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  Chapter 1: Renascence




  For twenty days the Queen Mother Cornelia of the Land of Nomar languished in her bed. No one knew what was wrong with her. Though she was not a particularly old woman, her health had tapered for weeks. Hoarse coughs rattled her throat and a fever burned her brow until she could stand it no longer and retired to her bedchamber. The servants doted on her, particularly her Lady in Waiting, Sister Wilkie, and her trusted old ladyservant, Mlada. They fretted and worried, often weeping over her unconscious body and imploring the Divine Almighty to spare the life of such a good woman.




  They wrapped her in cool wet silks to extinguish the fever; they brought her teas made from the forbidden herbs to soothe her cough. This they fed to her in drops ladled from a gilded spoon. The tea pooled between her pale parched lips and slowly drained into her mouth. Sometimes she gagged and coughed. Other times she mustered the strength to spit it out and wailed and thrashed among the sheets, crying out her son’s name.




  In desperation, the good Duke Rickard, who manned the Queen Mother’s palace, ordered Mlada to summon the Pressor from the Temple of the Divine Almighty. If the prayers of the Temple physicians could not cure her, then there was no hope. Mlada complied and sent a messenger to the village as she poured another cup of her special brew from the samovar.




  A strange man dressed in the Pressor’s cassock arrived the next morning, flanked by two healers from the temple. Mlada was kneeling by the Queen Mother’s bed, mopping her brow with an embroidered cloth that had been dipped in a special tincture to heal fevers. Startled, she rose and stepped between them and the bed as he and his men stormed into the bedchamber as though they had every right to enter without announcement. Mlada spread her arms and blocked their passage toward her mistress.




  “Who are you?” she demanded.




  “Step aside, old woman,” the strange man said. “We have come to revive the Queen Mother.”




  “Where is Pressor Garr?” Mlada said and defiantly rose up on her toes. She could always learn much about people by staring directly into their eyes.




  “That is none of your concern,” the man replied.




  “Whoever touches the dear Queen Mother is my concern,” Mlada said. “I have summoned Pressor Garr and I will not allow anyone else near her.”




  “Pressor Garr has left on a quest and is believed dead,” the man replied. “I have been ordained as the new Pressor, Pressor Direhund. Now step aside and let us minister to the Queen Mother before it’s too late.”




  Mlada could scarcely contain her glee. Pressor Garr had been a vile and heartless man who performed his duties with such pharisaic zeal it froze people’s hearts with fear. But this Pressor appeared no better. He was still a relatively young man, no more than thirty years by her best guess, but his dour expression and grey leathery skin gave him the appearance of someone twice his age. Reluctantly, she stepped aside.




  “You may enter and minister to her,” she said as though she had every authority over who could touch the Queen Mother.




  “Dear Almighty!” Pressor Direhound gasped when he saw the Queen Mother’s body, limp and pale, upon the bed. “How long has she been like this?”




  “Twenty days,” Mlada replied.




  “Twenty days and you haven’t summoned me sooner?” said Pressor Direhund. “Let’s hope it’s not too late.”




  “Only the Divine Almighty can save her,” said Mlada, clasping her hands together and staring up at the ceiling as though beseeching a miracle.




  The two Healers each grasped the Queen Mother’s arms, now withered from disuse and the skin so limpid the blue streaks of her veins were visible. Pressor Direhund stepped forward and placed his hands over the Queen Mother’s heart. He gazed upward and intoned the Divine Almighty:




  “Dear Divine Almighty. We, your humble servants, implore you to abolish the demons that have sickened this good woman and to heal her spirit and restore her health. We plead with you, in all your mercy and judgement, to spare her suffering and renew her strength so that she may live and thrive as she has done before. In all your wisdom, please spare the good Queen Mother Cornelia so that she may live to serve you further.”




  He leaned toward her so that his face was level with hers.




  “Do you believe, Your Majesty?” he asked.




  A low sigh escaped the Queen Mother’s lips. Her eyelids twitched and struggled to open, exposing two slim shiny crescents under the lashes. Mlada couldn’t tell if she focused her vision enough to see Pressor Direhund, but she had definitely heard his voice.




  “She believes,” Pressor Direhund said and lifted his hands and eyes toward the ceiling. “There is nothing more we can do. It is in the hands of the Divine Almighty. He shall know what to do.”




  “But what if she dies?” Mlada wailed.




  “Then it is the will of the Divine Almighty,” replied Pressor Direhund. “It is not our place to question Him.”




  “She will live,” Mlada said and tucked the cuff of the sheet under the Queen Mother’s chin. “I know she will.”




  “What is this?” Pressor Direhund demanded when he saw the samovar in the corner of the room.




  “It is where I brew the tea to help restore the good Queen Mother’s strength,” Mlada replied.




  Pressor Direhund snatched a cup from the table and sniffed the brown murky puddle at the bottom. His lip curled in disgust.




  “This was made with the forbidden herbs,” he said.




  “It is an old family recipe…”




  “Silence, old woman!” shouted Pressor Direhund. He hurled the cup across the room where it shattered against a wardrobe. “I ought to have you arrested and put in the stocks for such blasphemy. Do you not know what you have done?”




  “Please, spare me, Excellency!” Mlada pleaded. “I am old, my back is stooped, my eyesight dim. I meant no harm. The Queen Mother is dear to me. I would never do anything to intentionally harm her.”




  “The Divine Almighty frowns upon you,” said Pressor Direhund and turned to his two healers. “Take that urn and have it destroyed. Take care not to spill any of the illicit brew upon your hands, lest the Divine Almighty condemns you, too. As for you, old woman, I expect to see you every day at the Temple to seek absolution from your sin. It is the only way you can redeem yourself.”




  Mlada hung her head contritely so that the knot at the bottom of her babushka pinched her throat and she kneaded her hands in her apron. “Yes, Excellency.”




  The two healers carried the samovar out of the bedchamber, sloshing tea from the spout and leaving little puddles on the floor. In her heart, Mlada hoped Pressor Direhund would slip in them and fall and break his neck. It would be interesting to see how the Divine Almighty would heal that.




  * * * *




  Whenever Vala Hide, the Maiden of Eldox, closed her eyes, she could see the vast expanse of land that lay before them. It would be a difficult trek and they were still on the first leg of their journey. They couldn’t go back the way they had come through the Scartz Mountains. The journey would be too perilous, fraught with dangers she knew all too well. The new way seemed not much better. They would have to circumvent the Guano Caves and the Land of the Manriders through valleys and dense woods thick with moss covered trees and low hills studded with rocky crags. A few villages and settlements pocked the landscape; but still, it would be a long precarious journey back home.




  In her mind, Vala swooped down toward a tower that jutted from a fortified castle near the edge of a gloomy forest. A large orchard ringed the grounds; fruit dangled from the boughs like jewels. A sentry wandered the platform beneath the peaked roof of the citadel, shielding his eyes with the palm of his hand. Below, the citizens of the land went about their daily business, tending fields and minding flocks of sheep and cattle. The settlement seemed benign enough and it would be a good place to rest for a few days before continuing on, although it was still several days’ journey away.




  Vala felt slightly dizzy when she opened her eyes again. She was still unaccustomed to her newfound skill. The Stone of Insight, a gift from her unicorn, Sagene, was permanently sealed in her brow, directly between her eyes. It gleamed pale blue in the bright afternoon sun, a beacon leading her ragtag army back home. She sat astride Sagene, who nickered and scraped her hooves against the rough rocky ground. Vala stroked her mane in an attempt to comfort her, but it was she who needed comforting.




  “Maiden!” her guard, Remus, called from behind and galloped toward her on his own black steed. “What do you see? Have you found a way through?”




  She turned to Remus and said, “Yes, there is a settlement further to the northeast. But it will be a while before we reach it. Beyond that is a long narrow valley that will lead us back to the Land of Nomar. But it will not be easy.”




  “Anything is better than the other way,” Remus said and clasped his hand to his heart. “Many thanks to the Divine…”




  He stopped short, suddenly realizing what he was about to say.




  “I’m sorry, Maiden,” he smiled sheepishly. “It’s a habit I’ve acquired over the years.”




  “No need to apologize, Remus,” Vala replied. “I know your allegiance is true.”




  Remus was the only member of her small band of expatriated soldiers she could trust. Though the remnants of Pressor Garr’s army had sworn allegiance to her and her unicorn herd following his death, she could never really trust anyone whose loyalties could change so quickly. There were less than a dozen men left and one Ceribin, a nasty snarly three-headed hyena-like creature that would be of little use to her. The men were homesick and hungry and grumbled often when given commands. She wasn’t sure how long she could hold them before they deserted her. It didn’t matter, anyway. She didn’t really need them.




  The soldiers stood back atop a low hill and awaited further orders. Two pearly-grey unicorns stood among them, a mare named Audris and a stallion named Gudrun. Of all the hundreds of unicorns in the Eldox Valley, only they and Sagene were willing to accompany Vala, leaving the rest of the herd unprotected and vulnerable. Vala knew she must return to the valley as soon as possible, as soon as her mission to liberate the Land of Nomar was over. She didn’t know how she was going to do it. Not with her limited knowledge and power and certainly not with this scraggly disloyal army.




  The sun had begun to slunk below the low hills to the west. It would be pointless to continue on. She said, “Tell them we will make camp here. Use whatever provisions we have left. In a few days we should be near the settlement where we can rest awhile and gather more supplies.”




  Remus nodded before turning back toward the army.




  “They’re exhausted,” he said. “They will be pleased to hear that.”




  “Can you continue on, Remus?” Vala asked.




  “After what I have endured, I can handle anything,” Remus called over his shoulder.




  Vala smiled. She harboured a brotherly affection for dear Remus; he was the only one among the men whom she could completely trust. Even Sagene, who nickered and whinnied softly, her alicorn bobbing, loved dear Remus. And Sagene, in all her wisdom, would know who was pure of heart and who wasn’t.




  * * * *




  A large owl swooped from one tree limb to another on soundless wings. Darkness was falling and Mlada carefully hobbled through the woods toward the little hovel that she called her home. She used a walking stick to poke her way over gnarled roots and rocks, letting the hem of her hooded cloak draggle in the mud. Her body was old and her eyes had trouble adjusting to the encroaching dusk. At this point, it didn’t really matter. Soon she would don a new body; not particularly young, but middle-aged and strong, and of course beautiful.




  In the meantime, she would have to endure feigning belief in superstitious nonsense, even begging for her life with that weasel-faced new Pressor. He held no power over her. The more she thought about him, the more the notion of turning that homely charlatan into a real weasel appealed to her. It would be fine justice. But the spell would be complicated and would take up too much time, which she did not have. The Queen Mother Cornelia was near death and Mlada would have to act fast. All she needed was another day—just one more day and her decades of suffering and betrayal would be over. And she would finally possess the power that had eluded her all her life.




  Coddling Grouse was pecking at a scattering of fallen seeds by the front door when she arrived at her decrepit little cottage. He lifted his ruffed head and watched her with beady black eyes as he followed her inside. Mlada would have preferred a more appropriate familiar, like an owl or a cat; even a mangy old crow would have sufficed. But all she could find was this dim-witted grouse with all the charm and charisma of a troll. Perhaps, she thought as she closed the door behind them, she would turn him into a troll as a final act before her departure. Surely, he would rather live the rest of his life as a troll than a grouse. If she abandoned Coddling Grouse, some poor peasant farmer might find him and put him in a pot for his supper.




  Mlada’s bones ached to the marrow and she settled herself on a stool by the hearth where the remains of a fire cooled into powdery grey ash. A covered cauldron hung suspended from a hook over the dying coals, still warm from the morning. Mlada lifted the lid and stirred the contents with a long wooden ladle. It was the last of her potion. She would need it tomorrow for her final spell, but she would spare a little for Coddling Grouse. After all, he had been her companion all these years and it astounded her that she could harbour any affection for such an ugly, stupid bird.




  In the meantime, she would rid her cottage of any evidence of sorcery. Tonight, she would burn the scrolls that contained the recipes for her spells—she had memorized them all by now, anyway; she would pour the contents of her vials into the well; the powders she would burn with the scrolls. Coddling Grouse would be transformed and set free. She had considered burning the entire cottage to the ground but changed her mind. Such a conflagration would draw too much attention from the village. And that was the last thing she wanted.




  * * * *




  “It’s a miracle! A miracle, I say! Many thanks to the Divine Almighty!”




  Sister Wilkie ran screaming down the corridors of the Queen Mother’s palace, waving her arms over her head. Tears streamed down her face which bore an expression of both ecstasy and fear. Several servants turned to watch, wondering what the deranged old woman was raving about this time.




  Duke Rickard was ascending the stairs and caught Sister Wilkie in midflight just as she was about to launch herself down the staircase. He grabbed the thrashing old woman by the shoulders; she was so light he easily lifted her off her feet, and shook her back and forth.




  “Calm yourself, woman,” he demanded. “What is this you say?”




  Sister Wilkie’s bony legs flailed under her skirts and she would not stop screaming. She stared through glassy eyes at Duke Rickard as though she didn’t know him. He shook her again, harder this time, and glared into her face.




  “Calm yourself and speak!” he ordered.




  Sister Wilkie gulped and stammered, “The Queen Mother…”




  “What has happened?” Duke Rickard shook her again. “Is she dead?”




  “No! Not in the least! On the contrary, she has made a full recovery.”




  “What? So soon?” Duke Rickard set her down.




  “It’s a miracle!” Sister Wilkie clasped her hands together and gazed adoringly upward. “The Divine Almighty has spared her!”




  “This cannot be.” Duke Rickard brushed past her and ran down the corridor, signaling the other servants to follow.




  They burst into the Queen Mother’s chamber and stopped short, unable to believe what they saw. The good Queen Mother Cornelia sat on the edge of the bed, her white silken dressing gown blousing around her, as she had lost so much weight, and her long golden hair cascading down her face. She stared numbly at the figure of Mlada, the Ladyservant, who sat in a chair by the bed with her head slumped down to her chest, stone dead.




  “Your Majesty!” Duke Rickard gasped.




  “I told you! I told you!” Sister Wilkie hopped behind him; he was a good head taller than her, and she tried to peer over his shoulder for another look.




  Queen Mother Cornelia raised her eyes toward them. Her face was pale and she appeared dazed, as though her recovery was as disbelieving to her as it was to them. When she spoke, her voice came out as a hoarse croak, barely above a whisper.




  “What has happened?” she asked.




  “Dear Cornelia!” Duke Rickard dropped to his knees and gathered her cold spindly fingers in his own hands. “You have been ill for twenty-one days. We feared for sure you were dying. Pressor Garr is dead and we feared the new Pressor would not have the power to heal you. But here you are! You’re alive. Oh, many thanks to the Divine Almighty!”




  “Many thanks!” Sister Wilkie and all the other servants intoned.




  “And dear old Mlada?” the Queen Mother asked. “What has happened to her?”




  “Like a true friend she has maintained a vigil by your bedside all these many days,” Sister Wilkie said.




  Duke Rickard placed two fingers against the side of Mlada’s neck. The skin was cold as marble and the flesh beneath it just as firm. The eyes beneath the hem of her babushka were still opened but glassy and unseeing.




  “She is dead,” he said and bowed his head. “May the Divine Almighty bless her and see her into His Kingdom everlasting.”




  Sister Wilkie began to weep softly into her withered hands.




  “Poor Mlada,” she said and sniffed. “She was such a good woman, so loyal and devoted. She tended to you tirelessly, Your Majesty. You could not have asked for a more devoted friend.”




  “She will be missed,” Queen Cornelia agreed.




  “But you are alive,” Duke Rickard said. “How do you feel?”




  “A little weak and tired,” the Queen Mother said. “But otherwise I feel younger than I have for years.”




  She tried to rise but her legs, weakened by the days in bed, buckled beneath her and she collapsed. Duke Rickard caught her in his powerful arms before she hit the floor.




  “You’re not strong enough yet, Your Majesty,” he said. “Perhaps a few more days in bed to regain your strength would be wise.”




  “I must go and see my son,” the Queen Mother said. “He must know that I am alive and well now. He must have been terribly worried.”




  Duke Rickard and Sister Wilkie exchanged concerned glances.




  “The Regent Prince Tito has been…preoccupied,” Duke Rickard said. “There has been an upset in the kingdom and we have reason to believe a foreign force may attack. He has been preparing for a siege of some kind, but he has not given us any information as to who or when.”




  The Queen Mother’s eyes widened. “Really? Then I must go to him. He needs my counsel.”




  “Not yet.” Duke Rickard swooped her up and laid her gingerly back in the bed. “First you must rest and regain your strength. I will send a messenger to inform the prince that you are alive and have made a full recovery so he needn’t worry.”




  “This is more than a recovery.” Cornelia forced a strained smile. “This is a renascence, a new beginning, a new opportunity for life.”




  “It is indeed, Your Majesty,” Duke Rickard agreed.




  “Sister Wilkie, would you please pass me the cup on the bedside table?” the Queen Mother asked. “I find the tea dear Mlada had been giving me quite delicious. I think it may have contributed to my recovery.”




  Sister Wilkie handed her the cup and the Queen Mother drained the contents in a single gulp. A sanguine glow immediately reddened her pallid complexion as though she had just swallowed blood.




  “Your Majesty!” Sister Wilkie gasped. “The tea certainly seems to restore your health.”




  “I feel stronger already.” Cornelia tried to pass the empty cup back to Sister Wilkie, but it slipped from her fingers and smashed into the marble floor.




  Duke Rickard snapped his fingers and summoned a maid to clear up the mess. It occurred to him suddenly, as he watched the maid fetch a broom and commence sweeping up the bits of pottery, that the Queen Mother should have no recollection of Mlada feeding her the tea. But by then Cornelia had swooned into a sound sleep, her cheeks glowing with health.




  Chapter 2: The Brothers D’urnive




  Gudrun galloped ahead, his long mane and tail fluttering behind him like ragged flags, and disappeared into the mist between the trees. A thick fog had descended upon the forest, making it difficult for Vala to navigate their way through. But Vala had complete faith in Gudrun. From the very beginning of their journey, he had demonstrated a keen insight to the lay of the land; it was as though he had travelled this way before and knew the way by rote.




  The trees in this part of the woods were old and gnarled with thick bark and scraggly branches that reached out like talons and tried to snag them as they passed. The soldiers had spread out and their dark silhouettes faded and merged with the mist between the pickets of the trees. Periodically, they called out to one another so as not to get separated and keep their bearings true. The Ceribin snuffled the ground with his three snouts; even he was reluctant to continue through the thickening fog.




  Vala closed her eyes and tried to use the Stone of Insight but all she could see was the thick wood shrouded in fog. The settlement was not much further ahead; the citadel jutted up through the mist as though floating in air, its flag hanging flaccid upon the pole.




  “Maiden!” Remus called and slowly emerged from the mist behind her and Sagene. The fog had dampened his hair and it clung to his head like tar. He looked weary and worried. “There is unrest among the men. I heard one of them talking to Winsome about desertion. Many are afraid to continue through this forest. They believe it’s occupied by evil spirits, sorcery and witches.”




  “It’s not much further,” Vala said, “Gudrun has found a passage through. Tell them to hang in there just a little longer. And not to be afraid. The power of the unicorns will protect them.”




  “They will not believe that,” replied Remus.




  “Then let them go.”




  “You cannot conquer a land without an army,” Remus reminded her.




  “I don’t need an army,” Vala said and stroked Sagene’s silky mane; she nickered appreciatively.




  “As you wish.” Remus lifted his reins and galloped back into the hazy wood where a few of the men had stayed back, reluctant to push forward.




  Gudrun reappeared, his pearly hide melding with the mist so he looked as though he floated among the trees. He tossed his head, beckoning Vala to follow.




  Vala and Sagene stepped between the brambles and along a narrow but well-worn path that led to a small clearing. Here the fog dissipated somewhat into long narrow strips of mist. A figure emerged from it. At first Vala thought the fog was playing a trick with her eyes, creating an illusion, perhaps magnifying the trees around her. The figure was far too small in comparison. At first she thought she was looking at a small child or an elf sitting astride a large black and tan spotted wolfhound. The dog raised his snout and sniffed the air. The small figure atop it tipped the brim of his cap back over his brow to get a better look at Vala and Sagene. He was man, a perfect homunculus, with a fine downy beard and a handsome face that now bore an expression of utter disbelief and confusion. His eyes were wide and gleaming and his small mouth formed an “o” within the bush of his whiskers.




  Vala slid off Sagene’s back and approached the small man and large dog. The dog whimpered and backed away, very much the way a horse would do if it felt threatened, but the dwarf tugged at his reins and pulled him back. He slid from the dog’s back and calmed him with several strokes to his snout, all the while his gaze never straying from Vala.




  “Who are you?” His voice was high-pitched and fluty but with an undertone of roughness, as though his size forced him to speak with slight whine.




  This was the first time Vala had to introduce herself to anyone outside the Eldox Valley and she wasn’t sure what protocol to use. She raised her right hand to show him she carried no weapon and was no threat.




  “I am Vala Hide, the Maiden of Eldox, and this is Sagene, the unicorn mare and Gudrun, the unicorn stallion,” she said. “I have been chosen to lead the unicorn herd. Who are you?”




  The dwarf sized her up, scanning her from head to foot, and when his gaze fell upon Sagene, his eyes widened with an expression of reverence and awe.




  “I am Ember, the First Lord of D’urnive. You are trespassing upon my land. What business do you have here?”




  Vala tipped her head in a slight bow and said, “Please pardon our intrusion, Lord D’urnive. We have travelled a long way from the Scartz Mountains, and are looking for a place to rest.”




  “You are not alone?” asked Lord D’urnive.




  “I have a least a dozen men and horses back in the wood,” Vala replied. “Also, my protector, Remus and a Ceribin.”




  Lord D’urnive extended a small hand; Gudrun tipped his head down and sniffed his stubby fingers and blew his soft breath against his palm.




  “I thought unicorns were extinct,” he said.




  “Many people do,” Vala explained. “But there is one last herd that lives in the Eldox Valley beyond the Scartz Mountains. I have been chosen as their guardian.”




  “Then what are you doing here?”




  “It’s a long sad story,” Vala sighed. “But we are on our way to the Land of Nomar where I may beg an audience with Prince Tito.”




  “You have come a long way,” Lord D’urnive agreed. “And you still have a long way to go.”




  “So can you provide lodging for me and my men?” Vala asked. “We shall only stay for a few days. Our supplies have run low and the men are exhausted and losing morale.”




  “You are welcome to stay with my brother and me at the palace,” said Lord D’urnive.




  “Maiden!” Remus came galloping down the misty path. His sword was drawn and he waved it over his head. Lord D’urnive gasped and leapt upon the saddle on the back of the dog.




  “It’s all right, Remus,” Vala called and waved at him to stop. “We are in no danger. This is Lord D’urnive and he has offered us lodging at his estate.”




  Remus sheathed his sword and looked down at the dwarf warily.




  “This little speck is the Great Lord D’urnive?” he said.




  “You know of me?” asked Lord D’urnive.




  “I have heard of you and your land,” Remus said. “In the Land of Nomar there were rumours that your estate was steeped in sorcery and necromancy.”




  Lord D’urnive laughed, a sound that reminded Vala of water tinkling over rocks in a stream, and said, “In D’urnive, the citizenry believe the Land of Nomar is under the control of an invisible man who lives in the sky and casts judgement upon those who disobey.”




  Vala and Remus exchanged glances and smiled.




  “That may not be too far from the truth,” Remus said and bent down to extend his hand in greeting. “Looks like we have much to learn from one another, my friend. We accept your hospitality. The men will be pleased to know they can rest in relative comfort for a while. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold them.”




  “You are welcome to stay as long as you need,” Lord D’urnive said and turned around on his dog. He pointed beyond a stand of trees on the other side of the clearing. “Gather your men and have them follow me. The castle is a good way further through the wood but we should be there by midday. My brother will certainly be intrigued to meet you.”




  Remus turned and galloped back into the wood, “And we shall be delighted to meet him, also!” he called over his shoulder before vanishing into the swirling mist.




  * * * *




  Queen Mother Cornelia’s carriage gathered speed as it rumbled through the cobbled streets, scattering geese and a few small children in its wake. Rumors had spread throughout the populace that the Queen Mother was gravely ill and near death, so many people were surprised to see her coach jostling through the village. Mothers with baskets on their hips and moppets clinging to their aprons bowed their heads in reverence; men removed their caps and pressed them to their chests while dipping their chins. A few caught a glimpse of the Queen Mother peering through the carriage’s lace curtains, her eyes wide with wonder as though she had never seen the village from that vantage before.




  The castle’s drawbridge lowered and the coach slowed as it crossed the moat into the courtyard. A stable hand had been alerted of her arrival and was already waiting to tend to the horses. The carriage came to a stop before him and a footman rushed to open the door and place a footstool below it, kneeling before the Queen Mother as she lifted her skirts and stepped out. Her eyes scanned the courtyard as though it was an unfamiliar place. A lady-in-waiting came to her side and offered a hand to help her down.




  “Welcome back, Your Majesty,” she said. “We have been expecting you.”




  The Queen Mother hesitated before accepting her hand.




  “Who are you?” she asked.




  “Do you not know me?” the Lady asked. “I am your personal Lady-in-Waiting, Lady Gayle of Dorhn.”




  “Of course you are.” Queen Mother Cornelia stepped from the carriage and looked around the courtyard. So many servants, all staring back at her as though expecting her to bark orders at them. A wide curving staircase led to a pair of heavy oak doors on the second floor. Is that where she was supposed to go? “I must apologize. My recent illness has done away with some of my memory.”




  Lady Gayle and the footman exchanged puzzled glances.




  “Apologize, Your Majesty?” she said. “There is no need.”




  A valet approached and lowered his head before her. “What is your bidding, Your Majesty?”
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