momčilo was no longer in doubt. He reached out for his good horse, and headed out for the hunt by Flat Lake.

	When they were close to the lake, the armed men burst out from their ambush and surrounded them. Seeing this, Momčilo pulled at his saber from its scabbard, but the saber would not release, as if it had somehow become joined to its sheath! Momčilo realized in a flash what had befallen them, finally seeing, in a moment of harsh clarity, the true malicious nature behind the seemingly innocent little oddities and petty slights of his wife that he had refused to think about until now, and cried out: Hear this, my dear brothers, Vidosava, cursed be her name, has betrayed me! Give me the best blade that you have, then go strike this army at the both flanks, and I will charge at them from the front! 

	Immediately his companions did as he commanded, and a fierce battle ensued. Had anyone ever seen such a force as this, how Momčilo, all on his own, cut a path down the wild mountain through a storm of assailants! And Jabučilo pressed down on them fiercely, with a fury even greater than Momčilo’s slashing. Lo, the horse and his rider were advancing – like an arrow spearing through the tumult, they were cutting a path of blood towards the safe walls of their Pirlitor, when suddenly, they were struck hard by a grave sight: the nine horses of Momčilo’s comrades, but upon their saddles not a single rider!

	When Momčilo saw this sorrowful scene, his warrior’s heart sank in despair, grieving for his loyal brethren. His will broken, he let his arms drop down, unable to slice anymore, and he simply spurred his Jabučilo, urging him to fly up, forward and over the city walls of their now woe-stained Pirlitor, but his horse would not take flight!

	Momčilo swore at the horse: Jabučilo, take off now, or may the wolves eat you alive! From here you have flown back countless times only to feel the wind in your face, without any trouble, and now with an army pressing you won’t fly for me! But his steed replied: My lord, my good king Momčilo, do not curse me, do not blame me, but today I cannot fly you back home! May God strike down your queen Vidosava, for she set my wings afire, and that which could not be burned by flames, she scorched to ruin and pushed under your saddle and against my sides, so you are now sitting on my ruined wings as we speak! You must flee now, by yourself, wherever you can, my good king!

	Hearing this, tears rolled down Momčilo’s noble face, and he jumped off his faithful steed. Three times he jumped, leaping to the city walls themselves! But the city gates were shut tight, locked and chained from the inside. Momčilo now saw that he was truly in grave danger, and he called out to his faithful sister Jevrosima: Jevrosima, my dear sister, let down to me a cloth of yours, braided strongly in silk and gold, so that I may climb into the city! But his sister answered him in despair, through bitter tears and from somewhere deep inside the city: Oh, my brother and my king Momčilo! How can I let down such a braid when this Vidosava, my so-called and one-time sister and your cursed betrayer, has tied me up to the pillars by my own braids, my head’s own hair! And she has dismissed your army, there is no one left to help you!

	Momčilo turned around and looked behind himself, at his enemies swiftly approaching. He appeared doomed! Yet his sister’s heart was mighty in its woe, she despaired at the cruel fate of her dear, dear brother. She screamed out like a tortured soul, writhing and wrenching her head furiously forward with all of her remaining strength, and tore her head free of its own hair! Ripping away, she left her tangled mat of hair dangling behind as if without a care, raging past the pain. Frenzied, she ran and grabbed the longest drapery she could find, pulling it from its clasps, then let it down the city’s ramparts. Momčilo grabbed the rope-like cloth and started to climb the city walls. Rising quickly, he was just on the cusp of the city wall, reaching for its edge and looking sure to pull up into the city, when out ran his love-lost betrayer, brandishing a sharp blade in her hands. In one fell swoop, she cut the rope in two, just above his reaching fingers!
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