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CAVEN BLACKBURN

Black Sea, near Stryhaen Port, of the High House of Llenned, Second Age, 1958.

The ship Freedom entered the Stryhaen Strait with three serpents in her wake. Her captain knew about the danger, but at the moment he had to choose between battling the sea creatures or the sea itself. Since the serpents seemed content to simply follow the Freedom, he focused his attention on the waves that threatened to dash his ship against the rocky sides of the channel.

The crew fought the rigging, begging the winds to take the ship safely towards the port, finally in sight, and not towards the jagged rocks that threatened those trying to reach the little country of Arromëre. Every merchant and sea-farer knew the dangers of entering the dark cliffs that surrounded Stryhaen’s port, but trade and money demanded such sacrifices be risked.

Only one man—a passenger—paid attention to the serpents. He leaned against the railing with a smile stretched across his face, as if he found the entire situation rather amusing. A burnt-hilted sword was slung over his shoulder, and a strung bow rested on the railing, just within reach.

Five minutes passed, and he had yet to make a movement, besides gripping the railing a little tighter when the winds pulled the ship sideways across the waters. A quick glance might describe him as a young boy due to his slim build and stature, but a closer look at his face would discover maturity and wisdom in his bright gray eyes, and a resolute angle to his bearded jaw.

“Are you going to shoot them?” The captain paused at his work to wipe sweat from his eyes and lean against the railing by the passenger. “It would help take a worry off my mind. I don’t like them following us.” He squinted up at the sails, muttered a curse, and ran to the helm just in time for another great bout of wind. The ship leaned towards a large cluster of rocks protruding from the foaming water.

The passenger leaned down to better peer at the serpents, but made no move towards his bow. Only when the first creature rose an ugly head above the water did he put an arrow to his string, aiming on instinct. The arrow flew straight to the serpent’s eye, killing it instantly. Without so much as a cry, the serpent fell into the water and vanished, swallowed by the black water.

The other two serpents rose up, teeth bared, but the bow twanged twice in rapid succession, and they dropped under the waves, leaving nothing but empty water. Busy as they were with the wind and sails, the crew never noticed. The passenger calmly unstrung his bow, took a final glance towards the nearing shoreline, and slipped below decks.

As the ship bumped past the final treacherous stacks, her captain cast a glance over his shoulder and saw empty water where the serpents had been, and empty railing where the passenger had stood. He didn’t worry. The man had paid up front. If he got eaten, well, then he wasn’t the captain’s problem anymore.

But as they reached the harbor and the crew set about unloading their wares, the passenger stepped safely out of the hold, weapons across his shoulders and a small pack in hand. He thanked the captain for the safe passage with a hearty handshake, and prepared to step onto the gangplank.

“I wish you safe travels,” the captain called. “But be warned—Arromëre is not a safe place. These serpents are just the beginning. I’ve heard stories of the creatures that lurk in the woods and mountains. Jackals the size of horses and music that shakes the mountains themselves!”

The passenger stopped, threw back his head, and laughed. His voice was soft and quiet, but something wild rang in every word he spoke. “Ah’m Black-burn’d-sword, an’ I fear no songs!”
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THE EAGLE COUNCIL

The hrad, atop the royal city Ozveny, of the High House of Arribor, Second Age, 1990.

The golden mare clattered into the hrad courtyard, sides caked with foamy sweat. Her rider jumped out of the saddle, threw the reins in a stable boy’s face, and raced towards the servant’s door—the closest way into the hrad. Three nearby warriors shouted his name, but he ignored them and slammed the servant’s door in their faces.

Ján Drobný had never ridden so much in his life, not without a hearty meal and the occasional nap to see him through. Five days he’d been on the back of his horse, five days with only enough rest to make sure his mare would see the ride to the end. He’d managed to snack on dried pork while she grazed, but a few handfuls of meat were nothing compared to hot soup and ale.

His stomach grumbled as he jogged up the final flight of steps to the floor where the Eagle Council held their sessions. If he had gotten his timing right, they would all be there now, unsuspecting. Doubtless going over silly things like the higher import taxes from Llenned, why the Nobility Council kept asking for better gardens, and just exactly who Princezná Katarína should marry when she came of age in a few months.

They had no idea what had just happened at the border. They had no idea that the higher taxes were but a taste of what Llenned was planning. They had no idea that Arriborn blood had been spilled.

The guards gave Ján a bit of trouble, but he’d expected that. People couldn’t just walk into the Eagle Council, and one had to have some sort of credentials or invitation to enter the Room of the Eagles. Ján didn’t have a messenger’s cloak or badge, or even an invitation. His warrior’s cloak had long since been tossed aside to keep from burdening his horse any more than necessary.

With nothing but words to convince the guards that he did have important information that the Council would most certainly want to hear, Ján breathlessly began his long and lengthy story of why he had just been in the saddle for five days, only to have the guards cut him off and attempt to dismiss him.

So he drew his sword. Which was a desperate move on Ján’s part, and also quite foolish, but he was acting on only a few hours of sleep in the past couple days. The first guard looked a little surprised (challenging a guard of the Eagle Council was not a standard practice in Arribor) and attempted an offensive thrust, which Ján didn’t even bother to parry. He simply raised his sword to meet the thrust and left a large notch in the man’s blade, nearly cutting the weapon in half.

“I said-” Ján twirled the black-blade sword in his hand, “-I have a very important message!”

The guard glanced at his own weapon, almost useless now, and hesitated. Before he could make another move, the door to the Room of the Eagles swung open and Maxim Akszenyuk, one of the crown warriors, stood in the doorway with his naked sword in hand. “What is going on out here?”

Ján grinned, though with the dirt and grime from five days of riding coating his face, it looked more like a horrible grimace.

“Ján?” Maxim released his grip on the hilt a little. But only a little. “Ján Drobný! What brings you here? You are supposed to be at the border.”

Before Ján could attempt an explanation, the guard with the newly-notched sword pointed a glove-clad finger in his direction. “He tried to break into the meeting! And look what he did to my blade!”

Maxim’s gaze darted to the sword in Ján’s hand. “Hirenadaye. Why do you have Duren’s sword? What has happened? Where is Duren?”

“Llenned attacked us!” Ján gestured wildly northeast, in the direction of the border. “There was a hunting party and they were captured but a few escaped to tell us but Duren is gone and we are trying to keep the border safe but they are advancing and we have wounded and the ambassadors are in our camp and Alyosha told me to ride here on Zlato and I have to tell the kráľ!”

Maxim said nothing. He held out a gloved hand, motioned for Ján to sheath his sword, and eyed the guards. “Ján Drobný is nephew of the kráľ. You will let him enter.”

“I suppose I could have told them that myself.” Ján managed to slide the black sword into the sheath (but only on the third try, thanks to his trembling arms), and followed Maxim into the Room of the Eagles. Four hundred years ago, the kráľ of Arribor had taken a liking to eagles, and not only redesigned the house’s symbol to that of the great bird of prey but also renamed his advisers his Eagles, claiming they were sharp-eyed and dangerous. Needless to say his successor changed everything back to a state of normalcy, but the council room was forever titled the Room of the Eagles—most likely because of the gigantic eagle statues that lined the walls and had never been removed.

Ján stood at the great talons of one such golden eagle, bowed to the kráľ, and after a brief explanation from Maxim to the Eagle Council, began his tale.

His tale, as it is recorded in the council notes, is as follows:

“Nine days ago Duren and, well, you see, I’m from the West Band, and we are stationed by the border right now. We were given our marching orders about a month ago, but things were pretty quiet for a long time. I know Llenned raised the duties for anything we import there, and so I guess our merchants aren’t traveling much. Duren—Captain Duren Akszenyuk, that is—went out with Teodor and, well, a couple other warriors, and they were going on a hunting party because, well, supplies were getting low. They didn’t come back when they were supposed to and we started to get worried, and they didn’t come back that night, and, well, then Teodor returned, but he was almost dead. He said they were attacked, he thinks by Llennedian warriors. Everyone else was killed or captured, he doesn’t know, because he was knocked on the head and left for dead. Alyosha sent out—he’s our second, you know—and he sent out our best trackers, and we were able to find out where there was a fight, and two of our warriors and two other men were found dead. And áno, they were from Llenned, it was confirmed. Found breastplates with the serpent crest and everything. Well, we were worried because our captain was gone, and we waited a few days, but he never returned, and then, a huge surprise: a group of horsemen rode up on the road from Llenned! It was all our ambassadors, turned out of the city and sent away without so much as extra ponies for carrying food. By then we were pretty sure that war had been declared of some sort or another and Alyosha sent me—I rode the fastest horse in Arromëre!—to bring the news! The ambassadors will be along shortly, if you don’t believe me. They’ll tell you more about what happened in Llenned. I didn’t stay long enough to hear it all.”

Of course, the actual tale took a little longer to tell, due to Ján’s awkward pauses and occasional gulps for air and to get his bearings. He was young, easily excitable, and still quite breathless from his long ride. But the council was patient, Maxim stood beside him with a hand on his shoulder, and the eagle statues looked quite bored with the whole ordeal.

Once Ján had given as much information as he could (with some extra information that really didn’t pertain to the threat at hand), he was dismissed and the Eagle Council leaned back in their seats and stared at one another, unsure where to begin.

“I do hope nothing happens to Princ Albín or Princezná Katarína,” one of the band captains, Matilda Struna, said at last. “If young Ján becomes king, we’ll be in for some long and complicated council meetings.”

“That’s none of your business, warrior,” said Anna Kos. She had been an adviser for many years, and never tired of making it known that she detested the fact that band captains—and their second-in-commands—were allowed to attend and speak in council.

“This is an act of war!” Kráľovná Nataša Drobná slapped a hand on the table. She paused for a moment, and then added, “Llenned’s actions!” as if to make sure the council knew she wasn’t implying that Ján’s explaining abilities were treasonous. 

“They’ve broken the pact between the High Houses, if they have indeed sent our ambassadors away and attacked our border guard,” Kos was quick to add, before any of the warriors could speak.

“The west band should never have been sent to the border to begin with,” Maxim, the crown warrior, added from his spot behind Kráľ Radomír’s chair. “They are our protection against enemies within the royal city and the hrad. Not suitable for border guard.”

“We’re not having that discussion again, Maxim,” Kos snapped. “They’re put in the rotation, same as the other bands. What band is at the border right now is inconsequential. The problem is, what do we do with the situation? First Llenned makes it plain they no longer wish to trade with us, then they attack our band along the border. What is next? War?”

The council fell silent. The band captains glanced at each other, and Struna rose from her chair. “I ask permission to take my band and ride to the aid of the West Band. If they have truly lost their captain, they will need help. We will strengthen the border and prepare for any further attacks.”

Slowly, way too slowly for many opinions, the council made plans, worried over a future war, and finally left to bring the news to their friends and family. The captains went to prepare their warriors, and that evening, in the personal quarters of Captain-General Ivan Kostra of the North Band, they held a toast in honor of their fellow captain—the lost Captain Duren Akszenyuk.

And Maxim Ackzenyuk, crown warrior to Kráľ Radomír, returned to his home and fell to his knees on the threshold, his head buried in his hands. “Oh, Duren,” he whispered to the great cuvac dog that greeted his arrival, “Oh, Duren, my son, my son!”

Part 2
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

[image: ]


Masha Oravcová

Woods near Newtown, Arriborn village, northeast of the royal city, Second Age, 1991

Masha Oravcová heard the jackal before she saw it, and that gave her a small advantage. With one knife firmly between her teeth and another in her hand, she inched further up the tree, moving slowly so the leaves wouldn’t make a sound. Sweat dampened her fingers and bits of bark clung to her palms. She stepped on the hem of her skirt, froze, tugged her boot free of the coarse fabric, and climbed even higher.

Something splashed in the nearby creek, and a pheasant exploded from one of the nearby trees, flapping madly in a burst of red and shimmering gold. The jackal growled—he was closer now. Masha balanced along one branch, arms wrapped around the trunk, and cast one final glance at the empty basket left at the roots of the tree. Her quick trip for early spring berries hadn’t included a confrontation with wild animals. The pie-baking plans were now at risk.

“Masha!” Her brother’s voice broke through the trees and the entire forest seemed to freeze in surprise. No loud voices was an unspoken rule when in the woods on the edge of the village. Never draw attention to yourself. Never tell the wild creatures where you are.

The ground below Masha’s boots moved, and a jackal all but materialized at the base of her tree. Not that it was capable of any kind of magic, of course. Jackals simply blended in with the dead leaves on the forest floor until they were nearly close enough to touch (and therefore close enough to bite). He sniffed the air, ribs poking out against the golden fur on his sides. Masha pulled the second blade from her lips. The wild animal looked hungry. Not that she would willingly offer herself to be his next meal, of course. But she did feel sorry for him. It had been a hard winter.

“Masha! Where are you?”

If Denis didn’t stop yelling, he would risk catching the attention of a nearby boar—or even more jackals. Masha raised her slender throwing knife, then hesitated. If Denis was raising his voice, something must be wrong. He knew to stay quiet. So what was wrong?

The jackal tilted his head in the direction of Denis’ voice, his ears pricked forward. Then he turned and stared into the forest, back in the direction he’d come. Masha adjusted the hold on her knife and waited. Engaging a jackal when one might otherwise escape notice was foolish. Always choose the option least likely to get you killed. Earlier this spring, one of the village boys had traded for a new set of knives. He went out into the woods to test them and never returned. His family still wore the black bands on their arms in his memory.

A low whine caught Masha’s ear, further into the forest. A branch snapped, behind and to the right of her tree. A second jackal. Of course there was another jackal. Masha barely breathed, eyes fixed on the one still below her boots. Sweat covered his chest and belly, dripping onto his faint shadow. His mouth gaped open, pink tongue begging for water. His ears pressed flat against his skull.

Two more jackals trotted into view, their fur white and speckled with black and gray. The original jackal snarled and backed against Masha’s tree, but the new jackals ignored his presence, worry lurking in their eyes. Their paws left deep tracks in the leafy forest floor, larger than any Masha had ever seen. Ghost jackals from the Narravian Mountains, creatures Masha had heard about, but never before laid eyes upon.

“Masha!” Denis’ voice was closer now, edged with desperation.

Masha let out a long breath, relaxing her hand, aiming the knife. Her brother obviously had no idea the jackals were nearby, and needed to be warned before he walked right into them. Her wait was over. She needed to act now. The closest jackal must be dealt with first. Then she might have just enough time to shout a warning to her brother before the larger ghost jackals reacted. If she threw her first knife right.

She had thrown at targets hundreds of times. Just never at a live one. What if she missed?

“Here they are! I found them!” A new voice startled jackals, and Masha nearly dropped her throwing knife. The jackals sprang forward, ears flat against their matted fur. A horse snorted from further back in the forest, and one of the ghost jackals sprang into a run. Masha tried to turn around on the tree branch, slipped, and caught herself. The first jackal noticed her at last and hesitated, but before he could make a move, an arrow zipped behind his shoulder, sending him writhing to the ground. He scrambled to his feet, managed a few steps, and collapsed.

“Got one!” the same voice laughed. “Two left this way. Florián, cut east and see if you can find the others!”

Hoofbeats galloped deeper into the forest—a green-cloaked rider on a black horse. The jackal on the ground twitched once more, then was still.

Masha squinted as two horses trotted between the trees, their riders armed with bows. They stopped in front of the dead animal, and a curly-haired woman dismounted and examined the jackal thoroughly before pulling out her arrow. One of the horses pawed the ground, his neck dark with sweat. They’d been moving fast, possibly for quite a long time. The woman shook blood off her arrow and muttered something about those demon beasts, a scowl stretching across her face. The other rider, a man with a shield across his back, made no reply.

From up in her tree, Masha remained frozen. Warriors didn’t often ride through the village lands, and these riders were obviously not simple travelers on the road. Metal breastplates peeped out from beneath their green-embroidered vests, and the shape of an boar was embossed in green on the man’s shield. Swords hung at their belts, and their horses were elegant and well-cared for.

“Oy, jackals!” Denis’ voice was a warning—and a cry for help. Masha gulped. The ghost jackals had gone straight in his direction.

The warrior woman tucked the arrow back into her quiver, climbed into the saddle, and nodded to her companion. They moved off in the direction of Denis’ call, setting arrows to bow strings. “Jackals ho!” the woman called.

Was the reply in mockery, or just an attempt to let Denis know help was coming? Masha had no idea. She scrambled down from the tree, took a quick glance at the dead jackal, regarded the berry-picking basket as a loss, and hurried after the horses as noiselessly as she could. After years and years of running through the woods, she could move quite quietly when she needed to—a good skill to have when one preferred to escape the notice of wildlife and had a fear of facing down jackals. Not every knife-wielding villager enjoyed challenging each jackal or bull elk that came along.

Shouts echoed ahead, and a jackal snarled. Masha quickened her pace, straining for any sound of approaching danger. There might be even more jackals than the two that had run off. Warriors wouldn’t be out hunting just two ghost jackals, even if they were more dangerous than ordinary forest creatures. Something really was wrong today.

Just ahead, she caught movement at the same moment a horse snorted. She was close! Masha ducked under a tangle of hanging-dead branches and stopped. Denis stood facing the two warriors, a large staff balanced across his shoulders. Three knives decorated his belt, dripping blood onto his boots. He looked unhurt—no bleeding wounds. A dead jackal coated with a number of arrows stretched between him and the horsemen; another hung limply over a protruding tree root, just a few feet away from where Denis stood. Both had the legendary white fur and were far larger than any jackal Masha had ever seen.

“There’s another coming!” The female warrior pulled another arrow from her quiver and aimed it in Masha’s direction. If she hadn’t suddenly tripped on a root and fallen flat on her face, Masha most likely would have gotten hit. Instead, the arrow zipped through the air above her head, and she scraped mud off her chin and attempted to regain her wounded pride. “Wait! I’m not a jackal! Watch what you’re doing! Oy! That was too close!”

“Masha!” Denis grinned. “You’re alive!”

With a grunt, Masha shoved to her feet and offered a tiny wave in response to her brother. Surviving in the forest for years only to get shot by a warrior was not a preferred way to leave this world. Every villager knew the unspoken rule of don’t shoot until you can clearly see and identify your prey. You never knew who or what you might come across in the woods.

“Sorry about that.” The woman lowered her bow as Masha emerged from the brush. “Don’t sneak up on armed warriors if you have no wish to see their weapons aimed at you! That was a foolish idea!”

Not as foolish as shooting blindly into the woods. Masha managed to bite her tongue and keep back the scolding she so badly wanted to launch into. Instead, she muttered a quick “Sorry.”

“You’re not hurt?” Denis pushed flaming red hair away from his eyes. Sweat dampened the edge of his hairline. It must have been a hard fight against the jackals. “You didn’t answer when I called for you. I came across a great white one in the woods, and had a feeling there might be more.”

“I couldn’t answer. There was a jackal right under my tree that had to be taken care of.” Masha stared at the wild animal stretched across the bloodied grass. The smell of blood and death filled the air, and she shook her head. “This is a ghost jackal from the mountains, isn’t it?”

“They came from the edge of the forest by the border road. We’ve followed their trail all the way here.” The other warrior counted the remaining arrows in his quiver. “Finished off a few, but these almost escaped us.”

“Thanks again for your help, friend.” The woman slid her bow over her shoulders and held out a hand to Denis. “You’ve got a good aim. Is it common for villagers to have knives like that?”

Denis swung his staff off his shoulders and shook the offered hand. “We all carry knives in defense against the boar and the jackals—the smaller ones, that is. We don’t usually have to fight ones this size.”

The other rider leaned forward, resting his elbows on the pommel of his saddle. “You were born in the village?”

“I might.” Denis shrugged, briefly glancing at his sister. Masha could guess his thoughts: it’s not his life, why does he want to know?

“So you were born fighting wild animals all your life,” the rider continued. “That would explain the knife-skill.” He laughed aloud. “Perhaps we should recruit more villagers to join the war bands. I bet a month’s wages they’ll do better than the nobles that come in thinking they’re the best warrior to ever walk the streets of the royal city!”

The woman’s horse whinnied, ears pricked further into the forest. Metal rang against stone, and then a third horseman trotted his way through the trees, expertly reining his mount around the lower branches. “We found the group of three.” The rider stood in his stirrups to talk. “Vos is tracking a straggler northeast, and we’ve got—it’s bloodhair!” With a yank to the reins, he turned his horse towards Masha, a hand flying to the hilt of his sword.

Denis took a protective step in his sister’s direction, raising his staff. Masha slowly raised one of her knives, a scowl spreading across her face.

“They’re villagers, Florián. Leave them alone.” The woman jabbed a finger in the new rider’s direction. “Bloodhair is just an old fable.”

“They all say that, but what will you do when the curse falls upon all of us?”

Denis uttered a loud groan and rolled his eyes. The other villagers had long ago grown used to the red hair and freckles that Masha and Denis shared, but newcomers and merchants usually took a while to realize that the siblings weren’t cursed or intent on harming them. The bloodthirsty bloodhair legends told as bedtime stories weren’t true—at least, not where Denis and Masha were concerned.

“If we really are monsters, you’d all be dead.” Masha stuck her knife into the belt sheath and held her hands out, palms up. “But there’s no reason to be scared. We’re just villagers from Newtown. Villagers with a strange and unfortunate hair color.”

The woman laughed. “See? Now stop being such a fool, Florián, and do what I told you. Regroup at the hrad.”

Florián cast a final worried glance at the red-haired siblings and then galloped off into the forest, nearly getting his knee bashed into a tree. Denis snorted and lowered his staff.

“My warriors should have finished the remainder of this straggler group off. You’ll have a safe walk back to Newtown.” The woman picked up her reins as if to leave, but hesitated. “Something has scared the jackals away from the mountains. You should be careful and stay on the lookout. There might be more coming through here in the future.”

“What’s going on?” Denis’ knuckles turned white. “Why are they moving out now?”

“I can’t say for sure, but I think the Rochen are moving in the mountains, and Llenned has doubled their own guard. And that can only mean war is coming.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

[image: ]


Nataša Drobná

The hrad, atop the royal city Ozveny, of the High House of Arribor, Second Age, 1991.

“It’s the bloody kráľovná!”

Kráľovná Nataša Drobná had heard the words a hundred times before, but they never failed to set her heart beating faster. Even when the words were spoken by children. Quickening her pace would only show that the words hurt her so, with forced calmness, she stopped and bent to inspect a clump of ferns along the garden path. Don’t let them know that you heard their words. Just pretend they aren’t there. They’re just children.

The nearby gardener stamped his shovel into the earth, muttering under his breath. “Wherever she may be from, she’s been nothing but a good kráľovná to us.”

He was right—if only everyone else could see her that way! Nataša risked a glance up, but the garden was empty save for her crown warrior, the gardener, and three young boys playing a game with long sticks. No visible threats. Just children speaking traitorous words.

All the same, Nataša motioned Kikolai a little closer. Her crown warrior had his hand on his sword hilt, prepared for any attack. He must have heard the words as well.

“The Bloody Kráľovná wears dresses of red!” One of the little boys waved his stick like a sword. No doubt he fancied himself a strong and handsome band warrior. “The Bloody Kráľovná cares not for your head.”

“It’s just a stupid song. It’s just a stupid song!” Nataša whispered to herself.

“If you ever repeat all those words Blackburn said, the Bloody Kráľovná will leave you for dead!”

The other boys laughed, ignorant to the horrid words of their little chant. Or perhaps they did realize how dark it was and relished in it. Children at that age found delight in the oddest things.

Nataša turned away, her vision blurry. She refused to cry, especially in front of the children. But the words did hurt. Her own people saw her as an enemy. The Bloody Kráľovná. These were the songs they sang in front of their families. The children wouldn’t have made it up—they had to have heard it from someone. And that someone was a traitor...

The Bloody Kráľovná will leave you for dead.

“Do you want me to get rid of them, Nataša?” Kikolai drew his sword a hand’s-width out of the sheath. “Their song disturbs you?”

“Nie. Leave them alone. They’re just children.” Nataša shook her head. She would never order children to be killed, even ones repeating traitorous words. But who were their parents? Where did they hear the song? Could that be traced? “They’re just children. Let them be.”

Kikolai frowned, but obeyed. As always. Over thirty years of service had made him stubbornly loyal, and with his excellent sword skills, he was the perfect crown warrior. Despite his obvious Rochen heritage and thick accent, Nataša trusted him with her life completely, even though he was born across the mountains in the land of Arribor’s longtime enemy.

“Just children,” Nataša repeated, and left the gardens behind her. The great bell rang in the highest tower of the hrad, signaling the worship hour had come. As Nataša followed the courtyard around the side of the hrad to the main entrance, singing voices haunted the wind. I joyed when to the house of God go up they said to me.

Nataša snorted and walked faster. The little congregation that gathered inside the hrad’s ancient church building had shrunken in size during her years as kráľovná. Their songs had once filled the hrad gardens during the morning and evening worship services, and no matter how many times she made tiny hints, they never closed their doors to keep their songs and prayers from escaping on the breezes.

Now the congregation had dwindled, mostly old nobles and their servants, maybe a few warriors. Nataša’s own husband went, very rarely, usually when Maxim Akszenyuk had been talking about faith and life after death again.

The guards at the gold-trimmed hrad doors bowed and opened one great handle to let Nataša inside. Kikolai slipped in after her, silent as a shadow. Nataša thanked the guards and waved down the closest servant. “Tell Katarína I’ve finished my walk and I would see her in my hall as soon as she can find time.”

With a polite curtsy, the servant girl hurried off. Likely it would be another hour or more before Katarína would leave her companions. The princezná enjoyed entertaining the other young ladies of nobility, and morning tea parties had recently become an obsession of hers.

“Would you have me fetch a kolache?” Kikolai’s voice was barely a whisper. “You are out of sorts.”

“It’s just the song. I’ll be fine.” Nataša waved a hand. “Already forgotten.” It was a lie, of course. The stupid song bounced back and forth in her head like a ball in a children’s game. The Bloody Kráľovná. The Bloody Kráľovná. The Bloody Kráľovná.

Nataša glanced at the deep-red skirt billowing from her waist to her ankles. “Apples are red.” She patted the fabric and directed her steps towards her chambers. “Are they not, Kikolai?”

“Áno, they are.”

“And sunsets are often red.”

“Áno.”

“Brilliant red horses are sung of in songs. We have many fine tapestries that are red.”

Kikolai nodded obediently.

“But why do they associate me with, of all things, blood?”

Her crown warrior, of course, had no answer. Which made the spoken question hang in the air, dangling over Nataša’s head. The Bloody Kráľovná. Nataša could feel her heart beat faster, and she forced her fists to open and relax. When she finally reached her hall, she all but trotted to her sitting room and collapsed on the couch. “You’re right, Kikolai, I am out of sorts. Find Darya and tell her to bring me up a tray with my favorites. Thank you.”

Kikolai padded out of the room, gone in the mere blink of an eye, the door softly clicking behind him. A few heart-beats later the door re-opened and a young page poked his head into the room. “Excuse me,” he said, “you have been requested in the Room of the Eagles.”

“Now?”

The page nodded. “Áno. The entire Eagle Council has been called.”

Nataša thought of the coming tray, sighed, and got to her feet. “I’m coming. Find Kikolai and tell him to leave the tray in my room.”

With the number of times the Eagle Council had been called in the past year, Nataša was surprised a worn path hadn’t been carved into the hrad floor from her chambers to the great Room of the Eagles. The rugs had been changed at least three times since she’d married Kráľ Radomír —then Princ Radomír—so perhaps those managed to protect the floorboards from her heeled shoes.

Most of the council had already gathered when Nataša took her seat at the table. Radomír himself slouched across a stack of paper, hands covered in charcoal from his pencil. The head and neck of one of the carved eagles stretched across one side of his paper.

“What’s the news?” Nataša pulled her chair closer to her husband. “More mountain jackals spotted?” First the attack on the border about a year ago. Then numerous rumors about Llenned preparing an army. Then large jackals coming down from the Narravian Mountains.

“Mountain jackals. The so-called ghost jackals by bedside stories...” Radomír didn’t look up from his drawing. Abruptly, his hand jerked to an empty corner of the paper and a quickly-drawn circle began to turn into the head and pointed ears of a golden jackal. “Nie. No more wild dogs. Llenned has finally attacked us.”

Nataša had waited for such news for a year now, but her husband’s rather casual tone somehow worsened the situation. “They’ve attacked? When? Where?”

“It’s just a small raiding party. We’re waiting for the rest of the council to arrive before we make our decision.”

“Decision about what? Getting Llenned out of our land? Why do we have to wait?”

Radomír sighed, his jaw tight. Important matters always made him panic, and the unavoidable aggression from Llenned in the past year had done little to make the council meetings easier for him.

“Has Kráľ Zdenko given any word as to what he wants from us?”

“Still nothing.”

Nataša was tempted to slouch, but one royal sprawling in their seat was enough. She pressed her back against the chair and looked up and over her shoulder. Crown warrior Maxim Akszenyuk, as usual, stood in his spot right behind Radomír, eyes restless.

“Maxim, what has the raiding party done?”

“The border guard was attacked during the night, and they believe a large group of men and horses slipped past them and into our lands.” Maxim glanced down in her direction, then returned to scanning the room. “They identified the horsemen as a Llennedian kavalérie.”

The door to the room banged open and a band captain hurried in, weaponless, clad in a fine tunic and boots. His Biblia and Žaltár were tucked under an arm and he placed the books reverently on the table in front of his chair, silently reminding the council that today was a rest day, the Christian Lord’s Day. Everything Captain Duren Akzsenyuk did in the Room of the Eagles was calculated, every simple movement of his was like a shout. Especially since he no longer could read, carrying the books around was obviously just for show.

The last councilwoman entered, took her seat, and the door locked behind her. The familiar footsteps of the guards pacing outside thudded in time with Nataša’s heart for a few beats before the noise faded away. One of the band captains sunk lower in his chair and yawned. Some people took the term rest day literally.

“Captain-General Kostra has the report,” Maxim said.

Maxim was always the first to speak. Even Kráľ Radomír looked to him the instant the doors locked. He had the right voice for making announcements, and always seemed to know what was going on and what needed to be done. When they all were young, he had always been the first one to speak, the first one to take control of situations.

Funny how things never changed, even after so many years.

“A sennight ago, the border was attacked. The band on duty put up a valiant fight, but a large raiding party slipped past them in the dark. They dispatched a messenger, who only arrived this morning with the news. He brought proof that it was a Llennedian kavalérie.” With a soft grunt, Captain-General Kostra leaned across the table and set down a bloodied tunic in brilliant red and gold—the colors of Llenned.

“So they have finally attacked,” Radomír murmured, his pencil flying across the page, crafting a tiny sketch of a hrad overlooking a sandy beach. “I prayed against this.”

“The band split their warriors up, some to remain along the border, and the rest to follow the kavalérie. We have not received any other news yet.” Captain-General Kostra looked like he hadn’t slept in about three weeks, but that wasn’t unusual. He worried almost as Nataša did.

“There is an enemy in our lands. We need to evacuate Blackbay, and maybe even Newtown,” Nataša interrupted. “They at least have to be warned and protected, if they haven’t been attacked already!”

“Send a war band,” Radomír added. “Before anything else is decided, we must send out aid to the border and the eastern villages.”

“It will be at least tomorrow morning before we can get a band out.” Captain-General Kostra shook his head and fidgeted with his belt. “They will need to gather their weapons, ready their horses. The time spent traveling to the border...it may be too late.”

Captain Duren stood, picked up his Biblia and Žaltár, bowed, and left. His second-in-command, Alyosha Radovan, stood and glanced at the council. “The West Band will be on the road by noon today. We’ll get there in six days.”

“Godspeed,” Maxim muttered as the door closed once more.

“And we’re just going to let them make decisions like that?” Anna Kos threw her hands in the air. “No discussion? No ruling? Just Captain Duren once again doing whatever he wants.”

Nataša didn’t mind the band captains being a part of the council, as their opinions and experiences were often quite helpful, but she did share Kos’s annoyance at Duren Akszenyuk. This wasn’t the first time the young captain had simply made his own decision and left without waiting for actual orders.

“He goes because there’s no time for discussion.” Maxim quickly came to the defense of his son. As always. “The West Band is the only band that can leave on such short notice and still be capable of protecting the villagers should they encounter the Llennedian raiding party. Duren is merely giving his band even more time for success by leaving now instead of after the motion is made and passed—a motion that will almost certainly carry what he has just done.”

Radomír nodded, accepting. Kos looked ready to press the issue. Nataša sighed.

“Is there a different band that we should send instead?” Maxim challenged the council. “What band could ride out in the next hour and be fully prepared with weapons and supplies? What band could travel light enough to ride fast and still be able to fight well? The South Band might rival what Duren has done with his warriors, but the South Band is at the border, needing help.”

No one replied, and he took a firm step backwards, ending the issue.

“So the West Band will alert the villagers. Should they evacuate them?” Kos cast a glare at Maxim’s direction. “What should the villagers do—come here? Go to another village?”

“They should come here, of course.” Nataša was always quick to take any action that would further prove she was not the Bloody Kráľovná. Anything that would actually help her people, instead of give them more reasons to hate her. “Someone send a message to the West Band and make sure they know to escort the villagers here. Let’s see...there are three villages along the border in the direction the raiding party went, correct?”

Captain-General Kostra nodded. “Áno.”

“All three villages should be evacuated, and as quickly as they can, if the kavalérie hasn’t attacked them already.” Nataša could almost hear the screams of women and children, the burning of buildings, the clash of swords... And the destruction wouldn’t just be at the villages. Eventually the Llennedian Kráľ Zdenko would bring his full army into Arriborn lands, and right up to the hrad, and many of her people would die. “And tell Captain Duren to hurry.”

“Should we send another band? One to fight off the kavalérie?” Captain-General Kostra leaned his elbows onto the table, running his eyes. “Once the villagers have been evacuated?”

“Send the Royal Band to the border to help secure it. We must not let the kavalérie return, if possible. And perhaps a captive can be found and brought here. We need to find out why they’ve come here and what Kráľ Zdenko wants by moving into our lands.” Nataša glanced at her husband, and found him finishing a quick sketch of a burning house. He looked up, and their eyes met.

“The war has finally started,” Radomír said softly, so low only Nataša could hear him. “I was afraid this would happen.”
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Masha Oravcová

Newtown, Arriborn village, northeast of the royal city, Second Age, 1991.

“Left, left, left!”

Masha grabbed the edge of the little racing cart, using her weight to keep the bouncing thing from tipping completely over. Her brother stuck an elbow over the side, bracing himself as the elk cart careened around the corner of the last village house, nearly running over the newly budded red-rose flowers. One turn left to go, and they were fighting with Denis’ friend Alfréd for second place.

“Come on, come on, Rose!” Denis urged his elk forward with his voice, shaking the reins and pleading with her to speed up. Ever so slightly, they inched ahead of Alfréd’s black elk.

The last turn rushed closer, and Masha adjusted her grip, bracing, counting down the seconds before Denis started to put pressure on the left rein. Her voice was raspy from shouting, but she still managed one more “Come on, Rose!”

Cheers filled the air as Havel crossed the finish line, a good minute ahead of them. He had managed to get out ahead of the pack right at the beginning, which meant he didn’t have to fight for position along the forest section of the race course. An easy win.

But second place—for that one, Masha and Denis could fight.

Rose flipped her tail in Denis’ face and cut left. The left cart wheel knocked against a fence post, scraping off a few slivers of wood.

Then they hit the turn. Rose slowed a few steps around the barn and then lunged forward, jostling the cart. Denis rocked backwards, nearly lost his balance, and stumbled a few steps forward, still shouting encouragement to the elk. Masha ducked behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist lest she get left behind on the road. “Run, Rose, run!” All they had left was the straightaway, and Alfréd was now behind them. Masha could hear every deep breath Alfréd’s elk took, trying her hardest to catch up.

But Rose saw the finish, and her hooves nearly turned into wings. By the time they crossed the main road—finishing the race—Masha and Denis were a good elk-length ahead of Alfréd.

Denis threw his hands in the air as they breezed past the cheering crowd, and Masha lunged forward, grabbing the reins before Rose realized she could run wherever she wanted. “Denis, watch her! I don’t want to race back home!”

“Good race!” Alfréd shouted, hauling at the reins to slow his elk down. “Almost had you at the river crossing!”

Denis raised a hand in salute, his head thrown back in laughter. “I said we’d beat you!”

Masha released the reins as her brother finished his celebration and prepared to steer the cart away from the finish. She cast a final look at Alfréd, and returned his flushed smile. Alfréd’s brother didn’t look quite so amicable. Mirek sneered in Masha’s direction, as if accusing her of using her bloodhair to somehow win the race.

Both boys were fairly new to Newtown. They’d moved in with their parents last summer, and Alfréd had managed to fit right in with all the village boys. Mirek spent more time parading off his reading and book learning, offering to tell stories to anyone who would listen. Very few people in Newtown could read and even fewer could write. It was a venerated skill, even if no one cared much for the boy who had it.

“Good race, boys,” Masha muttered, looking away. “If I actually had magical hair, perhaps I might have conjured up some sort of crack in your axle or wheel rims.”

Rose finally slowed down to a jigging walk, and Denis steered her towards the well. Masha brought up some water for her to drink while Denis held her bridle, and the elk eagerly slurped up the water, finally lapping the last few sips up with her tongue, just like a dog. Denis threw back his head and laughed as water sloshed everywhere. Masha merely stepped back with a groan. “I should have known better than to wear my best dress for the race!”

“Festivals only happen a few times a year.” Denis dunked his head in the bucket, drenching the neckline of his one good shirt. “I think we can do anything we want today!”

“You are going to change before the wrestling matches, áno? Mama will have a fit if you rip that shirt. It’s the only good shirt that still fits, so you need to be careful with it.”

“I’ll be careful.” Denis shrugged. “Mama Lenka told me not to do the matches. Fighting jackals is one thing, but fighting people is another, apparently.”

He sounded casual about it, but Masha knew how hard it was for him to stay away from the wrestling matches. He would be mercilessly teased for not taking part for at least three or four weeks, if not more. His second place in the elk race would be forgotten, and he would be the bloodhaired man who wasn’t even brave enough to try and win a single wrestling match.

The last few elk carts clattered towards the finish line with cheers and hollers. Masha patted Rose on the hip and watched. The last cart was missing both wheels, and the chestnut elk dripped sweat as she pulled the wooden basket across the path.

“I told everyone to watch out at that one rocky turn,” Denis muttered. “But no one ever listens to me, do they?” He climbed back into the cart and picked up the reins. “Let’s hurry and get her home, and maybe we can get back before all the pies are gone. I’ve a hankering for some blueberry pie.”

Despite his apparent interest in the pies, Denis seemed in no great hurry once they reached their little cottage. He gave Rose a thorough brushing-down once she was in her stall, and then took apart and wiped the harness down with water before hanging it up on the hooks in the barn wall. Masha fetched water for the elk and gave her a few armfuls of hay and waited for Denis to finish with his cleaning.

It was normal for him to care for his elk and her things, but he did seem to be taking extra-long today, and Masha clamped her mouth shut to keep from ordering him up and out of the barn. He had his reasons for waiting (the matches would be over), and she had her reasons for not annoying him (he had the money for a berry pie or two).

“Well, that went well.” Denis scratched Rose behind her ears before leading the way out of the barn. “I had a feeling Havel would win, what with that elk he spent all winter running. But I’m happy.”

Masha nodded. Elk racing wasn’t really something she enjoyed, but no one else was willing to ride in Denis’ cart—partly because of his red hair and partly because Denis also had a history of cart tipping. Their mama believed that Denis raced a little more carefully when Masha was in the cart, though his turns still were terrifyingly sharp.

“Rose did good.” Masha nodded again. “I’m happy.”

“Hey, at least you get to split the prize with me!” Denis grinned.

Masha had been saving all winter for a new pair of boots. For the next few months the merchants would visit Newtown frequently, before the hot summer days and dusty roads chased them away. When they returned come fall, boot prices would be too high. The sellers wouldn’t admit that, of course, but Masha still wouldn’t be able to pay what they were asking.

The wrestling matches were almost finished when Masha and Denis stepped onto the only street in the village. Ten or so years ago, when the place was built, it had been titled Newtown, in hopes that a busy new town would grow. But new families rarely settled. Rats and wild jackals, however, seemed quite intent on moving in.

The name Newtown only served as a reminder that they weren’t a town, and almost everyone just called it the village. Though Masha had learned that on maps, her home was still called Newtown, and passing merchants always addressed it as such, to the villager’s amusement.

“It’s probably a good thing that I missed the matches.” Denis forced a laugh. “If I won something, Mirek would be sure to mention I used magic in one way or another. I haven’t heard anything about bloodhair helping win a fight, but I suppose there’s probably something about it. Maybe it magically wounds the opponent?”

“Probably read about it in those books of his,” Masha added. “I wonder if the books tell him how to win elk races? He might need to ask for one from the next merchant that comes visiting. Do they write books like that?”

“I doubt it. The rich folks in the hrad probably race horses and trained jackals.”

Masha snorted and glanced up the street. The finish line for the elk race had already been deserted, the crowds drawn away by the wrestling at the other end of the village. Dalibor’s inn, as the only two-story building, had unanimously been chosen as the location to present awards, and a couple young children currently climbed on carefully stacked crates, attempting to hang garlands over the door and windows.

“Someone’s coming,” Denis whispered softly, drawing Masha’s attention towards the top of the road. Birds flew up in the air, startled by something. 

“Not jackals. Or that herd of boar Dalibor saw last week.” Denis pointed. “They wouldn’t scare birds like that. Not unless there’s a lot of them.”

Masha glanced at her brother. “Ghost jackals?”

“Or maybe an early merchant?” Denis’ voice was hopeful. “That would make for a lovely festival. Think we could get our winnings now? You’d get first chance at buying some boots.”

They stood in the middle of the road, eyes on the surrounding hills, waiting to see what would come over the crest of the strange rise dubbed Drak-Hill. The up-and-down hill wasn’t big enough to rival the neighboring crests of land, but rose just high enough to block any decent view of the road.

“I hear hoofbeats.” Denis’ hand drifted to the knives at his belt. Masha shifted her stance.

A lone horseman galloped around Drak Hill, pounding madly along the road. His horse glimmered like the sun on the river, a rich golden-honey color, shining with sweat.

“A messenger.” Denis lowered his shoulders. “Going to the border, I suspect.”

Masha bent and placed a hand on the ground. Faint tremors, like the rumbling of thunder, warned that the rider was not alone. She glanced up at her brother. “There’s more coming.”

A gray horse dashed around the bend, neck outstretched, rider hunched over the saddle. With slender black legs, the horse put on a burst of speed and caught up to the first horse, and they galloped, matching powerful strides, towards the village.

“I don’t like the looks of this,” Masha whispered, and stepped to the side of the road, even though the horses were still a good stretch away. She waited, watching, and then both horses flew past, leaving behind a strong smell of mud and horse sweat.

The rider on the golden horse stood in his stirrups and shouted, “There’s an army coming! You need to leave!” His voice was high, and completely lost to the sound of cheering as a wrestling match was won. “Newtown! Warning! Danger!”

The gray horse leaped in the air, tossing his head from side to side, and the rider’s hands vanished into the black mane, soothing, calming, teasing the horse to a standstill. The other horseman continued his shouting, heedless to the fact that he was mostly ignored. Then the gray horse spun to the side, facing Masha. She looked up as the rider looked down and Masha stared into steely-gray eyes in a face lined with pale scars. For just a moment they stared, and the man slowly raised a hand and tugged at his hair before pointing at Masha in return. He didn’t say a word, but Masha knew what he meant: bloodhair.

Rage boiled in her heart, and she opened her mouth to release her well-practiced response to any and all accusations about her hair color, but the warrior’s horse jumped to the side, demanding all of his rider’s attention. 

Denis inched closer to the horsemen. “What news?” he shouted, and both men turned to face the siblings.

“There’s a Llennedian kavalérie on our side of the border!” The shouting rider didn’t bother to lower his voice, even though he was nearly on top of them. “You need to evacuate! Newtown must be emptied!” He glanced at his companion, the young man with the antsy gray horse, and waved a hand in the air. “There’s a war coming!”

The ground began to rumble, and Masha glanced up at the road once more just in time to see a rather large and terrifying number of horses trotting towards the village. For a moment her heart froze, and then one of the banners caught the wind and displayed the green banner of Arribor.

“A war band!” The words slipped out of Masha’s mouth. “A war band has come!”

“That means we really are in danger,” Denis muttered.

By now the villagers had noticed the newcomers and the wrestling match was forgotten. Curious faces turned towards the two horsemen, and in a few minutes, Masha and Denis were lost in the growing crowd. The war band slowed to a brisk walk, and rode, two-by-two, into the village.

In a moment, all was chaos. Children screamed, people shouted, and a few horses refused to stand still. And then Denis grabbed Masha’s hand and towed her away. “We need to find Mama Lenka!”

Masha swallowed and hurried after her brother, away from the war band, past Dalibor’s inn where the garlands hung over the door, bright and pink. Every cottage they passed rested in splendor, decorated with all kinds of flowers and growing ivy, far too joyful for the fear that passed from villager to villager.

The smell of baking pie hung over their little cottage, and Mama’s bright voice echoed through the open door as she sang merrily. When I look up unto the heav’ns, which thine own fingers fram’d... One of Mama’s favorite Žalms.

“Mama Lenka!” Denis tripped on the doorstep, fell on his face, and accidentally kicked Masha in the shin as he thrashed about for a minute on the floor. Then he stumbled up to his knees, waved his hands in the air, and shouted, “There’s an army coming! And a war band is here!”

Mama, elbow-deep in a wash bin, paused in her cleaning and singing. “There’s a what? Where? An army?”

“A kavalérie has crossed the border, and is in our lands. A kavalérie from Llenned,” Masha explained, pulling her brother back up to his feet. “A war band has come to tell us that we need to leave.” Somehow, stating the words aloud made the situation real. The danger was real. But where would they go? They had no family outside of the little village. No one they could stay with. And how far would they have to travel to be out of reach of the kavalérie? Why had Llenned attacked? Why now, on the day of the spring festival?

“Do we still have time to pick up our prize for second place?” Denis rubbed dirt off his chin. “I’d hate to not get it after training all winter.”

“We don’t have time for that now.” Mama promptly brushed past her son and stared out the door and up the road. “So there is a war band here. They’ve come all this way just to warn us. That is nice.”

“You didn’t believe me?” Denis threw his hands in the air.

“Just making sure.”

Masha turned to her room. Packing would be a short affair: her three dresses, two blankets, and single cloak. There wasn’t much else to leave behind.

God, keep us safe. Masha grabbed her small basket, mostly used for berry picking ventures, and managed to stuff all the articles of clothing inside. But what else to do? She cast a final glance around her room, but there was nothing else to take. The small, wooden bed, the chair, and the (now empty) chest would all have to stay. Hasn’t my life been hard enough? Why are you sending more trouble my way?

Wafts of berry pie floated into Masha’s room, and, with a final prayer, she turned and left the only home she’d ever known.
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Denis Oravec

Newtown, Arriborn village, northeast of the royal city, Second Age, 1991.

Rose was still sweaty when Denis got to the barn, and he apologized multiple times as he put the harness back on. He hated to work her twice in a day, especially when she had done so well earlier. She stood patiently, albeit a little mournfully, while he adjusted buckles and checked each strap. Masha teased him for such a thing—it only goes on the one elk, she said—but Denis knew better. The elk changed from one harnessing to the next and he always checked to be sure the fit hadn’t become loose or tight.

“That’ll do, friend,” Denis whispered, rubbing her dark nose. “It’ll be okay.”

The honey-colored elk grunted and blinked curiously. It was strange for her, perhaps, to be hitched back up again right after a race, but she trusted him. The thought warmed his heart. No matter how strange this day had turned, his elk would be calm.

But was it really—war?

Denis’ head pounded as he pulled the little racing cart up behind Rose. Ghost jackals coming down from the mountains, disturbed by something. And then rumors of war with Llenned—who was supposed to be Arribor’s protection against the Rochen.

Now a very real war band filled the village street, men with horses and swords and armor. And a warrior with eyes the color of stone.

He had seen those eyes before, a long, long time ago. For years he’d never thought of them. They were simply part of the past, a past where his birth-parents still lived, where his brother still lived, before he and Masha were left with a village family. The eyes were from a past where he remembered days of fear and darkness, mixed with happy afternoons of running through the woods with two people—his brother and a black-haired boy with gray eyes.

It might be a coincidence. Surely other people could have gray eyes and black hair. Everyone in Arribor had dark hair (and feared the color red, apparently). And there were hundreds of other people in Arribor. This warrior was simply a stranger in a vast world. A world that Denis had never traveled.

Yet...this warrior had to be right around Denis’ age, and had stared at him with that same wild grin that the boy in his memories used to flash.

Rose grunted, stamping a hoof in annoyance as Denis attached the traces to the cart. Her patience was beginning to disappear, perhaps as she sensed his unease. Denis whispered to her, forcing his voice to be calm, not really focusing on what exactly he said.

“It’s just a stranger, Rose. It’s not the same person. That boy is dead, dead in the fire, just like the rest of my family. He’s long gone. This is just a warrior that looks a little like him. Life has a funny way of being funny like this.”

Denis couldn’t remember the boy’s name, if he even knew it all those years ago. The memories were blurs now, almost feelings instead of pictures. Though Denis did remember fire wreathing a window that led into blackness. That image hadn’t faded over time, and probably never would.

“I’m sorry to do this to you,” Denis continued to speak, forcing his hands to stop shaking. If the elk got excited, she tended to get a little uncontrollable. Usually he would take her for a run and get her nerves out, but not now. Now there was no time.

Mama Lenka hurried into the barn, dropping blankets and baskets onto the dirt floor in her haste. “Denis, is she ready? The kavalérie could be here at any minute! Is there enough room in the cart to take all this? I do hate to leave my pot behind, but there just possibly can’t be any space. Why did you have to make your cart so small?”

“I didn’t make the cart with the intention of using it to carry away the entire cottage away!” Denis ran a hand over the near shaft and checked it for cracks. Anything could have happened during the race. He’d broken an entire wheel last year, which cost him a prize. “Or for evacuating the entire village, for that matter.”

“You could at least have added another axle and made it a little bigger.” Mama Lenka shoved her baskets
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