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She leaned on the kitchen sink with both hands, head down, trying really hard not to vomit again. Whatever this was she was going through, it was not something she would wish on Al. Well on second thought, she's wish it on him double. She just prayed that Terriwyn was smart enough to stay away from him. 

Pray.

That was funny seeing that she was the one people prayed to. Who did she pray to then? Did the gods need to pray? Maybe they all prayed to her also, which left her out in the cold, didn't it? One never thought about that.

Who did God pray to?

She felt the presence immediately even though it was subtle, weak, fleeting almost. But she knew that presence.

“Aldor?”

So faint that she could barely hear it, the word mom came through. She reached forward to a disturbance in the air before her. The feeling of her son became stronger but something else was there also, a smell of sulfur and brimstone, an evil so powerful, Blackness so strong that she started to cough.

She reached forward, calling for Stiz as she did so. “Aldor!” She fell to the kitchen floor on all fours and was panting hard. She hadn't felt Blackness like that for a long, long time and had almost forgotten how pervasive it could be to her.

Stiz came running in and was by her side. She felt the hand on her back, rubbing.

“What happened? Did you fall?”

“No I didn't fall.” She looked up at where the disturbance had been but it was no more, gone as quickly as it had appeared. 

“Why did you call Aldor's name?” He started to help her up. She resisted at first but quickly realized that whatever it was she had seen, had drained her badly.

“I think he was trying break through to us. I think that a vortex was starting to open and then something very Black came along and closed it down.” She looked at him with penetrating eyes. “I think he's in a lot of trouble.”

“I wouldn't doubt it. Boy was always prone to accidents.”

“Stiz!”

“Just saying.”

She leaned on the kitchen counter again, trying to purge the feeling of needing to vomit.

“I've run all the tests that I can down here,” Stiz said as he continued to rub her back in circular motions, “and nothing stands out as to what's wrong with you. You have most of the signs of radiation poisoning but all the tests come up negative. But at least you hair isn't falling out.”

She tried to laugh but that just made her burp and burping made the taste of her vomit come back into her mouth and this was infuriating is what it was. All the time she was in The Land of the Five Rivers, she wasn't sick like this at all. Not even with her time here on Earth had she been sick. She had no idea how to be sick. It wasn't something she had ever really experienced and thus had no idea how to deal with it.

“I don't think I'd look good bald,” she managed to get out inbetween burps.

“You'd look good bald and in a gunny sack, Aurora. Who are you kidding?”

It was her and Stiz' time in the kitchen. 

After the incident with the gun, the shelter had been partitioned completely with wooden panels and studs Stiz had laying around for some reason he never really specified. All the others lived in the larger, cordoned off section and Aurora and Stiz had their bedroom and access to the hydroponic section, as well as time in the kitchen.

It wasn't perfect but it seemed to ease the tensions somewhat. The only time now that they ever saw the others was when something broke on their side or needed adjusting and that wasn't all that often and Aurora liked that just fine. If it were up to her, she's flood their entire section with the radiation from the outside and be done with it.

Stiz reminded her that this wasn't The Land of the Five Rivers and it would be considered murder. She had looked at him with one of her more deadly stares and informed him that there was no one around to see it or judge them and apart from that, she was a goddess and what was anyone going to do about it anyway?

She had calmed down shortly after that but it still grated her that the others were now treating her and Stiz as if they had intruded on their shelter rather than the other way around. This was the thanks you got for helping people. They turned on you when the going got tough. There was more integrity among the Werewolves then here on this planet.

“I think it has something to do with what's happened to Terriwyn and Aldor.”

“But how can that be?”

“I don't know.” She turned around and leaned on the counter with her butt, trying to breath deeply and evenly. She found that it helped with the nausea. “Maybe it's because I made my presence felt over there.”

“Whatever it is, it's draining you badly.”

“No shit. Thanks for the update.”

“Sorry.”

She frowned, then reached forward to put a hand on his shoulder. “No. My bad. You don't deserve to be snapped at. It isn't your fault at all.” She felt the water against her butt and looked down to see that the sink was over-flowing and why was that happening? She turned to look, certain that she hadn't left the faucet on and she hadn't. The water was coming up from the sink itself and was now spilling over like a waterfall.

She stepped away from it.

“What the....?”

“Well turn it off already,” Stiz said as he stepped passed her and then noticed that the knobs were both turned off. “Now how is that happening? It shouldn't be backing up at all. It has a valve to stop that. Must be stuck or something.” He started to get down on his knees to open up the cabinet doors to start a repair.

Aurora pulled him away from the sink.

“What are you doing? I need to fix this. It's going to flood the whole kitchen.”

“There's something wrong here. I can feel it.” She put her hand out and closed her eyes. “Yes. There's magic here. Very strong magic.”

“Magic?” He pointed at the waterfall. “How can a waterfall be magical? This is just a stuck valve.”

Then the water started to swirl into a whirlpool on the floor. There was but perhaps three centimeters in depth but it was starting to move on its on volition and swirl and then colors started to appear, brilliant rainbow colors.

Aurora pulled him all the way back to the far wall and held him there. “Something is coming through.”

“Should I get my gun?”

“Whatever is creating this, isn't going to be affected by a gun.”

“Well isn't that just great.”

The water started to rise from the center of the whirlpool, the colors coming along and then a breeze started to blow and within it was a melody that was ethereal and delicate and yet held a connotation of power to it that was tangible. Small lights appeared out of the water and started to fly around the kitchen and that was when Liam and Tara came in. It was apparently their turn in here and they were nothing if not sticklers for the rules, even if they didn't need to use the kitchen.

When it was their time, they were there to the second just to make sure that Aurora and Stiz didn't have any extra time. They stopped as they stepped into the water and then several of the little Fairies hovered in the air before them. Eyes went wide as they froze.

One of the Fairies came forward, studying Liam a moment and then punching him in the nose with her little fist. Liam put his hand to his nose as he yelped.

“What are you doing now, you witch you?” Tara shrieked out. “Isn't it enough that you caused all this, that you froze us and put us together in a closet with someone else in compromising poises? Do you now have to bring your freaks in here with you?”

The other Fairies apparently didn't seem to think being called a freak was a good thing and they now attacked the two of them in a frenzy, sending them screaming out of the kitchen, batting away at their faces as they did. The Fairies stopped following and all stuck their tongues out at the two of them, then continued their flight around the rising water, which now was starting to form into a figure and eventually transformed into a female sitting on the wet floor.

She was beautiful this vision of feminine grace and charm, her white hair long and curled, cascading around her shoulders and down to her lap where it coiled together to form a ring. She was delicate yet there was strength here, a strength that was like electricity in the air. She had the most intense lavender eyes, the most perfect inverted bow on her upper lip.

“Midnight Moonwhisk,” Aurora whispered softly as the figure looked up at the two of them and smirked. 

“You are a very hard person to find, Goddess Aurora the Deity Slayer.” She brushed herself off as she stood, then adjusted hair that didn't need adjusting, looking around the kitchen as if she had never seen the likes before. “Are you aware that all the water sources within several king's mark of this place are all poisoned? This was the only source of fresh, clean water I could find around here.” She seemed satisfied with the way she looked and rose her chin up a little and then that famous smile plastered itself onto her face, to be quickly replaced with a frown as she looked at Stiz.

“Who is this?”

“This is Stiz.”

“Really?” She leaned forward a little and sniffed once, twice, then curled her upper lip a little. “I suppose it is. What by all the teeth in a Dragon's mouth happened to you? You have regular legs and no horns and by all the moonbeams in the forest, you've aged? Who told you that you could age?”

“I....” He frowned at her, having no idea who this was and why she was acting as if she knew him intimately.

She indicated the room with an up-turned hand. “So this is the land of the gods, huh? I would have expected something more. I'm rather disappointed, to be honest with you.”

Aurora stepped before Stiz. “What do you want here?”

“What? No hello, how are you? Glad to see you? How are the kids? Just straight to the tip of the sword. Well, that was always your style, now wasn't it?”

“Midnight Moonwhisk?”

“Okay, okay. You know, just a little gratitude wouldn't be out of line here considering what I had to do to get here. I mean, what a dump this place is. I somehow expected to find you by a lake with a little cabin with smoke lazily coming out of the chimney and all that. But this....?”

“Midnight Moonwhisk?!” Aurora said with more force.

She rolled her eyes, pushed a recalcitrant strand of hair away from her face and then sighed. “Your two children are, to say the least, in a lot of trouble.” She took a deep breath, then shook her head. “No. I can't just stand here and see him like this. This just isn't right.” She flicked her hand at Stiz and mumbled something.

Stiz stumbled on the wet floor and then went down hard, his Satyr legs splaying all over the place. Aurora looked at him with a gasp, then back at Midnight Moonwhisk. 

“Put him back the way he was.”

“That is the way he was. He's a Satyr, not of the Race of Man. Look, he looks so much more adorable that way, don't you think?”

“What have you done to me you shrew you?” Stiz said as he tried to stand but wasn't having any luck with his hooves on the wet tile.

“Shrew is it? I'll have you know that you and I go way back and it's very possible that we were even intimate at one time.”

“So help me Midnight Moonwhisk....” Aurora started.

She put her hands out toward Aurora. “Okay, okay. Geez, you used to be a lot more chill. But then I guess living in a dump like this will turn you cold and bitter. And while we're on the subject, what's with you? You've looked better, I can say that. Are you aging also?”

Aurora reached up to her face, though why she didn't really know. It was just a reaction to being told she was aging. She put her hand down and cocked her head a little to the side. “What about Terriwyn and Aldor?”

“What?” She was looking at the ceiling and then the cabinets as if she had never seen the likes before. “How far underground are you here? Doesn't that bother you to have all that dirt above you?”

“Midnight... What about my children?”

“What about them?”

Aurora started to count to ten in her head. She didn't need this. “You said my children were in trouble.”

“I did?” She looked at Aurora as if she didn't understand what she was talking about, then she smiled. “Right. Your children. They are a handful, let me tell you.”

“Then tell me already!”

“You don't have to yell. I didn't need to come here and talk to you, you know. Not at all. This is taking a lot of my power, both will-power and magic, to be here. What is that smell? Did you fart Stiz?”

“No I didn't fart and what smell? I don't smell anything and what do you mean we used to be intimate? I've never met you in all my life. And why do I have goat legs all of a sudden?”

“Right. Play coy. I like that.”

“I'm not playing here!”

Midnight Moonwhisk looked at the two of them standing there, both eyebrows arched. “My, my. Aren't we the tense ones.”

Aurora picked up a cast iron pan from the stove. “I'm going to count to three and then I'm going to hit you over the head with this rather heavy pan if you don't tell me why my children are in danger.”

Midnight huffed, put hand to hip as she thrust it out and put her other hand up in that classic look of complete disdainfulness. “Well if you're going to get violent about it all....”

“One...”

“Okay fine. What were we talking about?”

“My children.”

“Right. Well let's see here. Where to start...? Where to start?”

“At the beginning,” Aurora said as she lowered the pan. “That's usually a good place to start.”

“Is that really true? I mean, I sometimes I find it easier to start in the middle and then work my way to both ends. Makes for a .... Okay already. No need to resort to hurting me, not that you could anyway. So your son, he's a chip off the of block that one is. He's managed to kill off all those who are dear to him, then bring them back by making a deal with a Demon and not just any Demon mind you but the King of the Underworld himself. Do you know him?”

“Aldor made a deal with Vir'gol? Why would he do that?”

“So you do know him. How do you know him?”

“It's a long story.”

“You know the Demon in control of the Underworld?” Stiz asked her with a sideways glance. “Why do you know someone like that?”

She looked over a Stiz a moment with that expression of not right now, then looked back at Midnight. “Yes? Go on.”

“He was trying to bring back those he loved, the sweet thing.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Did it work? Did he bring them back?”

“Oh yes and then they promptly died again because he hadn't healed their bodies beforehand. Important safety tip that is. Really.” She stopped talking and started to look around again, lifting items up and studying them as if she had never seen the likes before.

“What else, Midnight?”

“About what?”

“My son.” She didn't remember the Queen of the Fairies being this spacey before.

“Yes. So that didn't work out that well and he thus made another deal with another Demon and although it worked out a little better, he still managed to mess it up by putting the two of them into each others bodies. What a mess that is, let me tell you. Can you imagine being a girl and ending up in a male Tiefling body?” She shivered. “Horrible thought that is.”

“What does any of this have to do with my children?” Aurora asked slowly, as calmly as she could.

“And why do you know the Demon of the Underworld?” Stiz asked again.

“Not now, Stiz.”

He huffed as he sat there, looking at his hairy legs and hooves and wondering how he got so involved in all this. Then he started to get an erection and he had no idea what to do with that. And what an erection it was. “What's this all about now?!” He put his hands down there to cover it up but his hands weren't nearly enough.

“Oh there it is,” Midnight said with a little laugh. “I thought maybe it was broken or Aurora here took it off or something like that.”

“If you don't mind, Midnight,” Aurora said as she took a look at Stiz, rose an eyebrow, then looked back at Midnight. No need to stare at that. She'd seen it more than enough in the forest behind the monastery way back then in another lifetime it seemed like.

“I don't mind at all.” She was staring at Stiz with a rather sensual smile on her face.

“Eyes, here,” Aurora said as she pointed at her own face.

“What?”

“Midnight, I might not be feeling all that well but I'm pretty sure that I can still make it so that you stay here forever.”

Midnight's eyes snapped up to Aurora's face. “You wouldn't?”

Aurora rose an eyebrow at her.

“You would I do believe. So, with the first deal with Vir'gol, that has come to a head because Vir'gol wants your son to kill off your daughter, which he could easily do now seeing that your daughter has those binders on and can't use her powers at all.”

“What binders? When did that happen?”

“Oh, didn't I tell you? That was when the Grand Wizard captured her and made it impossible for her to cast any magics. That way he could have his way with her and impregnate her with his child.”

Aurora and Stiz were stunned.

“Someone got my fifteen year old daughter pregnant?” Stiz spit out with anger.

“Sixteen, Stiz. She's sixteen now,” Aurora corrected him as her mind was trying very hard to process all this.

“And that makes a difference how?”

“It doesn't, but you should at least know how old your daughter is.”

“Well he wasn't the first to get her pregnant, mind you There was the Bard of course. Very handsome that one was. Very handsome. I can see why your daughter wanted him, though he was into other males so I'd say that your daughter is very good at seduction because she did get him to impregnate her.”

Stiz was beside himself.

Aurora was having trouble breathing and wanted to start breaking things.

“I always said your daughter was a whore!” Tara's voice came from her the other side of the shelter.

Aurora flicked her wrist and there was a shuffle of motion from the other room and then several screams from Liam followed by the thump sound of someone falling onto the carpet.

Aurora took a deep breath, then another, then looked at Midnight, who was once again studying things as if they were the most fascinating she had ever seen. She currently had a wooden spoon in her hand and was looking it over with a deep gaze. 

“Al got my daughter pregnant?”

“I thought say that. What is this for?”

“Cooking. Did he rape her?”

“Well, I suppose that's a rather subjective opinion, somewhere in that gray area I think seeing that they are married. And wait, are you talking about the Bard or the Grand Wizard?”

Stiz started to cough and gag, his eyes watering and Aurora slapped him on the back several times before he looked at her with murderous intent and she stopped.

“Al and Terriwyn are married?”

“Am I not speaking this language correctly? I'm usually pretty good with new languages and this one is very similar to Common.”

“You're speaking it just fine, Midnight. And what of this Bard? Terriwyn already has a child with him?”

“Yes she does. Wonderful child of true love. Al thought he had killed that one off while still in her womb and so is working really hard to impregnate her with his own seed but seeing that there was already one in there, he hasn't been successful yet. So no, she just has the one from the Bard. Who is dead by the way in case you were thinking of killing him yourself Stiz. Though I would think that seeing that you have had your way with hundreds if not thousands of virgins in your time, I don't quite see why you would be all that upset with this Bard.”

“So does she have a child with Al or not?”

“No, I don't think so. Isn't one enough? I would think that that would be enough though I suppose that with all the trying the Grand Wizard is doing, he might end up getting her pregnant also. Does it work that way?”

Aurora put a hand to her forehead and started to feel faint. There was an anger growing inside her she hadn't felt in a very long time. It was obvious that Al had completely ignored her when she had warned him off Terriwyn. 

Pregnant.

Her little girl.

And with a Bard of all people... And did Midnight say that the Bard was gay? Did she hear that correctly?

She was going to kill him and it wouldn't be fast.

No, it was going to be slow and painful and would last centuries if not millennium.

“But that isn't really why I came here to find you,” Midnight said as she was now leaning on the counter and staring at the electric blender. “What does this do?”

“Put you hand in it and I'll show you,” Stiz said, his own anger simmering hard.

She arched an eyebrow, then started to put her hand into the blender.

“No, don't do that,” Aurora said as she reached forward and stopped her. “It'll shred you hand is what it will do.”

“Truly?” She looked at it again. “Why would you have such a device here in the food preparation area?”

“Can we please just stay on task here, Midnight?”

“Huh?”

“You were saying that there is something even more important to tell me than my son making deals with Demon and my daughter pregnant at sixteen.”

“Well when you put it that way, I'm not really sure what could be worse.”

“Midnight, my patience is nearing the end.”

“Oh. Well then you should reset it or something, right?”

“Midnight?”

“Why do you keep saying my name like that?”

Aurora turned away from her and tried really hard not to re-grab the cast iron pan and hit the Fairy over the head. Really hard. “You said that there was something else you wanted to tell me. Can you please tell it to me?”

She seemed confused for a moment, then her eyes light up. “Right. The other thing. Something is stirring and growing across The Kingsware Abyss, something sinister and very powerful. If it continues at the rate it is growing, it will make the Grand Wizard look like a carnival attraction.” 

“And what is it?”

“Well I don't really know but I think that it might have something to do with the Rakhasa and the Demon-spawn.”

“I vanquished them all.”

“Not all of them, no. Oh, and did I mention the ghost army Vir'gol has unleashed on the land? Did I?”

“No,” Stiz said as he tried to get up again, managed to stay up longer this time but then slipped and slide down to the tile floor ignominiously with a look of complete defeat on his face.

“Oh. Well there it is then. So....” The water around Midnight Moonwhisk started to swirl around her now and the Fairies began to fly around her creating almost a halo about her.

“What are you doing?” Aurora asked as she stepped forward with a stern gaze.

“Leaving. I don't like being here at all and now that I told you all I wanted to tell you, I don't see any.... Hey. Let go of me.”

“I'm going with you.”

“No you aren't. The last thing the land needs is for you to show up there in the condition you're currently in. You'll be useless over there.”

“Be that as it may, Stiz and I are going with you.”

“We are?” Stiz said as he looked up.

“Yes, we are.” Aurora looked down at Stiz and offered him her hand. “I can't do this alone and you know the land a lot better than I do.”

“No I don't. I don't know anything about that place at all.”

“You do, you just don't realize it yet.”

“And what if I don't want to go?”

She pulled him up onto his feet. “You do. It's your daughter and son. She's pregnant, Stiz. By a Bard, of all people.” She glared at him.

“Well when you put it that way... No. I don't want to go to that place.”

“Can you let me go now?” Midnight asked as the swirling was starting to grow.

Aurora looked at her. “No. We're going with you.”

“And your responsibilities here?” 

“Fuck them all.”

Midnight stared at Aurora hard. “You sure about this? Because once you go over there with me, you may never make it back here.”

“Does it look like I really want to come back here?”

“I do,” Stiz said as he pulled on Aurora's hand and found that she was rather strong for being sickly.

“Be quiet Stiz. You want to go, you just don't know it.”

“Well I'm glad that someone knows what it is I want.”

“You aren't nearly strong enough to confront either the Grand Wizard or Vir'gol.”

“I'll figure it out as I go along.”

“Well that sounds a lot like how you did it the last time and we all know how well that turned out, now don't we?”

“Midnight? I need to do this. Take us along.”

They stared at each other for a long time, then Midnight nodded her head slightly and the vortex opened up with a roar.  “Very well Goddess. But I warn you to be prepared for a not so welcome reception in The Land of the Five Rivers....”
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You'll never be just friends.

You'll love each other until 

it kills you. You will yell and hate

until you quiver, but you'll never 

just be friends anymore. Love isn't

brains. Love is blood, blood screaming

inside you till it works it's will. Don't

ever think that you can just turn it off....

Excerpt from:

The Jester's Crown

Evenmark Foolsgold

Jester to King Knaraugh of the Orcish Domain

––––––––
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I cried most of the next two days.

I had now lost everything and that idiot Al wanted to take my unborn child also, the only thing I had left of Brir. I wasn't about to let that happen and so I hadn't eaten or drunken anything since I got here, which was playing havoc with my stomach, I have to admit that. The young girl who came in several times a day to see if I needed anything, seemed very upset that I wasn't eating or drinking. She was very nice and I couldn't really blame her for what was happening to me. 

I learned from talking to her that she had been ripped from her parents several years ago and forced to work in the palace, as were, apparently, all the other females in the place. Al, it appeared, had a perversion for young girls and made sure to scour the land for any and all that tickled his fancy, to be brought here and made to serve him and his boot-licking croonies.

So I couldn't be mad at her, but she became really upset that I didn't touch any of my food or drink and of course told Al because she didn't want to be the one blamed if I died of starvation. This, naturally, brought Al to my room. He had the curtains opened fully and threatened to have me dragged out of bed and force fed if I didn't cooperate.

“I already told you that you can't kill yourself,” he had said to me as he stood there, hands on hips, head cocked a little, that stupid diadem on his head, robes he didn't need to wear flowing down and making him look like one of those people who went to the Renaissance Faires. “And not eating is a form of killing yourself. All you're going to do is lose weight and be hungry all the time.”

I didn't say anything to him. I didn't even look at him. I couldn't. He was going to take it all away from me, then force me to marry him and then, horror of all horrors, force himself on me to get me pregnant. 

Not going to happen.

I could hear him frown and I snuck a peek at his face and it wasn't the angry, demonic visage I had imagined it would be at this point in time seeing that he was all frustrated with me. Instead, it had softened a little, made his features stand out somewhat and I still couldn't see how my mother could have had sex with this guy. Just didn't compute for me.

But he wasn't all that bad looking.

I mean, for the guy who had ruined my life, kidnapped me, and was trying to kill my unborn baby, he was kind of cute in that maniacal, evil genius sort of way. I've been crying a lot and not in my right mind seeing that I haven't eaten in two days, so give me a break.

I felt him take a step closer and I scooted under the sheets a little more so that all that exposed was my head. “You are aware that not eating and drinking will kill that bastard you carry in you as well as or better than any poison I can give you, right?”

No.

Didn't even think of that.

Dammit.

Why did the evil people always make good points and make you think that their way of thinking was the better way? Must be something they practiced in front of a mirror.

“Fine. This is even better. You kill that Bard's bastard. Then you can't blame me for it and I get the result I wanted anyway.” He walked to the door and stopped, looking over at me. “And wash yourself. You reek.” He stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him and I wasn't really sure if he was mad at me or frustrated with me because he actually cared about me. What a bastard to make me feel this way. Why couldn't he just be a bad guy like in the movies and beat me or torture me so that I could hate him properly.

Jerk.

“Please mi'lady,” the chamber-maid, who I think was maybe a year or two younger than I was, said with sad eyes and wringing hands. “You have to eat. You'll starve away to nothing if you don't.”

I closed my eyes and turned my head away from her. Didn't want to hear anything she had to say anyway. 

“Please, mi'lady,” she pleaded. She had brought a tray full of food and it smelled soooo good to me.

“Go away,” I said and pulled the sheets over my face.

I felt that she stayed standing there a moment longer, then heard the sound of the tray alighting on a table, then the door opening and closing. I stayed under the sheets for a moment, then pulled them down and sighed. This was ridiculous but there was no way that I was going to lose Brir's child. If I did nothing else in the god-forsaken land, I would carry this baby to term.

I smelled under my arms and damn.

He was right.

I did reek.

I sighed again, then worked my way out from under the covers and stood there. My legs didn't want to really work, seeing that I had been laying in that bed for almost two days now. And yes, I had gotten out to go pee and shit but seeing that I wasn't eating or drinking anything and I hadn't really eaten or drunk anything much before I was captured, I didn't have a lot in me to get rid of.

I looked around the room.

It was very nicely furnished and the smell of lavender and I think honey permeated the air. Well, with the exception of the air immediately around me, which smelled of dried urine, sweat, and that smell one got when they hadn't washed in a while. 

Where was the shower anyway?

I knew where the toilet was, which really wasn't more than a piece of stone with a hole in it that emptied straight down the side of the palace wall. It was, to be honest with you, rather disgusting if you really think about it.

But if they wanted me to wash, then where exactly was I supposed to do that? Ah, there it was. A claw-foot tub in the corner by the opening to the balcony. That was rather nice. I could look out the windows as I bathed and contemplate jumping off the balcony if and when Al took Brir's baby away.  I mean, let's be practical here about this. Al was right. Either I eat the food and poisoned it out or I didn't eat or drink and it died from mal-nutrition. Either way I was screwed. 

It was all I had left of Brir.

I studied the tub for a moment and realized that I didn't see any faucet or knobs to allow the water to come in. What kind of a lousy tub was this? Where was I supposed to get the water from? I looked around the tub a little to make sure that I wasn't missing something and that was when I saw the wooden bucket.

A wooden bucket.

What was I supposed to do that?

I stood there for a while wondering how anyone ever survived around here when the door opened and in came the young thing again with an arm-load of sheets. Now how did she know that I had gotten out of bed?

Cameras.

The bastards.

I was being watched all the time.

I knew that Al wasn't as polite and gentlemanly as he made out to be. He had been watching me all this time.... Oh what a moment here. They don't have cameras in this world. 

Idiot.

She started to remove the old sheets and blankets and then noticed that I was standing by the tub and her face lit up. “Oh mi'lady, you wish to take a bath? I will get the others to start bringing up the water right away.”

“Wait, bring it up? From where?”

“Well the well of course. Do you prefer it cold or hot?”

“Well hot but doesn't that mean that you have to lug it all the way up those stairs?”

She laughed, a delightful little thing that filled the air with a refreshing hint of joy. “No silly. There is a little door over there wherein the buckets are placed and then hauled up by ropes to here or whatever room it needs to go. You did say hot, yes?”

“Yes.” I looked around and sure enough there was a little door. Something else I missed. 

“Very well, mi'lady. I will have them start right away but it might take a little while until we get it filled enough. Perhaps you wish to wait on the balcony? It is a lovely day.”

This one was way too nice. 

I hated people this nice.

They usually had some ulterior motive going on that made them so nice, like knowing something terrible about you and savoring it inside them thinking that they're better than you are.

What?

You'd be paranoid also if you ended up here.

Sitting on the balcony did sound nice, however, despite the fact that there was a nip in the air, that scent of autumn moving aside for winter which filled the nostrils as much as the stomach with its sensation. So I sat out on the balcony while the tub was filled and it did take a while and how were they able to keep the water hot if it took this long? I wasn't looking forward to taking a cold bath.

Not at all.

“It is all ready, mi'lady.”

I went back in and noticed that the bottom of the tub was glowing slightly and I could not only feel but see the magic swirling around down there and that was how they kept the water hot. And hot it was. The tendrils of steam arising told me that it was most likely too hot.

She stood there with a hand out.

Did she want a tip or something?

“Here, let me help you with your clothes, mi'lady.”

“No,” I said too loudly and quickly. “I can take my own clothes off.”

She stepped back and bowed a little. “Yes, of course mi'lady. My mistake. I hope I have not offended you.”

“Of course not. And thank you for the bath. That was very nice of you to do.”

“It is my job, mi'lady. It is not a problem.”

I stripped down... Well I almost stripped down before I realized that she was still standing there watching me. “Do you mind?”

“Mind what mi'lady?”

“I don't normally undress before others.”

“You don't?”

“Well no. You do?”

“I live in a dorm with many other people and there is but a communal washing area so yes, I do. It does not bother me and you are so gorgeously beautiful, I do not see why it would bother you.”

What did that have to do with it?

“Well I don't generally undress in front of strangers.” Right. Just Brir and all the Elves in that stupid-ass city of theirs....

She stared at me a moment as if she didn't quite get what I was saying, then her eyes opened wide and she blushed. “Yes, of course mi'lady.” She turned her back to me. That wasn't much better. She was still standing there. 

Well, if I strutted around Brir all the time naked, what was the big deal bout doing it in front of another girl? It happened all the time in the locker room back at school. 

School.

Why did that seem like an entire life-time ago?

I got naked and then realized that I had no idea how to get into this tub. It sat rather high off the floor. She turned to look at me now and didn't seem to even notice that I was naked and took hold of my arm as she kicked a little stool toward my feet.

“There mi'lady. Step on that and I'll help you get in. It is a little tricky at first and seeing that you are a bit shorter than most....”

Short?

Did she just dish me?

“I can managed, thanks,” I said as I shrugged off her hand and of course, I managed to screw this up also. I stepped on the stool, put one leg over the side and into the water, which was, as I suspected, rather hot. I made to pull my foot out quickly, lost my balance and ended up sprawled out on the floor in a very embarrassing position.

She laughed.

She put her little hands to her mouth and laughed.

I suppose it was funny to watch. I'm pretty sure that I flayed about a moment before I lost my footing and went flying.

She reached down with a hand. “I am sorry to have laughed at you, mi'lady. Are you hurt?”

“Just my pride, thank you.” I took her hand and we both managed to get me standing again.

“Shall we try again?” she asked with extended hand for support.

Little tart was probably going to tell all her friends about this little episode and they'd all have a good laugh for weeks about it. With her help, I managed to get into the tall tub and eased myself in and man was that nice. Sure it was hot but it felt so good on my body.

“Would you like me to wash you, mi'lady?”

I had my eyes closed, the water all the way up to my chin, head back. “No. I can do that myself, thank you.”

“As you wish.”

I felt her doing something and opened one eye to see that she was placing a tray over the breadth of the tub and on it was a large piece of soap, a little jar containing leaves and flower-petals of some kind, a wash-cloth, and what I think might have been a drink of some sort. She lifted the little jar up and emptied it into the water and there was a nearly instant aroma of lavender in the air. 

“The drink is a muscle relaxant.” She lowered her voice a little now. “As well as little alcohol to relax the mind.”

I thanked her and closed my eye again but had the feeling that she was still standing there. I opened an eye again. “Is there anything else?”

“Oh no, mi'lady.”

She was still standing there. 

“Thank you.”

“Your welcome, mi'lady.”

Damn girl wouldn't leave. “I'd like some time alone, please.”

“I'm sorry, but I have explicit instructions to not leave you alone while you are in the water.”

Now what was that all about? It wasn't like I could drown myself. Al had told me that much and I assumed that either accidentally drowning or purposely killing myself were more or less the same thing when it came to being a goddess.

“I don't need you to watch me,” I told her, probably a little too harshly.

“I would be punished most severely were I to not do as I was instructed.”

Wouldn't want that.

“I can't enjoy my bath if you're standing there staring at me. Sorry. Can't you just leave for like ten minutes or something like that? I won't tell anyone.”

“I can sit over here if you'd like. Would that help?”

“No. I don't watch you take a bath.”

“Oh, well you can if you would like. But I don't get a bath like this. I have to bath in the large pool in the lower levels of the palace with all the others but you are more than welcome to come down and watch us all.”

“Us all? And how many of there are you bathing at the same time?”

“Well... If you count the boys, it would be about thirty of us.”

“Boys?” I opened my eyes and looked at her but she had moved away to a chair somewhere. “You have to take a bath with boys?”

“Yes. Is that not allowed in the land of the gods?”

“I'm not.... No, it isn't. We do that separately. Don't the boys get all excited and all that?”

“No. Why would they?”

Either this one was more naive than I was or there was something else going on here. “Because you're all naked, that's why?”

“And?”

I closed my eyes again and leaned my head back against the tub. 

And. 

What kind of an answer was that?

I suppose it wasn't any different than going to the spa and seeing everyone naked. If you're used to it, then what's the big deal, right?

“I can sing if you would like?”

“No thank you. Quiet is good.” It was blissfully quiet for a while and then the sound of humming started to reach me. I opened an eye again and tried to find her but would need to have lifted myself up aways out of the tub and didn't feel like doing that at all. I tried to tune her out but it was a lovely tune and she was pretty good at humming so I decided I might as well wash myself while sitting in here since I did stink really good.

I sat up a little but found that it was rather difficult to sit up as I kept slipping back down and so just used the soap under the water and it lathered up really good and then the water started to swirl at the other end of the tub where my legs were and that was neat. 

It was a whirlpool.

Wow.

Al had everything here.

Then I realized that it couldn't be a whirlpool and what was this all about now? The water started to form into a rainbow of colors as the swirling became more active and then the water started to rise up and I swear that it was starting to resemble a form of some kind and then suddenly a face appeared out of the water, a whole face of a beautifully young female with stunning red hair and brilliant green eyes.

I screamed.

She screamed.

“Why are you screaming at me?” Amphilio asked as she looked at me with that innocent look she had that said you're an idiot written all over it. “And why is this water so hot? This isn't good for you at all.” 

“NO!” I said as I reached a hand forward but it was too late. She mumbled some words and suddenly the beautifully hot water was ice cold.

“That's much better. No one likes hot water like that.”

“I do. Thanks so much.” I tried to get out because now I was freezing cold but I couldn't get a good grip on the bottom of the tub and suddenly I was under the water, which I didn't expect to happen at all and so I got a mouthful of soap water and then I started to panic and swallowed more water. Amphilio making the water cold didn't help much either, especially since it was so hot just a second before and it felt like someone had a vise-grip on my chest now. A hand came down, grabbed me and lifted me out of the water and I thought to myself that the chamber-maid was awfully strong for someone her size.

I lay on the floor, wet, coughing up water, trying to breath in air. There was water all over the floor around me and my hair was a mass of tangled knots down over my face. When I started to be able to breath again, I saw that there was a pair of feet standing in front of me, bare feet with the most impeccable paint job on the nails. It was an very unusual shade of green. 

I looked up and it wasn't the chamber-maid at all.

It was Amphilio, examining the bar of soap as if she had never seen such a thing before.

“What are you doing here?” I coughed out as I sat down and tried to get the hair out of my face.

“Rescuing you. Oooohhh, what pretty jewelry he gave you,” she said as she knelt down and looked at the binders on my wrist. “And a necklace also and ankle bangles. Wow. He must really love you to have given you these already.”

I pulled my wrist away from her. “It isn't jewelry. It's imprisonment.”

“Well that's not a very nice way to look at gifts from a suitor.”

“He isn't my suitor. And these are magical binders. They keep me from using my magic.” I gave up on my hair and just sat there, dripping and cold.

“Magical binders? What do they do?” She made to reach forward to touch one again.

“I just told you what they do, Amphilio.”

“Have you been crying?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Why? What do you mean why? Both Charisma and Brir are dead and I killed them.”

“Oh, is that all.” She went back to studying the soap.

“Is that....? I loved them. I'm carrying Brir's child. He was the one I was going to marry and now all I have left of his is his  child inside me and that asshole Al wants to poison it out of me and....” I started to cry again as it all came back to me in a rush. Brir's death, Charisma's death, and the prospect of having to marry Al and have sex with him.

“None of that is any reason to cry. And why would he poison the food?” 

I looked up at her as I wiped my eyes and she was over by the tray of food now looking it over. “You half-wit. Don't eat any of that. It's poisoned.”

She picked up a piece of cheese, looked at it closely, smelled it, then popped it in her mouth and chewed. She nodded her head a few times, then swallowed. “Yes. It is poisoned. You were correct. And why did you poison your food?”

“I didn't. He did to make me get rid of Brir's baby.”

“You still have that inside you? Shouldn't you have popped that out by now?” She was starting to eat more of the food.

“It takes nine months, Amphilio, and if you eat all that, you're going to die.”

“No I won't. Fairy can't be poisoned.” She looked over at me with a full mouth. “Nah freaks?” she said with crumbs and pieces of food falling out of her mouth.

“What?”

She swallowed. “They didn't bring you any treats? You know, like the kind your spell used to make us at that table that would suddenly appear with all the food on it. Although, I have to say that this is actually pretty good.”

“Go for it. I can't eat any of it. And no, no desserts to speak of.” I hadn't even thought that there weren't any desserts. Since I didn't eat anything, I never even bothered to look at the trays and what was really on them.

“Well that's just silly is what that is.”

“What's silly?” I asked as I stood up and looked around for a towel, the breeze blowing in from the open doors to the balcony, cold. “They might have brought desserts, I just don't know.”

“Not that, although that is rather silly now that I think about it. What's a good meal without a good dessert.” She continued to eat.

I couldn't find a towel and so I used one of the new bed-sheets the chamber-maid had brought and dried myself as best I could and then tried to find the pajamas I had been wearing. Despite the fact that Al had given them to me, there were very comfortable I had to admit. “Amphilio?”

“Yes?”

“What's silly?”

“That you can't eat any of these. You can't be poisoned either. You're part Angelicus and as such, your blood will reduce the poison to its constituent parts and neutralize it. Didn't we discuss this already once?”

There she went again talking like a chemistry book.

“Wait? I can't be poisoned?”

“No. You should be old enough now that your Angelicus powers are starting to develop and one of the very first ones is that you can't be poisoned. It is very similar to you drinking alcohol. Your blood considers that a poison also, which it should seeing that all it does is make people act silly.” She looked at the empty food tray with perplexion. “Huh. It's all gone. What happened to the food?”

“You ate it all. And you mean to tell me that I didn't need to starve myself these last two days?”

“Not at all.” She looked over at me now as she licked the tips of her fingers to get every last taste from the food, as if food wasn't a thing in the Fairy Kingdom. She was like that with the corn-on-the-cob spell also. She cocked her head to the side as she looked at my stomach. I looked down also. “Though, I think that you really don't need to be eating any more. Look how big you are getting.”

I frowned. 

Moron.

“That's the baby, Amphilio. It's growing inside me.”

“Really? How odd. I thought you just popped it out after a few days all mature and ready to go.”

“That would be very nice, yes.” I looked over at the tray. “You ate all my food.”

“You said that it was poisoned and didn't want to eat it.”

“That was before I knew that I could eat poison.”

“Oh. Well, I'm sure that they will bring you some more. Nine months you say?”

“What?”

“You said that you will carry the handsome Bard's child inside you for nine months.”

“Yes. That's how it works.”

“How awful. Who came up with that?”

“I have no idea. Can we please not talk about Brir?”

“I thought you loved him?”

“I did. I do. I just don't want to talk about him.”

“Why? Isn't that the best way to remember him?”

Dammit why did she always have to say the right thing? Stupid-ass Fairies. I sat heavily on the bed, then suddenly sprang up. “The chamber-maid!”

“Who? No, my name is Amphilio. Am phi lio. I'm a Naiad from....”

“I wasn't talking about you. I know who you are.” I pointed into the corner where the young chamber-maid was just sitting there staring off into nothing.

“Oh her. She won't remember anything, that one.” She looked over at her. “Not very pretty, is she? Is she with child also? I don't sense another life inside her.”

“No. She just is a little chubby, that's all.”

“She chooses to look that way?”

“Some people do, yes. And some people just don't have a choice.”

“Really? I think that your creator needs to reconsider his creations and start over again.”

“I hear you there.”

She stared at the chamber-maid a moment longer, then looked back at me with that big smile of hers. “So.”

“So?”

“Your rescue.”

“Okay. How do you plan to do that?”

“The water. You come in with me and we go back to the Fairy Kingdom and....” Her voice trailed off as she narrowed her eyes and I wasn't sure if she were trying to pass gas or something suddenly occurred to her.

“Amphilio?”

“Yes?”

“You were saying?”

“I was? What was I saying?”

“About rescuing me?”

“Really? I don't know how that is possible with those binders you have on you.”

I hit my forehead with my hand.
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It wasn't that I disliked Amphilio.

She was one of those innocent souls who seemed to flutter between reason and complete befuddlement. I knew a girl like her back at school and she was so sweet and yet so infuriating at the same time. If I didn't know better, I'd say that Amphilio, as well as all the Fairies I had met so far, were complete and utter stoners, constantly on one drug or another and those rare moments when they weren't, they were lucid.

I sat on the bed again.

“Why are you so sad?” she asked me. She actually asked me that. Of all the things to ask me....

“Oh I don't know,” I said, looking up at her with hard eyes. “I've been kidnapped, they're trying to poison me so that I lose my baby, I have these binders on that keep me from using magic at all, you turned my bath freezing cold, a bath by the way that I was enjoying immensely.... Oh, and in case I forget, my fiance was killed before my eyes. What do you think?”

“I find it odd that you would mention the Bard at the end of that sentence. He did give you those very pretty bangles and necklace.”

There was no way she was being serious at the moment. “That moron Al gave these to me, you idiot you.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You've already accepted jewelry from another male but three days since you lost the Bard? You must not have loved him very much, the Bard that is.”

I shook my head at her. What did one say to that? I took a deep breath and tried to keep it together. I had to understand that Amphilio was just trying to help in her own special way and getting angry at her was not going to make my situation any better.

That was when I saw the little paw come over the railing on the balcony, barely grasping on, the claws trying to dig into the marble without much luck. I cocked my head as I watched, wondering what in the world this was all about now. Then another paw came up and I heard voices, voices arguing.

I stood.

“What did you do with Quiox and Dorox?” I asked.

“Who?” She was now studying the bubbles in the water, playing with them as she brought them up to her face and then blew into them.

“Quiox and Dorox? The Werecat and Weredog? You took them with you when you weren't able to enter into the land of those stupid apocalypse survivors in that valley?”

“I don't have any memory of that whatsoever. Are you confusing me with some other Naiad whom your brother kissed?” She actually seemed perturbed.

“No, I'm not. You're the only Naiad I know and the only one my brother kissed, which I still don't believe because he thinks that girls are gross and full of cooties.”

“Then I don't know what you're talking about.”

I slowly moved toward the balcony.

“What are the bubbles for?”

“Relaxation, though with you around I don't think that is a word I would use at all.”

“Relaxation....” She seemed to run the word around in her mouth a little as if it were completely foreign to her.

“Help,” a faint voice called from the paws as they started to slip on marble.

“Quiox?” I said as I rushed forward and just managed to grab a paw before she fell. I looked over the side and sure enough it was the thief, looking up at me with a sense of panic and relief. She was all dressed up in her nice outfit, her hat firmly pressed on her head.

“Your worshipfullness,” she said with a pant. 

“What are you doing down there?”

“Climbing?”

I pulled her up and onto the balcony and then looked over the side to see if Dorox was down there also. She was, about a meter further down and looking as terrified as a dog could look. She had her face plastered to the side of the rough wall.

“Dorox?”

“I'm not falling for that, Quiox. You said it would only be a short climb.”

“It's me, Terri.”

She looked up at me slowly and when she spotted my face, her face lit up. “Goddess Terriwyn.” She made to tip her hat at me and that turned out to be a disaster. She didn't have all that good a grip to begin with and thus started to slip, causing her to let go of her hat so that she could grab the wall with her other paw. 

“My hat!”

I tried to reach down to grab her but it was too far and I lost the sheet covering me in the process as it fell down to the floor.

“I can't hold on much longer,” she said sadly, almost with a sense of acceptance.

“Amphilio! Can you help?”

“With what? Oh there you are you silly cat you. I thought I left you in the city?”

Quiox hissed at her.

“Amphilio!”

“You don't have to shout. My hearing is very good. And what are you doing hanging over the railing like that? You might fall.”

“Dorox is down here and he's about to fall and I can't reach him.”

She stepped up next to me and looked over. A smile came to her face and she waved at Dorox. Dorox almost made the same mistake of waving back at her but at the last moment realized that it would be a fatal mistake. “What are you doing out there?”

“Climbing to the Goddess Terriwyn's room.”

“Why didn't you just tell me you wanted to come here.”

“We did you imbecilic Fairy you,” Quiox stated with a rare sign of actual anger in her voice.

“Well if you're just going to insult me, I'll leave.”

“Amphilio,” I said with a supreme effort of not raising my voice. “Can you please help Dorox up onto the balcony?”

“Well certainly. Why didn't you just say so?”

She disappeared in a green mist and then appeared next to a very startled Dorox, then disappeared again into the green mist and showed up on the balcony with Dorox in her hands. “There. Easy peasy.”

Dorox collapsed to the floor and lay there on her back, panting heavily, eyes closed. “I thought I was a goner for sure, Quiox. Why did you say it was an easy climb?”

“You made it, didn't you? Stop complaining all the time.”

Dorox opened an eye, then put two fingers of a paw up at Quiox and I think that was a British version of the middle finger.

I looked at Amphilio. “I thought you said you didn't know about these two?”

“I thought you were talking about some other creatures.”

“Really? How many Weredog and cat do we know?”

“That really isn't the question, now is it?”

“Why is this lady over here just staring into nothing?” Quiox asked as she stood before the chamber-maid and waved her little paw before her eyes.

“Leave her alone, Quiox.”

“You're naked!” Dorox suddenly exclaimed and before I knew what was happening, she was on my leg humping it. 

I kicked my leg out but she refused to release as she had her eyes closed and her long tongue out. This was all I needed. A horny male Weredog who though he was a she. “Stop that! Let go of me you dirty dog you. Bad dog! Bad!”

She finally let go and stood there with paws together, head down and looking all the world as if she had just been caught stealing. “Sorry your worshipfulness but you are so beautiful and all.”

“Yes, whatever. Don't ever do that again, you understand?”

She nodded her head.

“Besides, you're supposed to be a female.”

“And?” Quiox said as she came over and started to admire me with a rather disturbing gaze. 

I grabbed the sheet and put it back on. I was surrounded by idiots. “Can you stop looking at me like that please?”

“Meow.” I never thought that a cat's meow could be sexy but that sure made a good attempt at it. 

I looked at her a moment, then walked back into the room and sat on the edge of the bed.

“Oh look, a small swimming pool!” Dorox exclaimed as she started to attempt to get in.

“That's a bath and don't go in there,” I said with exasperation. “You'll fill it with all your hair.” I didn't think I really needed to worry about her getting in seeing that I had a hard time getting into it and I was much taller than Dorox was.

“Where's that dreamboat Bard of yours?” Quiox asked as she started to case the room, picking up items and, I'm pretty sure, evaluating them for how much she could get at a pawn-shop. “You two have a falling out already?”

They didn't know.

How would they know?

How did Amphilio know that Brir was dead?

“He was killed, burned to death,” Amphilio said with that matter-of-fact tone she used so well. “Must have been horrible.”

I looked up at her because I couldn't believe she would say that to me. Both Quiox and Dorox looked at Amphilio and then at me. Quiox doffed her hat and Dorox made to do the same but then realized that he had lost his hat. 

“My sincere apologizes, goddess,” Quiox said with a bowed head. “I liked him, even-thought he didn't like us. Called us thieves all the time. On second thought, I didn't like him at all and I'm glad that he got his come-uppens.” She put her hat back on and nodded her head once. “Serves him right.”

Dorox reached over and took Quiox's hat and then proceeded to hit him over the head with it.

“What are you doing?”

“That was a terrible thing to say, Quiox. She is mourning, can't you see that? She loved him and is carrying his baby. That's why she's so fat now.”

I looked down at my slightly extended stomach.

How was I fat in any way?

“Look what you're down now, Dorox. She's crying because you're hitting me.”

“She isn't crying because of that, Quiox.”

“Give me my hat back.”

“No. I lost me and now this one is mine.”

They fell into a fight as they always did but this time I didn't even bother to get up and stop it. I felt the tears starting to form.

Amphilio sat down next to me and the bed didn't even react to her as if she didn't weigh anything. “I'm sorry.”

“It's okay. I have to get used to the fact that he is no longer with us.”

“I should have said that he was dead before he burned, killed by all those arrows.”

I looked over at her. “How do you know all that? You weren't even there.”

“No. But other Fairies were there and since your deal with the Queen of the Fairies involved him, his death was immediately reported to her and thus I heard of it while we were in the Fairy Kingdom.”

“That place is lit,” Quiox said as she stood and brushed herself off, hat in hand. “I felt like I was on a mushroom trip or something.”

“I didn't like it at all,” Dorox said as she stood also and brushed herself off. “Too many colors that I couldn't see.”

No one said anything for a while, my tears slowly running down my cheek. I wondered how long it would be before I didn't cry whenever I heard his name spoken. Maybe it would
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