
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Chapter One 
 
    Sable 
 
       The sound of rapping on the door made both of us freeze. Silence descended through the room - until the knock came louder and more urgent. Sighing, I knew I couldn't ignore it. I gave her an apologetic kiss. 
 
    "Hide." I whispered to my lover. With a shit-eating grin, she disappeared beneath the covers. 
 
    "One moment please." I called to whomever was behind the door. 
 
    Hastily throwing on my tunic and leggings, I opened the door. A smile sprang to my lips at the sight of the inn keeper's husband waiting with letter in hand. "Good evening sir."  
 
    "Good evening Mistress. A Paige dropped this off for a Mistress Sable."  
 
    As I took the item, I noted the royal seal stamped on it, unbroken. "I'm grateful."  
 
    He opened his mouth, closed it and tried again. The look of indecision in his eyes made it hard not to laugh. Finally, he composed himself enough to ask in a hesitant squeak "Have you seen my daughter?" 
 
    I placed my hand on my chin, regarding the ceiling as if in serious thought. "Little Annabel run off again, sir?" 
 
    He frowned, looking even more anxious. "No, Mistress, it seems Jess has. I thought perhaps she'd gone to groom your Leon again, but she wasn't there." 
 
    "She's not wondered off, sir, she's found herself a bedmate. I saw him tailing her last night on my way through." 
 
    "Was he tall and strong with black hair? About my age?" He looked apprehensive, almost like the thought was too good to be true.  
 
    "Dark skinned and dark hair, yes, but he was quite young. Looked like a farmer's lad, not yet ready for a woman. Seems she means to make him a man, if you ask me."  
 
    "A farmer's boy?!" He paled, looking horrified. "There aren't any farm boys older than sixteen!" 
 
    "Lucky gal." I snickered. "I'm sure you'll see her soon, sir. Though I wouldn't be surprised if she sleeps in tomorrow, if you know what I mean."  
 
    Eyes bulging with mortification, he hurried off toward the inn's main room, where his wife and the owner would be running the inn.  
 
    They'll go looking for her now. 
 
    As I shut the door I heard a giggle. On my way back to bed I tossed the letter onto the nightstand before removing the blankets.  
 
    "Now he'll suppose me a slut." She giggled with a grin stretching from one ear to the other.  
 
    "About time he learned the truth, you hussy." I teased as I leaned in to steal another kiss, relishing in the familiar feel of her lush lips. 
 
       It went from soft to passionate in seconds as she responded with a need that didn't surprise me. Wrapping her arms around me, she pulled me even closer to deepen it more. A few minutes of this intense making out had her reaching for my tunic with a moan. Gently removing her roving hands, I forced myself to pull away despite her groan of frustration and disappointment.  
 
    "It's from Her Majesty." I told her quietly. "Or I would let them search all four rooms before they found us." 
 
    With a sexy laugh, she smacked my ass. "Can't the queen wait another hour?" 
 
    "You slut, we were up all night." I snarled back in false anger. "You're insatiable!" 
 
    To which she purred "Only when it's good."  
 
    When I grabbed the letter she gave a heavy sigh. "Will they send you to the border?" The honest concern in her voice reminded me how often I visit her here. 
 
    Poor Jess. She never knows when she'll never see me again. 
 
    "I hope not. I hate training recruits and escorting priestesses, princes and healers."  
 
    "Somebody has to protect them though." She still sounds concerned. "I don't understand why you won't take up their offer for a unit, at least while escorting those who are so helpless you fear them leaving your sight."  
 
    "I don't work well with others, and enjoy my time alone. Besides, if I took temporary lead for such missions they may assign some of the girls I train to me. It's amazing how many people want youth dead over heritage."  
 
    "You prefer to risk fighting alone, Sable? You'd be so much safer with a pride."  
 
    I looked over at Jess with a swelling feeling of honest guilt. We'd never be together officially, but we'd been doing this since my first solo mission six years ago. 
 
    "Jess, I know you worry, and I'm sorry, but I want a pride as much as you want to marry John - who your father was very hopeful was whom you slipped off with last night."  
 
    She gave a tight frown. "Mom's getting pushy about me finding a husband."  
 
    "See? I feel just as trapped when you push me to have a pride." I replied patiently. "I've no more desire to lead some brats through the savanna than you do to become responsible for a man and his children." I gave her another kiss before opening the letter. 
 
    "Dear Mistress Sable, Honored General of the Leon Knights, 
 
    The Majesty of the Imperial Family has need of your services immediately. Bypass all check points and head to the Royal Palace. Tell no one of your orders and burn this letter upon receiving it." 
 
    Well that's odd.  
 
       I thought as I did as directed and burned it with the flickering flame of the candle, electing a squeal of shock from Jess. The occasional summons all the way to the palace was generally so formal I had to decipher its meaning to understand they were vaguely hinting that I was needed beyond the normal pay of everyday formality. 
 
    "You burned it!"  
 
    "They're just being paranoid. It's nothing to worry about Jess." I assured her gently as I stood to gather my armor. "I need to leave now though. They need me as soon as I can get there."  
 
    She stood to wrap her arms around me. "Promise you'll be careful?" 
 
    "Always. I'll see you next time I'm coming through. I may be gone a while, but don't worry." 
 
    As she helped me finish putting on my armor, I cleared my throat. "If, uh, something does happen...I have," I hesitated. 
 
    "You what?" 
 
    "Well, you'll be one of those informed. And, uh, one of those who gets a portion of my savings."  
 
    Her cheeks heated up. "Mistress Sable!" She gasped with wide eyes. "You've put me in your inheritance?" 
 
    "Y-yes. I mean, it's not written why..." 
 
    "I'm no family of yours! They'll know!" 
 
    "They will, but not your family. I assure you...the only ones allowed to receive those types of letters are the ones they're meant for. You know, just in case...it's something of our nature. All you have to do is explain where the gold came from." 
 
    "GOLD?"  
 
    "Well, land can't be given, Jess, or I would. Land can only be given to my husband or kin."  
 
    "Mistress Sable, I'd be content to never receive the gold and be honored by your presence." 
 
    "You'll be taken care of if something does happen." I replied firmly. "I live a life of danger, Jess. We cannot avoid that fact." 
 
    She gave a heavy sigh; I pulled her into my arms for a tight hug. Though neither of us said the words aloud, I knew we felt the same way.  
 
    "Come back to me soon, my knight. I'd rather see you than gold."  
 
    "I know, my sweet." I told her, running my hands through her hair. Then I hesitantly pulled away. 
 
       I grabbed my sword before making my way to the stables. Waiting for me in the stall was a huge tawny lioness. She gave a low growl in her throat that resembled greeting a sister lioness. Stretching her forepaws lazily, then her hind, the animal rose to her full height, standing twice the height of an African lion.  
 
    "I trust you slept well Zethara." I asked with a smile. The stable master here fussed over Leons; since she adored them beyond belief, coming here meant the war animal was always very well cared for.  
 
       The lioness flicked her tail in dismissal of my teasing. Eager to be gone, she grabbed her bridle in her mouth to drop it pointedly at my feet. Laughing at her eagerness, I helped her into it, then her saddle. Her bridle was a simple thing, fitted to comfortably wrap around her muzzle, head and ears. Her saddle was leather with another chainmail net embracing her waist. It fanned out to rest against her hips. She looked pointedly at her armor, so I began on that. First went on the chest plate, then her helm, which protected her neck with a chainmail net without inhibiting her ears. Next were the steel ankle cuffs. 
 
    "We're ready to go." I said after double-checking all the gear and straps to make sure they were fitted tightly enough to not fall off but loose enough to not cut off circulation or pinch her.  
 
    Mounting the huge lioness, I guided her from the stables and then out of town before directing her off road. The armored lioness protested fiercely against it, clearly preferring the safety and comfort of the cobbled path. 
 
    "Zethara, we're in a hurry here. Her Majesty is in straights, so we can't dally."  
 
    Growling in frustration, the lioness allowed me to guide her away from the safer route, though with great reluctance. 
 
    She's just upset we'll have to hunt by the end of the journey and won't have rest stops along the way. 
 
    No, we wouldn't have the luxury to rest much if something was so impending that the royal family had cut the fluff from a formal letter. Zethara and I knew the way through the hat savanna without laid brick or stone. 
 
    I'll get there twice as fast as the average knight.  
 
      
 
    Whisper 
 
       The sweet music ringing in my ears made me sway in happy relief. I tuned in further, listening for any broken note, any misplaced melody. The music was beautiful, without any imperfection. 
 
    "Well?" An old, gravelly voice asked fearfully. 
 
    "The foal is fine. He'll be born soon, healthy and strong. Summer is just uncomfortable. Being unable to run and play is just making her irritable. Thanks to her foaling Prince, I didn’t even have to soothe her."  
 
    I pulled myself gently away from the song. Summer, a palomino bursting with her soon-to-be-born colt, nickered sleepily as the man heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    "I was worried she wasn't eating enough." His voice wheezed a bit, instantly making me worry about him. 
 
    "Is Vince helping around the farm more?"  
 
    "Yes." He scoffed irritably. "He acts like I'm going to keel over any day!"  
 
    "I remember telling you to take it easy." I gently scolded. "I'm glad someone has common sense. You're still recovering from the illness. Herding half-tame horses in the desert isn't going to heal you!" 
 
    "Just do your thing; I'll be fine." 
 
    "I've done all I can and given you the medicine." I replied firmly with a scowl. "Take the medicine and rest. Your lungs can't take all the heat, dust and exertion." 
 
    He huffed, but I could hear the wheeze. "Not like Vince lets me do anything anymore anyway. I swallow that bitter tea and eat those berries every morning." 
 
    "Good." I said with a pleased nod. 
 
    Henry's stubborn, but he's honest. If only there was a woman around to help. Then he wouldn't have to do something like this. He could keep the house tidy and focus on cleaning instead of wrangling horses. 
 
    Henry sighed, leading me away from the stables and toward his house. "I'm almost out, by the way. I don't know how the boy notices anything, wrapped up in that huntress the way he is." Henry looked thoughtful a moment before saying "I don't like 'er one bit." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I saw the way she looks at him. She ain't into his heart. But he's convinced, I tell you, that he's in love!"  
 
    Vince is only sixteen. He's bound to feel that way. 
 
    "Who is it?" 
 
    Henry frowned even harder. "Samantha Riverwhite." 
 
    I smiled gently at the man. "Sir, her song is strong but honest and noble. She may not love him, but that may come."  
 
    He blinked as if put off by my advice. "You have no qualms with that woman? She's so - so -"
"Perhaps she's a bit brash, and yes, she has a very unique way of things - especially her speech, but Samantha never leaves her comrades in danger, always takes the worst of the routes, and the latest patrols. If anybody needs anything she's quick to act. Samantha isn't the most...socially correct, but did it occur to you that your son may not care?" 
 
    "I care."  
 
    "It is out of your hands, Henry. Let it play out, at least. Perhaps he will find another woman, or perhaps they will bind themselves one day. It's up to him, not you."  
 
    He grumbled in exasperation "It's out of my hands, alright. She's already bringing by extra meat and when she's off, she's taking the herding off our hands."  
 
    I patted his shoulder kindly. "Henry, that is a good thing, not bad. I know it's hard, being as you've done it so long, but he needs to live a life akin to men, not women. Losing your wife and taking over the ranch is why you're having health problems now. Do you want that for Vince?" 
 
    He shook his head. "I just...I don't want her to hurt him."
"Every boy falls in love and gets hurt. At least while this is going on, he has a woman to take care of the things she should. I'm sure he's much happier to be home caring for you and the house when she's around." 
 
    He nodded slowly. "I don't think she's one to settle," 
 
    "That may change. If it doesn't, there's other women who are." I soothed him. "I need to go. Just think on it a while. Stressing out over this isn't good for your health."  
 
    I set the tea and berries down on the table before leaving, heading home myself. On my way, I saw Vince on the back of a horse, shouting and whistling to the dogs that helped him keep the half-tame herd in check. I shook my head slowly at the sight, concern etching into my heart, and made a mental note to talk to Samantha about how she really felt about the young man. She was my age, and may just be having a fling and helping to take care of a troubled family, or she may have feelings for him she wasn't comfortable expressing.  
 
    After all, hunters aren't much for expressing themselves. A hunter, however, especially one like herself, is far more able to handle danger than two men. 
 
       Before leaving completely, I tapped into the music in the air. I twisted and pulled, manipulating them methodically into place before beginning the song. As I sang the air quivered. I felt a tug in the back of my mind as I slowly walked a circle around their home and stables. By the time I stopped where I'd begun and the song hung in the air, humming to those who could hear, I felt breathless. My throat tingled and I felt as if I'd run for miles. But their safety was worth my discomfort. 
 
    All I need is some honey and chamomile tea. I'll be good as new and they'll be safe. 
 
    Too bad a Soothe Singer was deaf to her own song. 
 
      
 
       Coming home to quiet moans and grunts made me freeze. I listened - and turned beat red. Clearly, I'd come in at the wrong time. Hastily slipping downstairs to the cellar where my supplies were stored. It had been designed well, with windows to aerate it and built in a way to keep it cool and dry. I looked over the herbs, salves, teas, and poultices with care. They were all neatly arranged by purpose. The jars, vials, bandages, splints and other medical equipment were just as organized. This way I could aid people without magic, if possible.  
 
    I was there for hours before there was urgent knocking on the cellar door. Seizing my emergency supplies, I jerked open the door. My mother's eyes were wide with confused pain. 
 
    "Something's wrong with Triston!" 
 
    "What happened? What's wrong?" 
 
    "I don't know. Come quickly!" She howled in horror. 
 
       Hoping I had what I needed, I raced after her to their room. My father stood over my baby brother's crib as the infant screamed liked someone had beaten him senseless. My father was trying everything to soothe the child, rocking and gently singing to him.  
 
    "Move." I replied calmly.  
 
       Without even questioning me he was out of the way. I dove into the music, the song, closing out the crying. I searched carefully but quickly. When I found it, I carefully mended the small break in the tune. I emerged dizzy and feeling - off. It took me a moment to hear anything as my head spun. He was whimpering but more out of fear than pain. 
 
    "He's okay now." I soothed myself as much as my parents.  
 
    Tears were in my father's eyes, and mother looked strained. 
 
    How odd. She was always calm if anything happened to me. 
 
    Don't be ridiculous. Of course she appeared calm. She didn't have a choice when I was young. 
 
    "What was wrong?" 
 
    "A high fever, and he was having trouble breathing. I've soothed it, but I'll give him medicine."  
 
    I opted out of anything internal and simply rubbed a healing salve on his chest. "When you bathe him tonight put this in his water. It'll soothe him into the sleep he needs. Get me if you need me again."  
 
    I handed them the herb bag and headed for my bed, which I fell into and was asleep immediately.  
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
       The grandeur of the palace and its court had always unsettled me. Even as a child I'd preferred the quieter corners in the few moments I'd had to myself. Now, it was making even Zethara uneasy. People rushed about this way and that almost without order. Guards demanded my identification for who I was as if my armor wasn't enough and everywhere I turned I was tripping over some ceremonial item or another. 
 
    What in the Divines' name happened here? There's enough funeral stuff out here to burry an army. This place has always been as orderly as order gets, and yet it looks like Chaos swallowed Maji.  
 
    But the world wasn't ending yet, as much as the palace seemed to think it was. I eventually made my way to the throne room - and drew my sword just in time to block one aimed for my throat. 
 
    "Stand down! I am Mistress Sable Cortix Vas, Daughter of Sovern Mistress Jay Cortix Sen!"  
 
    Horror written on her face, the guard lowered her blade. "I-I'm sorry, Mistress Sable!" 
"What in the name of Maji is going on here? She's not been swallowed by Chaos yet, for all that the palace seems to believe she has!"  
 
    "Please approach the thrown. His Majesty will explain." 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. "Where is Her Majesty the Queen? Why am I being spoken to by the King?" 
 
    "He will explain, Mistress Sable. Please proceed."  
 
    Of all the nerve! Sending king to speak with an honored general! 
 
    I barged my way through to give a partial bow to the tall, strong man decked in more colors than a yearling dragon. His eyes were hollow and wide, like he was stricken with some illness. 
 
    "Mistress Sable, I presume." His voice was as empty as his eyes.  
 
    "What is the meaning of this? Why am I being seen by a king?"  
 
    "I am deeply sorry. I must apologize, but it couldn't be helped."  
 
    Bull. Shit. 
 
    "Where is your wife? I demand to see an equal, as per my right."  
 
    My entire center shifted as he flinched in pain and nearly whispered "The queen was murdered. Her own advisor took her life, Mistress."  
 
    By the Goddess...perhaps Chaos has found a way here after all.  
 
    "I...I am sorry, then, your majesty." I whispered with a bowed head, my sense of dejection and dishonor quickly replaced by my need to fight grief. 
 
    Then another thought hit my mind. A terrible, horrible thought. 
 
    "What of the throne?" I asked with a tight throat.  
 
    "There...there is hope. I can rule - for a time, a short time." His voice shook, but he continued. "Your mission, your summons, is most dire, and to remain a secret. The world cannot know the queen is gone. She had...she had a daughter."  
 
    I nearly swayed with relief at the thought. "Where is she?" I looked around, expecting her to walk out any minute. 
 
    "Sunfall Village in the Sunblaze Desert." He said quietly. "You are to retrieve her." 
 
    I blinked, sure I'd heard wrong. "You want me to cross a desert...with a savanna cat - to escort a princess?" 
"Your job is to escort royalty, healers and recruits, is it not?" 
 
    "Yes." I breathed through ground teeth at the sound of his tone. "But I've not escorted a princess since the first time, and Zethara is a Savanna cat. How are we going to cross the largest desert this side of Narvonia? Sunfall Village is in the center of that gods forsaken place." 
 
    "There's a caravan that will escort you there. They will provide guidance, combat assistance, food and water. You will not fornicate with royalty and you will leave immediately."  
 
       My fingers twitched in an attempt to not slap this man and I bit my tongue before I could say something about the way he spoke to me. Never in my life had a man spoken to me in such a manner, and the only reason I allowed it this moment was because he was the one wearing the crown. "We will stay overnight and Zethara, my Leon, will be seen to."  
 
    "I said immediately." 
 
    "And I said tomorrow. I refuse to put Zethara in that kind of danger under any circumstances, and my request is in my rights. My Leon has been practically running for a week trying to get here. I will not allow her well-being to be cast aside." 
 
    "She is a mount." He sounded baffled.  
 
    "Address me in such a way one more time, your majesty, and you'll lose a knight!" I snarled at last. "I've been disrespected since I stepped through this door and I will not tolerate you degrading my friend and fellow knight! Zethara was knighted with me and you will show her respect. We are nothing without our Leons. Any knight worth their salt will tell you the same thing."  
 
    When he just stared at me in shock, I said "I'll be in my quarters."  
 
    After I make sure Zethara is being cared for. 
 
    I headed for the stables. When I saw the stable master grooming her, I relaxed. She saw me and frowned. "She shouldn't leave yet." 
 
    "We won't until dawn. Go ahead and let her gorge, if you can. She's not been full-fed since I got the missive." 
 
    "No problem." She replied with a nod. 
 
    With my friend taken care of, I headed for bed myself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Sable 
 
       We stepped off the road into the long grass. There was no road leading to the Sunblaze Desert to discourage explorers and settlers from attempting the fatalistic idealism of living there. Though a part of the kingdom of Travan, it'd been mostly tribal and uninterrupted by the royal family. Sunfall Village was the only village established in the desert by the Travanians. They were a mixed heritage and therefore a melded culture.  
 
    I wonder how the caravanner are going to feel about traveling to a place of such impure blood. 
 
       I kept my eyes peeled as we strode through the wilderness. Elephants in vast herds, their natural ivory armor and mighty tusks marking the bulls, avoided us with caution. A leopard growled from a tree but wasn't bold enough to back the threat. Prey vanished in kicked clouds of dust before Zethara could so much as get more than a sniff, and a flock of gryphons abandoned their prey upon seeing the mighty Leon.  
 
    We will be there soon enough...Maji, protect us. Keep us safe and bless our passage. Let not the mighty Blight take us, or the dishonorable Chaos influence me. Let not the great Angel of Death dog us. May it be your will this is not our final task.  
 
    And I felt safer.  
 
      
 
       Zethara [SW1]gave a low, challenging growl, waking me from my light slumber. The faint glow of twilight made me blink several times before I saw them. A group of three women and two men riding on wingless reptiles resembling two-legged dragons. The beasts moved constantly, twitching and growling even as they were ordered to stop a short distance from me. I knew them from the few times dealing with their riders - usually over a territory skirmish or escort brought to them. 
 
       Their riders were dressed in a fine, light black or white cloth head to toe. They wore goggles over their eyes. The men wore white to blend with the sun-bleached sand's haze. The women wore black for the opposite reason - to announce a threat was there and ward away those who may become one themselves.  
 
    "Who sleeps upon the border of the Sunblaze Desert?" A woman asked in a thick accent.  
 
    "I am Mistress Sable Cortix Vas. The Royal Family has sent me to cross here to Sunfall Village."  
 
    "I am Tona of the White Snake. I lead the White Snake clan. We've been enlisted as your guide by the royal family. Remove your Leon's armor and come with us."  
 
    "Why should I remove her armor?" I demanded distrustfully.  
 
    Tona thought a moment before replying "Te'qu-ken." 
 
       I knew enough of their language to translate it roughly to death of the sun. Heatstroke - the sun would roast her under the armor like a rabbit on a spit. With great regret and hesitation, I removed the lioness's armor, even her saddle. It wasn't the first time I'd be riding her bare back, but the Leon looked insulted and vulnerable.  
 
    "I know, Zethara, but I can't have you die from the heat. It's going to be hard enough without letting you roast alive."  
 
       We shed her armor and put it in their wagons, pulled by four-legged versions of their mounts. The wyrms were larger and more muscular than the drakes, but far less docile. Only their handlers could approach the fierce, fire-breathing wyrm. I watched as the armor disappeared inside, then mounted Zethara again. The two of us adjusted to a sensation we'd not experienced since riding training ten years ago.  
 
    "We will provide you and your mount with water, and if need be, food." Tona told me as Zethara strode casually over to her, allowing me to adjust to the difference without giving away that I wasn't accustomed to being bareback.  
 
    I'm glad we decided to hunt extra and smoke it. 
 
       The heat was unforgiving, and the sand in the wind wasn't something I was accustomed to. Though our lands were arid, they weren't as dry, and the lack of water could be felt even in the breeze. The endless sea of sand and rock was nearly devoid of vegetation, but nature was persistent. Prickly plants and spikey shrubs found holds among the smattering of stone and shifting sands.  
 
       The sand itself proved to be far greater an issue than I'd thought. It got in Zethara's eyes, nose, mouth and between her toes. Her wide pads and large body made her slide and slip at first, and still unsteady even after she adjusted to the different way of walking along a ground that wasn't still. I eventually had to make a mask to shield her face from the choking grains and guide her completely.  
 
    This puts us in such danger it's ridiculous. 
 
       If I'd felt vulnerable before, I felt entirely defenseless now. Desert dragons flew above with no fear. They were massive red creatures, built to glide on the forever driving, unbroken wind. Even the warriors around me seemed edgy and watched the beasts warily, readying their arms. Sand lizards, lizards dog-like in structure but with scales, forked tongues and sacks of venom in their gums, paced at our rear without fear, eyeing the lone, defenseless lioness and her mount with hunger.  
 
       Unlike the animals of Travan, the desert had no fear of our kind. Donkeys, wild horses, eagles the size of houses - we were out of our element by far here, and everything knew it. Prey did not flee. Predators only deterred challenge when the drakes or wyrms returned it.  
 
       But the gods would protect me. Though wary, and thirsty beyond belief, I guided my friend unafraid. The caravaners spoke among one another in their own tongue while I marched next to Tona in an honored place. She periodically gave us water, but it was limited and never seemed to be enough.  
 
    "Forgive me for making you suffer, but our water isn't endless." Tona sounded seriously guilty even with her rough accent. 
 
    I looked over at her with eyes narrowed to the driving grit-filled gale. She was entirely sincere. "I've never been so thirsty, but I've been this hungry." I told her honestly. "The dry season is a lean time, especially when traveling."  
 
    "Yes, your people look forward to the rains we fear, don't you?" She asked, her lips pressed in thought as we rode. "It is a different kind of pain, the thirst, yes?"  
 
    I nodded curtly. "I think I prefer hunger." 
 
    She nodded in agreement. "Hunger is far easier to bare, though starvation isn't a kind thing."  
 
    We were quiet again, but in a more companionable way. Out of nowhere, she paused the caravan.  
 
    "You're overheating in that armor and cannot breathe." Tona told me. "Dismount and follow me. I will give you proper clothing for the desert." 
 
    I shifted uneasily. "My Leon is already without armor..."
"Do you wish to die of Te'qu-ken, knight?" 
 
       Relinquishing to her request, I assured my lioness I'd return shortly and we'd continue as soon as I was properly dressed. She led me away from prying eyes to give me an outfit similar to hers. I felt her swipe glances my way and quietly met her eye. Her eyes became wide when she realized she'd been caught. She hastily turned away. On my way back I lightly brushed her hand.  
 
    That night she laid her bed closer to mine than need be.  
 
    "I must protect her." She explained when it received questioning glances and glares. "She doesn't know the dangers here." 
 
    At least they understand the language. Can they speak it? 
 
    When most were asleep, I crawled into Tona's bed.  
 
    "What-" 
 
    "It's as cold now as it was hot. I'm freezing." 
 
    Tona let me have room. Under the covers, I began fondling her boobs. She brushed my hand away playfully but with no real denial.  
 
    "Still cold, are you?" She whispered meaningfully.  
 
    I purred into her ear "Come warm me up."  
 
    A whimper escaped her, making me flinch and cast a look toward the others.  
 
    "They don't care; they'll all have their fun." 
 
    I blinked at her in surprise. "They won't care that two women are having illicit sex?" 
 
    "How odd. It matters to your people if you're interested in women?" 
 
    "W-well, not as much for knights, but..." 
 
    "We care not, and my husbands certainly won't."  
 
       Realizing she wed more than one person, I flipped on top of her to give her a passionate kiss. When she pressed beyond the loose fabric to slide a finger along my clit, I deepened the kiss and bit her lip. It earned me a quiet moan. 
 
    Oh, yes; I love a woman who likes pain. 
 
    I bit her again, pinching her tits hard. She rubbed furiously along my quickly engorging clit.  
 
    "More," She breathed into my lips. 
 
       I fought my way beyond her clothing in the dark to her dripping cunt, shoving a finger into its eager depths. Her sounds quickly changed as I worked my magic, pulling hair, sucking on her tits, playing with her carefully and methodically. In no time at all she was putty in my hands, screaming her bliss so all knew she'd climaxed.  
 
    "Oh, by the sands, I needed that." She breathed as she came down.  
 
    I seized her hand and shoved it between my legs. "Now it's my turn." I breathed lustfully.  
 
    "Not warm enough?" She teased as she thrust inside to begin pounding me. Caught off guard, I gave a loud moan and rode her like the sun would never rise again. She began to pull my hair, and scratch me like a feral beast, helping me to fall into a crazed daze as 
I was spirited away into a mind-blowing orgasm. The desert fell silent to my lustful cries as the stars shone in my eyes. 
 
    When it was over, I slumped into her, shaking. 
 
    "You're a screamer." She whispered hungrily as she licked herself clean. 
 
    Exhausted, I wrapped around her and was asleep. 
 
      
 
    "How close are we?" I asked three days - three hot, miserably thirsty days - later.  
 
    "We'll reach the village by tomorrow night, so long as a sandstorm doesn't hit and the dragons leave us alone." 
 
    "If a storm hits?"
"We won't have enough water." She stated gravely. 
 
    "And if a dragon attacks?"  
 
    "May the gods have mercy that they don't." She made a sign her chest as if to ward herself. "Think of good things, not bad; good thoughts lead to good things."  
 
    And in that line of thought, bad things are caused by bad thoughts. I suppose that has a grain of truth; thought heavily influences decisions.  
 
    So thirsty. 
 
    Good thoughts. Good thoughts. We'll be there soon to drink our fill. 
 
    "So why are you so eager to get to Sunfall Village? We were hired to take you back as well." She looked utterly bemused. "Why go all the way there just to return home, and on the back of Leon?" 
 
    "I'm...picking something up for the royal family. It's...dangerous, so they sent us." 
 
    "Didn't your general and pride protest, at least to you two being sent alone?"  
 
    "I am a general, and work without a pride."  
 
    Understanding colored her hazel-green eyes. "It's that dangerous?" 
 
    "We believe so." I replied honestly. "Though how it survived here, I can't imagine."  
 
    "It's not difficult once you know how." Her voice took a new tone. "You seem a fast learner, Mistress Sable. I could teach you." 
 
    I remained silent for a time, realizing what she was saying. "Zethara isn't suited for the sands, Tona." I finally replied very, very gently. I didn't want to hurt her when she'd been so kind. "I couldn't live on without her. She is part of me." 
 
    "Even if you had someone with you?" She asked in a deep, almost pained voice.  
 
    I met the beautiful woman's eyes. "I've no other way of life, Tona, and Zethara and I are more than rider and mount. We are one soul in two bodies, one creature split in two forms. As beautiful and kind as you are, as capable a woman you are, I could not forfeit her and my knighthood. They are who I am, and I am who they have made me."  
 
    Tona pondered my words in silence so long I thought she may have been offended. Then in a voice slightly shaking, she said "I will make sure you arrive home safely. Just let us be what we are on this journey." 
 
    What we are? 
 
       What are we to this woman? 
 
    "Tona!" A guard cried out in pain. "Momba!" 
 
    "NO!!"  
 
       Everybody circled around her, looking at the sand. I unsheathed my sword, but knew with my Leon blind, so was I. Without our armor and her eyes, we were defenseless. A fight was out of my hands right now. A huge black snake leapt from the sand, aiming its fangs right for Tona's face. Shouting in shock, I shoved her out of the way. Burning, agonizing pain tore through my arm as the giant snake's fangs buried into my arm. Zethara roared in fury, raking her claws along its body as my sword was driven to the hilt through its head. It jerked, convulsing with hissing screams and knocking me to the sand. 
 
       All. 
 
            Went. 
 
                     Black.  
 
    Whisper 
 
       Something was wrong. 
 
       Very wrong. 
 
       I could feel it in my bones. 
 
       I listened for some disharmony. At first in the villagers, then its animals, and finally the oasis. Nothing was that severely out of tune that I would feel this sense of wrongness. The drakes were anxious, the horses concerned for the mare giving birth, and there was disquiet about the coming storm. But the need to comb the desert for the broken song wouldn't have erupted from such petty, everyday issues. 
 
    "Hurry!" A voice whispered inside my soul, but hurry where, to what?  
 
    To who? 
 
    "What's wrong?" My mentor asked worriedly. "Is a hunter lost?"
"I don't know; I can't find it, but something isn't right." 
 
    He rose to his feet slowly. The old man was feeling his age today. "Go get some hunters. I believe the White Snakes are late. Perhaps you're needed in the sands." 
 
    Nodding, I grabbed my emergency bag. Something was wrong, and it was outside the village. "You'll be okay?"
"Of course, girl! I've been doing this longer than you've been alive! Git!" He said affectionately.  
 
    I raced for the hunter's lounge. "I'm needed in the sands. The White Snakes are late and the storm's on its way. Gather enough water for the clan as well as us."  
 
    Every woman there was on their feet in ready in heartbeats. They helped me onto a stallion. "He's a warhorse; he'll protect you." 
 
    "Thanks." I stated nervously. Then we were off, riding through the sands. I quickly found a song - a dying, fading song ebbing away. Fear hit my stomach like a rock. I couldn't heal the poison with magic, especially so far away.  
 
    "I need snakebane! Look for it as we ride!" 
 
    Horror clung to the group as we rode. Hands were on their swords in wait for the giant snake that may be lurking. Someone found and retrieved the herb I'd requested.  
 
    Hang on, whoever you are.  
 
       I knew all the White Snakes, so the one injured couldn't be one of them. The Snakes, were, however, with this dying soul. There were two less of their songs, but one strong melody that was apart. Whoever they were escorting had cost them two of their own. It was a short trek; only half a day, but I rushed. Whoever it was felt important - more important than anyone else ever had.  
 
       When we came to the White Snakes tents, I was immediately taken to where Tona lay over the most stunning woman I'd ever seen. Her caramel skin was weathered, and there was a defining scar running from torso to hip on her left side. Devoid of clothing to keep her cool from the fever coursing through her veins, I saw her beauty in its full glory.  
 
    "I have the antidote."  
 
    "Thank the gods you're here." Tona looked frantic. "She saved my life on the way to Sunfall Village. She's going to retrieve something dangerous!"  
 
    My eyes stretched wide. "Then I'll do everything in my power to save her. Whatever is there so dangerous a knight is needed, she must be done and remove it quickly." 
 
    What's so dangerous in our village that a lone knight risks crossing the desert? 
 
       I was surprised Tona watched with such hopeful fear as I administered the ointment and tapped into her fading song. I pulled together several notes and twisted a couple more, humming to her song. Her spirit would hear me and stay long enough for her body to mend. Feeling weighted and hot, I threw off my mask and head piece. 
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
       The most beautiful voice sang through the pain and fog. It sang through the tumbling nightmares of snakes and endless fire. It drew me from the depths of darkness, willing me to wake again. The melody was the sweetest yet saddest thing I'd ever heard. My heart ached with the urge to make her happy - to make the one singing laugh and smile. 
 
       When my eyes opened to see the pale woman with an ice blue eye and an emerald green eye, I struggled to sit up. She gently pressed me down. The concern alone made me stay. 
 
    "You're too sick to move." She told me very quietly.  
 
    "I...I feel fine." I lied. I couldn't stop shaking and my throat felt as if I'd swallowed the sun. 
 
    "She needs water." Tona sounded frustrated and guilty. 
 
    "We brought enough for your clan. I was worried you'd run out." The stranger replied as she pressed a canteen to my lips.  
 
    I drank as quickly as she poured.  
 
       Cool water soothed my throat, immediately boosting my spirits and making me feel immensely better. The container was my heaven-send, to keep the water so clean and fresh. It was all I needed to assure myself I would make a full recovery. 
 
    "Now you need to sleep." 
 
    "Can't. Must get to Sunfall..." 
 
    "Sunfall will be waiting after you recover. A sandstorm has pinned us down anyway." 
 
    "Zethara!" I shot up - and was instantly pinned by Tona this time. 
 
    "Zethara is safe. She's been put in a protective circle lying down. We had to drug her, but she'll wake in a few hours." 
 
    "Hopefully the storm's over by then. I don't know how we'd deal with an angry ambush predator we can't even see." The new-comer replied warily. 
 
    "She'll stay calm if I tell her it's okay. If she gives you any problems just let me talk to her." I answered calmly. 
 
    I couldn't take my eyes off this pale-skinned woman. The only place I'd seen the people with skin like ivory was the royal family, and a handful of the desert peoples. 
 
    "I am Mistress Sable." I introduced to me. 
 
    "My name is Whisper. Our meeting brings me joy." The way she said that sounded like a formality said with earnest. Like it was from the heart, though the words were said often upon meeting a stranger.  
 
    I blinked up at her. 
 
    Where have I seen this woman? 
 
    As I drifted off to sleep, the image of the queen was burned in my mind. 
 
      
 
       Sunfall Village constructed around a large oasis in an island of rock, cactus and sand. The small homes were made of sandstone and brick, designed to keep the homes cool without allowing a temple, a longhouse and a tiny home a bit apart. These were closest to the water. Next were homes of the businesses that had sprang up. Furthest from the water were the poorer people - farmers, herds people, animal trainers, architects.  
 
    "Let me go get the Hen'sa." Whisper, who'd not left my slide, sounded hesitant. "She will know what you seek." 
 
    I watched her go uneasily. 
 
    Tona noticed. "She's the kindest woman I've ever met. She's a damn good healer, even for a mixed blood." 
 
    I blinked in surprise. "She's half Ty-hal?" 
 
    "Actually, her father's a villager but her mother was Travanian. She lives with her father and his wife. They moved in with the healer because of her being a SootheSinger." 
 
    My gods. Is she the princess? 
 
    "Are there any hunters or soldiers with Travanian blood?" 
 
    "No. There aren't any other women here with Sa'vae in her blood." 
 
    Sa'vae was their word for Travanians.  
 
    So she's the only person who can be the princess. 
 
    "Thank you Tona. My mission seems to have taken an odd turn of events."  
 
    She gave me a curious look. "How so?" 
 
    "It seems what I'm here for isn't dangerous at all. You'll be escorting Whisper back with me." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Sable 
 
       The Hen'sa caught my words, making her and Whisper freeze in their tracks. Whisper's mouth was a gape in shock, while the tall, strong woman who led these hardly people had her jaw locked. Her eyes blazed with anger.  
 
    With how rare and important SootheSingers are, this isn't going to be as easy as taking a warrior. At least warriors can be taught. 
 
    "Why do I need to come with you?! I'm less dangerous than a hungry dog!" Whisper exclaimed in a high pitch. "I'm a healer!"  
 
    "We thought you were dangerous. We were wrong, but the royal family desperately needs you." I told her with a slight plea in my voice. "I crossed the desert for you." 
 
    "But why?" She demanded. 
 
    "I can't tell you here!" The leader scoffed, waving her hand in angry dismissal. "You want to take our best healer - a SootheSinger - against her will and not even tell us why?! Are you insane?" 
 
    Tona looked at me as if I'd stabbed her in the gut with a knife. "We need her!" 
 
    "So do my people!" I tried again. "She's our only hope to remain a nation as we are! I can tell you, Whisper, but I've been ordered to keep this a secret." 
 
    Whisper's eyes gleaming with concern, she said "Come to my home. We can talk in private there." 
 
    Tona gave her a sharp look. "Why your home instead of somewhere else?" 
 
    "Because it's private and that's how I'll get an answer." Whisper met her eyes with a look that surprised me. 
 
    Hey, they can't fight over me! I can't even fuck her! 
 
    "Let's go, then." I insisted before it could escalate. "After we care for our mounts. Zethara needs rest." 
 
    Tona tugged me into her arms. "I'll wait here for the night. We need to restock and do some trading anyway, so we will not be unwelcome until the morn. If you need me...we'll be at the inn." 
 
    "...Thanks for waiting, Tona." I forced myself to pull away without giving her a kiss, refusing to advertise our romance. 
 
      
 
    Whisper 
 
       After caring for our mounts, we immediately made way for my humble abode. Surrounding it were desert herbs and behind our prized date farm. I was glad to find not even mother was home, so no questions needed answering and we'd not have to slip into my room or herb cellar. This time of day the old man was treating ills and father was at market for lunch, while mother would be at the temple leading the noon prayer with Vince at her feet in sleep or play. 
 
       Meaning had the place to ourselves. I directed her to our table and served us water, dates and gazelle. She looked awkward eating it, but seemed to understand to postpone our discussion until after our meal. Once we'd finished, she looked at me in askance.  
 
    "Yes, we can talk now." I assured with a smile. "Are your people with a plague? Is the royal family ill?"
"The queen is dead."
At the somber, serious look in her dark green eyes, waves of shock poured through me. The queen was dead? 
 
    "I have been sent to retrieve her only daughter, who though is of impure blood, is our only hope of surviving." She met my gazing, stealing my voice from my lips. "She is the daughter of a farmer here. When the queen was in danger, she fled here and begot the child in an act of love. The king believed she was dangerous, but I find she is gentler than a kitten yet to grow its meat teeth." 
 
    My eyes grew wide in realization. "But my mother is right here! She's a priestess, not a queen! I'm not a princess!" 
 
    I would know if I were royalty! 
 
    The door opened to allow in my mother. She paused to see the armed woman in her home. "Another injured traveler?" She asked uneasily, eyeing the woman across from me at the table. "Has she not the respect to disarm upon entering a stranger's home?" 
 
    "You misunderstand, ma'am. I am Mistress Sable, Honored General of the Leon Knights. I come on business." 
 
    "Well you'll find our doors open. Our meeting brings me joy." She replied formally.  
 
    Whisper turned to me. "Sleep here for the night. I'm sure you'll find who you're looking for." 
 
    Mother blinked with interest. "I am a priestess. I may be of assistance."  
 
    "Yes, you most certainly can. I'm looking for a woman Whisper's age with Travanian and village blood. Her father is a farmer."  
 
    "I see." Her voice was quiet. She paused, took a deep, shaky breath and said "You're looking for Whisper then." 
 
    My jaw dropped so fast it kind of hurt. "B-but you're my mom!" 
 
    "No Whisper. You were already two years old when your father's first wife left for a better life. I came by to make sure you two were making it alright, and we fell in love."  
 
    No. 
 
    No, she's my mother! 
 
    "Lair!" I snarled venomously as my heart hit my toes. My head seemed to spin. "You're my mother!" 
 
    "I love you very much, Whisper, but I'm not the one who gave birth to you. I'm proud of the woman you've become. I didn't raise you to run away from the truth, but to seek and embrace it." She replied in a voice so broken I thought she may begin to cry. "I should have told you, but we - we had no idea you had royal blood running through your veins. The life you'll live there will be far better than the one we eek out here. Please - go. Go with Mistress Sable. The gods have planned more for you than this simple life."  
 
    By the time she was finished, tears were streaming down my face. "You don't want me, do you?" 
 
    Just as I said that, my father walked in the door with Vince. He gave his wife a look of horror. "You're kicking her out?!"
"No." Sable hastily re-explained, looking strained now.  
 
    My father set Vince down, strode over to me and pulled me in for the biggest hug I'd ever received in my entire life. "No matter where you go, I will always love you. So will Sylvia. She just wants what's best for everyone, including you. You'll be safe with the White Snakes and Mistress Sable." 
 
    He doesn't want me either? 
 
    I'm not wanted here. 
 
    I rose numbly, breaking away from my father's arms. "I'll pack." 
 
    The knight followed me to my room. I sat on the bed while she packed my things. 
 
    "I'll need my herbs." 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. "I think it's best if you get those." 
 
    We were quiet for a while. Out of nowhere, Sable came up and placed her hand on my shoulder. "I'm sorry to do this to you, Whisper. I thought the princess was a warrior who knew her heritage." 
 
    I looked up at her gratefully. "Thank you." 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes blazing with confusion. "Why are you thanking me? I'm the person ripping you away from everything." 
 
    "Yes, but were you ordered to comfort me?" I asked very quietly. "You have to take me away, Honored General, but nobody told you to hold compassion."  
 
    We remained like this for several minutes before the knight pulled away. 
 
    "I should get some sleep." 
 
    "I don't mind you sharing my bed." I tried to sound casual, like I was simply playing hostess, but it came out a little too eager. 
 
    Sable paused, clearly turning the offer around in her head.  
 
    "I won't bite, Sable." I laughed nervously. 
 
    Unless she wants me to. 
 
    It was then that I realized how filthy her clothing was. "Wait!" I stood to stop her. "We have a bath here, and you will use it! You're filthy!" 
 
    Sable burst out into laughter. "I am, am I? Ok, Whisper, I'll bathe." 
 
    I made her a bath and waited in a silence that became awkward. Sable coughed "Could...could I have some privacy?" 
 
    I flushed deep red. "O-of course! I'm sorry!"  
 
       Though disappointed I'd not see her naked, I went down to pack my medicine. I packed for emergencies, leaving quite a bit behind for the old man. When I returned upstairs she was dressed and slipping into bed. Her clothing was as clean as her, the water was dumped and the room was packed of essentials. I slid into the bed next to her, but was sleep was a long time coming. 
 
      
 
       I watched as Tona greeted Mistress Sable with an honest and open smile, which the knight returned with a grin that reminded me of the grin my father gave my mother - no Sylvia - before whisking her away for "private time". I kept my distance by preparing the horse and drake I was taking. The drake wouldn't survive outside the desert, but the horse would probably be happier in a less harsh environment than here.  
 
    Tona's never wed women. Does she have to be so possessive of this one? The knight won't even stay in the desert long enough to really be her wife! 
 
    It left me feeling a little irked and a bit hurt that she'd asked her to leave the room last night. 
 
    "What made her tell off the Hen'sa for trying to keep her or trade for her?" Tona asked just inside my earshot. 
 
    "She made her decision last night. Apparently, she doesn't like to be told no." 
 
    She laughed - no, giggled. "She would suite you, wouldn't she?"
"You tease! Don't put that thought in my mind! I'm not allowed to touch the people I escort!" 
 
    "You poor thing!" She giggled again. 
 
    Oh! 
 
    Relief washed over me. 
 
    I'm not ugly - I'm just off limits while she's escorting me. 
 
    Sable glanced back at me. "Stay in the center of the White Snakes and keep up, Whisper. I can't see well enough to fight in this forsaken place." 
 
    We mounted up, me with the help of Ketha, Tona's sister. 
 
    She needs to see to fight? Our warriors fight just fine in a sandstorm. Then again...they probably don't have sandstorms... 
 
    The concept was strange. No sandstorms?
I heard there isn't a lot of sand away from the desert. 
 
    I was boxed in by the others, while Sable rode next to Tona. As her wife, and an Honored General, she'd ride next to the leader.  
 
       What did the savanna look like? How did the cacti grow without sand? How did the snakes live without it? How did the eagles and vultures fly without the hot, strong and ever-blowing winds? My heart began to beat hard in my chest. Sweat lined my brow, and it had nothing to do with the heat. I felt my hands shake.  
 
    Is Travan devoid of life? 
 
    "Are you okay Whisper?" Sable's question made me jump, making the drake snarl. I hadn't noticed her cut back to walk next to me instead of her lover. 
 
    "What does the savanna look like?"  
 
    A new gleam of delight filled her gaze. "It's beautiful, Whisper. The wide-open space is filled with long grass high as a horse's shoulders. Rugged, prickly trees...boulders and rock faces of incredible stature...and wait until you see the rocs and gryphons."  
 
    "Rook?" 
 
    "They're giant birds big as dragons, but they don't bother us. Especially knights." 
 
    Sable went on to describe more animals. "Huge creatures call Elephants, small prey called impala, insects and reptiles - and a creature called the baboon that looks like a furry human but smaller with inflamed red asses." 
 
    What a strange place. How does she love it so much? 
 
    "I'm eager to leave this wretched place. I miss home, where I know every trail and threat...where water is plenty most of the year and sand doesn't try to suffocate me." 
 
    ...She loves her home as much as I love mine. I'll miss this place for the rest of my life, though, because I'll never go home again. 
 
    "The desert can be beautiful too." I replied quietly. 
 
    "Not as beautiful as the savanna." She said in earnest. 
 
    I gave her a soft smile. 
 
    Nothing is as beautiful as here...well, except maybe Sable. 
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
       Tona held up her hand, focusing on a place in the distance. I squinted my eyes and saw six forms moving towards us through the shifting sands. Instead of the sudden anxiety I felt, Tona grinned wide and stopped me from reaching for my blade.  
 
    "There's no need. They're other White Snakes." The happiness in her voice was astounding. "We'll ride to meet them."  
 
    We charged course for them. In only moments, we were surrounded by the clan embracing one another. I was even further put off to see Tona kiss two men. "Amel, Bek, come meet Mistress Sable Cortix Vas, my new wife." 
 
    Wife?! 
 
    Nobody else - not even Whisper - looked shocked.  
 
    "You got yourself a knight, did you?" Amel laughed. "Just like you to find them in high places."  
 
    "Tona." I licked my lips, then started again. "Tona, we're not wed." I told her quietly, trying not to say it loud enough to be heard by the men. 
 
    She laughed as if I were making a joke. "You jest! We wed on the night we met! You proposed, rather insistently."  
 
    "When did I propose? When were we wed?" I demanded in angst. 
 
    "It's not like you to play games, Mistress Sable." She said with a tight frown. 
 
    Whisper spoke up. "Tona, she really doesn't understand. Perhaps her customs are different than ours." 
 
    Tona's eyes grew wide. "We were wed when we coupled."  
 
    I almost lost my seat on Zethara, especially without a saddle. "You're telling me we're married because we had sex?!"  
 
    "How else would it happen?”  
 
    "Well damn, I'd have a lot of wives if we did it that way...or never get laid..." 
 
    One of the husbands chuckled. "Who wouldn't want to marry you?" 
 
    I gave him an uneasy look. "We don't do things that way. We marry one person, of the opposite gender, and it isn't under such - enjoyable - actions. In my mind, the politics, paperwork, and the long ceremony is overdone and drawn out."  
 
    "If you marry one person of the opposite gender, and you like the same gender, when do you have sex?" Tona asked with horror on her face. 
 
    "Well, knights do it for politics, and our husbands know we're most likely sleeping around on them. They don't mind - they're set for life with everything they possibly could need, right down to a set future for any children we have."  
 
    "What about people who don't travel and defend their nation?" One of the men asked uneasily. 
 
    I shrugged. "I've never asked." 
 
    Tona stated without prejudice or anger. "By our laws, we're married. I don't mind your laws considering us otherwise, but while you're here you're the White Snake leader's wife."  
 
    "Excellent." I replied honestly. "But I'm not sleeping with them. I don't need a child." 
 
    One of them laughed, though they both looked disappointed. Thankfully neither protested.  
 
    "Come with us. We're taking these two to the border."  
 
    They saluted, falling into a protective circle and led us toward home. 
 
    Tona could've told me we were wed. Then again, being her wife is even a political asset...and she's a fine, sexy warrior leading a group of warriors. I'll request this be considered a legal foreign marriage. They'll still marry me to some man, but they'll still see the importance of this. 
 
    Wait - they will include - or be - Whisper. What changes will she make, since she was raised in the desert? 
 
       Zethara gave a long, deep growl as her body slid into a fighting crouch, causing me to draw my sword. I heard the drakes hiss and saw them fight their reigns. Whisper tried her calm her frightened horse as the White Snakes armed themselves as well. My eyes swept across the sands, trying to find the threat. 
 
    I thought I heard a howling in the wind that was different from the winds. 
 
    "Sand Wolves!" Tona hissed with narrowed eyes. "Keep close to Whisper - they'll go after the weakest." 
 
    Shapes suddenly burst from the shifting sands. Half split into a splinter groups, which began to flank us. 
 
    "Don't let them surround us! Archers - take them out as fast as you can!" She turned to me with all seriousness. "Stay alert. Wolves are as dangerous as mombas. They're vicious and cunning." 
 
    Sheathing my sword, I took up my bow to notch an arrow. I aimed carefully for a leading flanking wolf's head. Be it the wind or the wolf dodging it, the arrow miss, landing uselessly in the sand.  
 
    "Damn." I growled in surprised frustration. 
 
       The wolves must have been adept at avoiding arrows, because the White Snakes were having almost as much of an issue. The wolves were still dropping, but not with every arrow they released. I switched back to my sword, eager for battle but unwilling to lose a quiver of arrows without striking one down. 
 
    "Take them to the sword!" Tona shouted, thrusting her curved blade in the air with a war cry echoed by her companions.  
 
       The second the main group charged a huge black wolf leapt at Whisper, who screamed. Her drake shielded her and clawed at the beast. The sudden movement nearly threw the healer from her seat. Zethara twisted back to knock the wolf from its paws with a bat of one of hers. With her momentum, I swung low to stab the canine. It yelped in agony and didn't rise again. 
 
       My sword came up with me. Zethara gave a mighty roar in pain; I twisted around to see a wolf using her tail like a tug toy. I switched for the bow and struck between the eyes. Zethara's tail free, she tore a wolf away from the horse, who'd been battering it with its forehooves. Just as it fell from her jaws a howl rang through the air.  
 
    "That's right! Run you bastards!" A man shouted as he waved his bow in the air. 
Tona came back panting, a bite on her left leg and right forearm. Others gathered around with similar minor injuries, but nobody was lost.  
 
    "I must care for your wounds before they fester." Whisper spoke with the most authority I'd ever heard in her voice in my life. 
 
    "After we leave here. We can't risk the smell of blood drawing dragons before we've left." Tona told her calmly.  
 
    The caravan moved as quickly away from the fight as they could. 
 
      
 
    Whisper 
 
       The songs of those I healed were warry but proud. Zethara's was as beautiful and unique as her rider's, who was staying glued to my hip in case danger struck again. I didn't miss her wishful glances when she thought I wasn't looking. Tona even gave her a sympathetic look.  
 
    I don't know why she can't do anything with people she's escorting. What a stupid rule; I'm sure there are situations where that's the only person who's available.  
 
    I checked Mistress Sable's song - and swayed at its beauty. Sable gasped and steadied me, her shock surging through me. "What's wrong?" She asked - no, demanded.  
 
    I felt the concern echo behind her shock.  
 
    "Sorry. I was a little overwhelmed." I replied bashfully. 
 
    "By what?" 
 
    "The beauty of your song." I replied quietly, feeling my cheeks heat up. 
 
    Her cheeks flushed a deep red, cleared her throat and gently let go of me. "Try to, uh, stay on your feet next time."  
 
    Tona came to us. "We'll reach the boarder tomorrow at night."  
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    "Will you spend one more night with me?" Tona asked hopefully. 
 
    She hesitated a moment, glancing toward me.  
 
    "I'm surrounded by the White Snakes. I'll be fine." 
 
    Tona took her hand and the knight allowed herself to be dragged away. Zethara laid next to me that night, preventing me from acting on my fantasies about the Honored General and leader of the White Snakes.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Whisper 
 
       The sand was being dominated by stone, grasses, shrubbery and spindly, thorny trees. The swaying tall grass was dotted with the occasional tree and outcropping of stone as we slowly left the dunes behind. At last the White Snakes stopped. I dismounted the drake to mount the horse a little less gracefully. I wasn't bad at riding horses, I just wasn’t good at it either. 
 
    "We go no further." The sorrow in Tona's voice took me by surprise. "I trust you can find your way from here?" 
 
    "I got this far before, didn't I?" I heard the tease in her voice and saw the playfulness in her gaze. "I have a vaccination in six months." 
 
    "I suppose I'll have to keep an eye on the boarder, then, won't I?" Tona winked as she tied the now-riderless drake to hers. "Wouldn't want you to wander around all alone, would I?" 
 
       Her and her Leon's armor were returned to them. I watched as she dressed her giant lioness with it before Tona led her off to change - and probably for a last kiss - and waited patiently for her return. I was in no hurry to leave behind my home - my past, my everything. I was in no way eager to venture forth into a world I knew nothing about, to lead a people I knew nothing about. 
 
       Finally, Mistress Sable returned, looking flushed. It didn't surprise me that they flirted in those final moments alone. Mounting the lioness, she gave a nod goodbye and led me deeper into the scrubland - toward the savanna and away from all I'd known. It took all my willpower to direct the horse after her. As the animal finally fell into place a few feet from her side, I realized even the animals were strange here. 
 
       Small yipping howls filled the air near-by, making me look wildly around for wolves - and saw a small reddish brown creature break cover after a huge rabbit. From nowhere, another one erupted from behind rocks, causing the rabbit to flee in another direction, only to encounter another one. A screech from the sky made me look up to see a large bird with narrow, pointed wings and beautiful multi-colored feathers...but it wasn't large enough to be an eagle.  
 
    "Shhh." Sable removed her bow and arrow. I stopped my horse, who snorted and tossed her head in fear.  
 
    What's going on? 
 
       I heard snorting and grunting. The undergrowth rustled in one place, then another, making me look around as my heart raced faster. She notched an arrow and drew her bow, aiming between them before leasing the arrow. There was a horrible squeal of pain and anger before a huge black creature burst from the bushes. It was easily as large as my horse, but twice its girth. On its large snout ran four massive tusks jutting toward the sky. An arrow sprouted from its shoulder, but it hadn't stopped the beast. Sable calmly loaded another arrow and fired again. The horse spooked, nearly throwing me; I seized the reigns tighter and forced the animal to stay where it was just as the arrow flew. The next thing I knew, there was another similar squeal. I looked around to see the animal had been shot between the eyes. It was still charging - toward ME. 
 
    I kicked the horse into a gallop. 
 
    "Circle us!" The knight shouted. "Don't run off!" 
 
       I barely registered her words. Still I managed to obey, having the horse swing broad around her and the lioness. Two arrows later I heard a heavy thud as the earth shook slightly from the impact. Forcing my horse to slow and turn around, I saw the horrible beast had finally succumbed to the knight's attack. My heart was still thudding in my chest; my horse snorted and shied when the breeze blew, blowing a husky scent our direction.  
 
    "What is that thing?!" 
 
    "A wild boar. We probably stumbled upon its feeding grounds. No matter; we have meat now."  
 
    "I didn't think anything would challenge a Leon and her knight here!" 
 
    "Most wild animals avoid us, but if we stumble upon them in bad enough situations - like during feeding, their dens, or accidently get too close to offspring - we're forced to defend ourselves against animals doing the same." I'd expected a cold reaction to such a thing, but she sounded truly remorseful. "Such is the order in chaos."  
 
    "Pardon?"
"One of the Laws of Maji. There cannot be order without Chaos."  
 
    "Oh, there are laws of Maji?" 
 
    "Yes. Thirteen of them, and they're a part of our most important legal laws."  
 
    "What are they?" 
 
    She dismounted. "Come, I'll take care of the meat while I tell you. Help me." 
 
    I followed her lead with dressing the meat while she explained the laws.  
 
    "Without death, there cannot be life. It is why we do not kill without reason, but death is honored always for everything, for it is what sustains us. There cannot be order without Chaos. This gives us laws that embrace Chaos - mainly pertaining war and crime." 
 
    "Like crime must be punished but not harshly?"
"Yes, something like that. And in war, our enemies are honored by rite of burial. Prisoners are kept alive and there are limits on torture. Military and guards are needed but they are not permitted to take children from too young an age." She stretched. "The third law is Maji's power is hers alone." 
 
    "Pardon?" 
 
    She looked me in the eye. "Maji is a goddess of nature magic. Magic is her power and hers alone. The only magic not forbidden in Travan are the healing arts." 
 
    "Why would they outlaw other magic?" 
 
    "Because it isn't for mankind."  
 
    "I've never met a mage." 
 
    "They're very rare. The magic most sacred is actually used commonly by the Zeke. The sacrilegious bastards think that Maji gave them the magic." 
 
    I tilted my head. "But from what I'm understanding of Maji, She's a twin goddess of balance." 
 
    "Very true. Maji balances Chaos, and Chaos balances Maji. They were lovers once, but Chaos became more and more possessive of Maji. Animus tried to hide Maji, but Blight found her and struck her down with illness. Furious that Blight nearly killed his lover, Chaos threw Blight behind the Veil."  
 
    "Animus? Blight?" 
 
    "Their children. Animus was a shapeshifter. She became the animals to protect Maji. Blight strikes illness in the hearts, bodies and souls of the living to try to kill Animus and Maji. His children are demons, ghosts and other evil creatures. Maji is the fire in our hearts, the wind in our hair, the water and rain, the earth upon which we walk..." 
 
    "Who is Chaos?"
"The darkness. It is the sudden death, the unexpected pain, the loss in the night, the thing that you fear the most...it is all that order is not." Sable tossed half the meat to her Leon, who very happily began gulping it down. She was the least delicate eater I'd ever seen - well, besides her knight, who didn't seem to know the meaning of etiquette. At least Zethara had the excuse of being a lioness. We packed the rest and gathered again for travel.  
 
       As we rode, I attempted to listen to the music of the world around me. I was instantly so overwhelmed the horse spooked, nearly throwing me. Sable had the bridle in a split second, saving me from an embarrassing tumble.  
 
    I felt my cheeks flush deep red with shame.  
 
    Sable looked at the ground, then up at the sky. She turned to look behind us before scanning the horizons.  
 
    "What are you looking for?" 
 
    "Whatever spooked the horse." She replied tensely.  
 
    My cheeks grew even hotter. "I-I did on accident. I was listening to the song of the savanna. I-it's...it's a bit much..." 
 
    She gave a small grin. "Curiosity is good, but you should try getting adjusted to the world a little at a time. If you try to walk before you crawl, you'll end up getting hurt." 
 
    I blinked at her gratefully. "T-thanks."  
 
    "Just ask if you need something, Whisper. I felt helpless in the desert. I can't imagine how you're feeling now; at least I'm experienced with the world." 
 
    We were quiet again as we headed for my new home. Finally, I had to have some conversation. "Why did my mother leave me? Didn't she want me?"  
 
    "Yes – she wanted you very much." Sable replied with an unusual gentleness to her voice. "She was afraid for you. She knew somebody was after her, so left you with your father and probably made him promise not to say anything. She was trying to protect you. It was assumed she'd have another daughter and you'd stay with your father blissfully unaware, but she only managed to have a son. Though he's...very feminine, the fact that he's a male means he's not capable of ruling the throne." 
 
    "I have a half-brother...who's feminine?" 
 
    "Yes. You won't find him sewing or managing the household without somebody riding his ass, but the moment his father isn't looking he's sparring or escaping out into the woods with a bow to hunt. Her Majesty, your birth mother, was always frantic with worry. I lost count of the times I've had to go rescue him from his own adventures getting him kidnapped or in a hunting disaster." 
 
    I couldn't help but chuckle at the idea. "It sounds like he should have been born a woman."
"You know, I've seen that sadness in his eyes." She replied with a deep frown. "He has asked me why he had to be born a man before. I told him Maji has a plan for all of us, and perhaps his Chaos is his body and soul not being aligned. I know his parents didn't agree with me...they think he's just being difficult. But I've met enough people and traveled enough to know not everybody's soul is in the right body. I've seen him eyeing men."  
 
    "Is that so bad?" 
 
    "For a normal person? Not normally...it's not frowned upon, so long as it's okay with your spouse. Some parents marry their boys who like other men to women who like women. That way, they're both happy. For a prince..." She shook her head. "I feel for him." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because it is expected of him to have children. The only way he can be of use to the kingdom, in the eyes of our laws, is to reproduce - and hopefully a daughter."  
 
    "So..." Horror pulsed through me. "You mean he has to have sex with a woman?" 
 
    "Yes. And you're expected to have sex with a man - until you're pregnant and give birth to a daughter. Queen Julian was trying to have another daughter before..." Sable shook her head sadly.  
 
    "I-I don't - but I don't want kids." 
 
    "Having a child will be your responsibility, not taking care of it. Put it out of your mind; you're young, and won't be expected to jump into the sack and pop one out the day you get there."  
 
    Her comment made me giggle at the idea. "I think it's a little more difficult than that." 
 
    "Even so." She chuckled a little too. "But I know what you mean. I'm not looking forward to a child myself." 
 
    We were quiet again.  
 
    She's not big into conversation, is she? 
 
    It was left up to me to break the unyielding silence a second time. "How'd you become a knight?"  
 
    "I was born on a sacred knight in a temple. Mother gladly gave me up for training."  
 
    "When?" 
 
    Her brows furrowed in confusion, like the question didn't have another answer. "The day after birth." 
 
    I gasped in horror "Did she-" 
 
    "My mother gave me up so Zethara and I may bond." Sable interrupted - but her answer was gentle, like she understood the concept was difficult for me. 
 
    I'm seeing a pattern here. Mothers give up their children for the better of the child and society.  
 
       Zethara's growl had Sable immediately alert. To my astonishment, she aimed up as a shadow blotted out the sun. My jaw dropped at the sight of the massive winged reptile circling us. My horse began to jerk and fight the reigns as the bronze dragon gave a might roar.  
 
       Her hand steady and her eye experienced, Sable carefully aimed before leasing the arrow. The dragon screeched in agony as it struck the wing. She quickly notched another arrow, but it was already swooping away. I watched as Sable's arrow followed its shrinking form anyway.  
 
    "It's running away!" I gasped in awe. "Are dragons so easily bested here?"
"It's not fleeing. It's biding its time." Sable replied sternly, lips pursed, with her eyes on where the beast had been last seen. "It'll be back when we're unprepared. It targeted us because I'm alone." 
 
    Her ominous warning sent shivers down my spine, making my horse snort. The knight gave a warry glance around. “What are going to do?" 
 
    "Tonight, I'll make camp somewhere it can't quite reach us."
"How do we hide from a dragon?" 
 
    "It's about hiding from his fire and tail; if he can't kill us with his flame and tail, he won't even try. He's too smart for that." 
 
    "If they're so smart, why wouldn't he just find easier prey?" 
 
    "Dragons are conceited and proud bastards. Now that he knows I'm alone he wants my blood. The horse is just a bonus." 
 
    What a horrible creature. 
 
    For the rest of the day she was silent as she kept her eyes on the sky. 
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
       We'd settled down in a rock alcove not quite a cave, but nearly. Zethara guarded the entrance as I lit a fire for supper. I cleared the area of insects and was checking for snakes when Whisper headed for the cave entrance.  
 
    "Where are you going?" I demanded, standing up from my task.  
 
    "I'm thirsty; we're out of water in here, and I saw water."  
 
    I checked my canteen and sighed. "Stay here; I'll go get water." 
 
    Her face turned ashen white. "You want me to stay here alone?" 
 
    I was about to assure her it was safe when I realized I may be lying. Besides, I'd need Zethara to stay here if she did, and that would leave me vulnerable. 
 
    Shaking my head at my stupidity, I answered curtly "We can get water in the morning. Thirst isn't as dangerous here." 
 
    Not that it isn't dangerous at all, but night in the savanna is more dangerous than she'd realize. Every top predator in the savanna is out hunting, and are ten times as likely to surround and attack us with the advantage of the cover of the night. 
 
       She hesitated a moment before settling down by the fire. I returned to safe-checking the alcove. Finding it safe, I returned to the fire to cook and relax for once. After we ate a meal of fried meat and veggie paste, I laid out our beds. 
 
    "Can I sleep in yours? It's scary out here." Whisper asked with fluttering eyelashes. 
 
    Is...is she flirting with me? 
 
    Isn't that cute? She's trying to flirt with me. 
 
    Endearing as it may be, I forced myself to say "Zethara is on guard, and if anything happens she'll wake me. You're safe here."
She looked like she was going to protest a moment before simply sighing and laying down to sleep in her own bed. It was only then that it occurred to me she may actually be frightened. 
 
    Well, shit. Now I feel like a bitch.  
 
      
 
       The rising sun woke me. The smell of roasting boar meat woke Whisper, who made a face at the meal. She didn't complain, however, to my relief; unlike most royalty, she simply ate what was given to her. There was no conversation as we did so. I packed up camp. 
 
    "Can we go get water now? My throat feels like I swallowed sand."  
 
    "Saddle up." I replied as I mounted Zethara.  
 
       It took her a few minutes to do so, but at least unlike noble boys and even some noble women, she could. I knew of a river not far from here that was frequented by hunters, so crocodiles were rare. Of course, during the dry season there were bound to be a few there, but they would be easier to spot in the lower water levels. Feeling eyes on us, I looked up to see the bronze dragon following us. In the morning light, his scales gleamed with sparkles of red and gold.  
 
    He's younger than I'd first thought. By the look of his scales, he's only about fifty years.  
 
       He was old enough to display the endless patience he was now, but young enough to act rashly; I kept my bow on hand with an arrow notched, visible to the beast. However much a bluff it was, however little a bow could really damage the creature, I would die defending the princess, and therefore my nation.  
 
    At last we came to the stream. "Be wary, Whisper; rivers aren't always safe in the savanna." 
 
    "Okay."  
 
       We dismounted. While Zethara guarded us, I filled the canteens. Whisper drank and drank and drank as if trying to drink all she could now. Then I heard clothing shuffling. I looked up in confusion and nearly keeled over right there. My jaw nearly hit my feet at the sight of Whisper standing at the edge of the water butt-ass naked. "What in Chaos’s name are you doing?!" 
 
    "I'm filthy. I've not had a bath for days." 
 
    "Are you insane?! I told you to be careful!" 
 
    "You'll kill anything dangerous, won't you?" She asked with an innocent grin. Heat swam through me as I watched her sink into the water. 
 
    Oh, my fucking goddess, why me? 
 
       There was a cloud of dust and the thudding of leather wings. I whipped around to stare in horror as the dragon hovered with steely eyes. It opened its massive jaw, leasing a distinctive sulfuric smell and the sound of a spark, like lightning striking the ground.  
 
    "Zethara!"  
 
       The lioness bowled into me, thrusting me into the water on top of Whisper. She screamed in shock as she went under with me. Fire burst all around us as the lioness dove beneath the surface with us. The water itself began to warm. My chest was burning with the need for air when the jet of flame vanished. I dragged Whisper up with Zethara and I. 
 
       I threw Whisper on the Leon, jumped on the animal's back and held on tight as she took off at a dead run. Zethara roared a challenge to the dragon as it began to swoop and dive at us. The great armored lioness leapt, barely avoiding a ball of acid, swerved a split second before talons scoured us then suddenly froze. 
 
    Down came the tail, armed with six spikes as big and thick as a human.  
 
    Zethara threw herself backward just in time. Whisper's scream rent the air. Seizing my bow, I fired an arrow at the monster's wings. I smiled with satisfaction at the sound of its roar of fury and pain. Another spark; I notched the arrow, aimed and let it fly - straight into the beast's eye. It jerked its head, losing a stream of flame into the air. Fire rained down toward us. 
 
    "GO!!!"  
 
       Zethara danced around the wildly swinging tail, barely missing her side. Whisper's sobs spurred anger through me as she clung to me like a frightened child. The entire ground shook as the beast dropped to the ground, losing a shrieking roar of rage and agony.  
 
       I whipped around to fire arrow after arrow toward the downed dragon. Then Zethara began to leap from rock to rock up, scrambling over a cliff face - and straight into a hole just large enough for us to squeeze through. Darkness swallowed us whole. The dragon screeched in frustration, circling. The only sound we made was the quiet sobbing of Whisper and our heavy breathing.  
 
    "Shhh, shhh." I hushed Whisper gently, holding her tight. "Quiet now, Whisper. Quiet." 
 
    The child calmed.  
 
    We listened. 
 
    Zethara slowly peeked her head out and gave a low purring growl. It was clear. Dismounting, I quickly gathered my extra tunic, belt, pants and boots. Then I handed them to Whisper. 
 
    "Get dressed." 
 
    "I-I should heal Zethara first." 
 
    "Damn, it, Whisper, get dressed." 
 
    "No." She snapped from nowhere. "Zethara's paws are bleeding and she has burns."  
 
    Scoffing at her stubbornness, I didn't protest. The lioness allowed her to heal her. I watched as her beautiful movements and voice mended the raw flesh. As she finished, she stumbled back, took a deep breath and steadied herself. "Whisper?" I asked in serious concern as my heart hit my throat. 
 
    "I'm fine; just a little dizzy." 
 
    She was pretty overwhelmed.  
 
    Damn it, how is she going to handle a battle? 
 
    I made a fire and warmed up some food. Zethara went to hunt - and probably get time alone and get some water.  
 
    "What a horrible creature." 
 
    "It attacked because we were in its territory. It's the season they lay their eggs and raise their young." I replied quietly. "Yes, the bastard wanted to kill for status and pride, too, but humans do the same thing."  
 
    When Zethara returned, we gathered our things quietly and left. Whisper didn't say another word. I let Zethara find a road, recognizing it quickly as one we knew very well. 
 
    Tonight we'll sleep at the inn. Tomorrow I'll replace her clothing and horse. Whisper needs to grow up - and fast. I can't bring a child to present her as a queen. Royal blood or not, this half-blood will lead us to our knees.  
 
      
 
       Lion Cove Village was as beautiful as it was small. Nestled in an old lakebed long dried up, the homes were made from red clay and packed with wild flowers and grasses. Farms of many kinds were irrigated from the wide, slow-flowing river nearby-bow. Goats and their dogs were in a far field. But being a common trade spot and where knights were trained, it also had a knight barracks, a blacksmith, an alchemist, an inn and general trading shops for everyday life.  
 
       I headed right to the Lioness Inn and Tavern. Helping Whisper down, I went straight in. Zethara would be cared for without prompting here.  
 
    "Welcome Mistress!" A voice called happily from behind a very familiar counter. "What brings you by?"  
 
    "Rest and a horse for my companion. Zethara cares little for an extra rider." She watched us as we sat at the bar.  
 
    "Zethara...Zethara..." Surprise blazed in the woman's eyes. "Why I knew you looked familiar! Weren't you assigned a group of your own? What in Maji's name are you doing way out here? Your pride patrols the front lines!" 
 
    "Now I've the pleasure of working alone directly under the crown. I am Honored General now, and this little lady I'm escorting. How are Mistress Amber and Jade?" 
 
    "They're on their last vacation now. They want to have some time alone before Mistress Amber retires and Mistress Jade takes over her duties. They're...they're going to really miss one another. I wouldn't be surprised if Mistress Amber shows up every chance she gets to visit the new general."  
 
    I nodded somberly as I thought of the few women I'd be leaving behind - through the unlikely retirement or the more likely form of death. 
 
    After all, it's only settlement knights who live long enough to reach retirement. It's hard to imagine Mistress Amber as fifty! 
 
    "What about Mistress Terra?" I asked hesitantly, glancing around to see a knight not over thirty. Most were in their twenties - they couldn't have graduated too long ago. "I'd think she was here instead of these younglings."  
 
    Her eyes grew sad and hard, instantly making my heart plummet. "A bronze, red and gold dragon took her. She protected some recruits from an ambush." 
 
    I slammed my fist on the table and shot up. "I'll gut that fucker! That bastard is hunting us! The same dragon attempted to kill us! I blinded the sulfur spitter!"  
 
    Whisper's jaw fell open at my language, but I didn't care. That dragon killed her!  
 
    The inn keeper roughly grabbed my hand. "Stop! You have a job to do, and it isn't dragon slaying! Revenge will get you killed, Mistress Sable. Your mentor would be shamed if you abandoned your post. Can't you honor her memory instead?"  
 
       Sighing in defeat, I nodded and sank back to my seat, letting my shoulders slump. We were given food and drink, but I had little appetite as I fought tears. My throat was too tight, my chest burning. As I sat there stirring my food without eating, my mind ran through my last day with Terra. She'd begged me to stay in her pride, to demand to remain here with her, and one day take over hers.  
 
    Why hadn't I taken that? Why hadn't I stayed with her? Maybe we'd still be together...maybe she'd be alive, laughing at one of her morbid jokes while she held me in her lap. 
 
    Whisper cocked her head, clearly listening to somebody's song. She gently put her hand on mine. 
 
    I looked up in surprise. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Mistress Sable, that you've lost her." 
 
    Can't she stay out of my head? Can't she keep her nose away from my business? 
 
    The anger quickly evaporated as my chest squeezed tighter. Her words were sincere, and the part of me that grieved, was grateful.  
 
    "Eat, and let's get some sleep. Everything is worse when you're hungry, thirsty and tired." She continued in a serious voice. 
 
    So there is some of her mother in her after all. 
 
       I forced myself to swallow every bite, though it tasted of ash, and every sip, though it could have been piss water for all I could tell. I laid down enough coin to pay for the meals, drinks and rooms.  
 
    "You shouldn't-" 
 
    "I should and did. This place has to stay up and running somehow, and you never force knights and recruits to pay. It's not like you get a lot of travelers through here." I told her firmly. "I've enough gold to get what I need."  
 
    She led us to the room we'd be staying in, which had two beds and a bathing tub. "I'll have my son bring in some water." 
 
    "Thank you." I replied quietly.  
 
    The tub was filled shortly. Whisper turned the other way as I undressed and sank into the tub, but from nowhere came over to begin bathing me. She began to hum a soothing sound as I sat in bed. I listened without a word, unsure if her tune was magic or not and unsure I cared. Finally, the melody stopped. 
 
    "Did you love her?" Whisper asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "Yes. She was my first - in bed and in love. She was my mentor, so we spent a lot of time alone. She...she begged me to stay...but I was chosen to lead a different pride. I was expected to do it. We...we haven't seen one another in years." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "We were assigned differently. Usually my vacation or time between jobs is spent training or visiting lovers and family. I...I tried to get assigned closer to this place, but it's been at least a year since I was brought here long enough to see her. Now it will be spent partly kindling a useful marriage." I frowned at my own words. "It will be strange to inform the one they choose for me to marry that I'm not all his." 
 
    Whisper shook her head "Why wouldn't you be allowed to choose your own husband?" 
 
    "We are; many do. I told the royal family's Officer of Leon Knights to choose one for me. It's not uncommon for those who prefer women to submit a formal characteristics request."
She raised an eyebrow in confusion and interest. "A what?" 
 
    "I gave up my right to choose my own husband under the exception that he is of a certain bloodline, personality and skillset. I need a man who knows how to raise children and properly manage an estate. As a general I want a baron or nobleman, or a man of knight's breeding. Impure blood will not procure proper offspring." 
 
    Whisper shot up to glower at me, her face pinching in pained anger. "So that's how you see it? Impure blood is less than pure blood?!" 
 
    Only then did I realize what I said. "Whisper, not for women - not for royalty-" 
 
    "Get off your high horse, Mistress." She flopped on her bed and rolled over. 
 
    I had no idea what to do or how to calm her when the queen's daughter and the future of my nation began to cry. 
 
    This is why blood should stay pure. This girl is too soft to be a queen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Whisper 
 
       It was already coming on noon and I was getting restless. All day we'd been in the market getting supplies. The first thing she'd gotten me were a few outfits - a beautiful white blouse with red ribbon around the waist and lovely black trousers and leather riding gloves, a stunning blue silk dress with a white ribbon for the neck and fine, well-made leather armor. As well as sturdy leather boots, a fine dagger she'd demanded I wear just in case, she'd gotten medicine, food, water, sharpened her weapons and repaired her and Zethara's armor. Now she was looking at a horse auction. All the horses were beautiful animals, but every one she examined was passed up.  
 
    "What's wrong with that one?" I finally demanded, throwing up my hands in defeat. "She was strong-legged, rough-coated with good teeth and a gentle temperament." 
 
    "One, it was a mare. Two, she's too docile."  
 
    "What's wrong with that?" My slightly raised voice got a few people to glance our way, but had no reaction from the knight.
"You need a woman's horse, Whisper, not a boy's pony. You won't make it there on a docile mare." 
 
    "I can't handle a fiery stallion, Mistress!" I got up in her face, trying to force her to understand. Trying to get her to listen, since she wasn't listening to me otherwise.  
 
    "Then you'll learn, won't you? I know how, so I'll be here to teach you every step of the way." Sable replied calmly and logically, like me nearly shouting at her wasn't unnerving in the least. "You're not a small-time village healer anymore, Whisper. You can't continue thinking like one." 
 
    "I can't change overnight, Mistress!" I snarled furiously, finally shouting at her. "I'm me, so take me as I am!" 
 
    "I will take you." She was still calm as ever, though she crossed her arms over her chest. The amused flicker in her gaze just rose my rage to new heights. "It's my job to take you. But I can't get you there if your horse throws you because a gryphon screeches."  
 
       Before I could reply there was a mess of cussing, swearing and an angry neigh. Whipping around, I watched in horror as a stallion black as night was led through the paddock by force. A whip lashed its side, making the animal whinny and buck.  
 
    "Stop!" I shouted in horror as I darted toward the poor thing. The woman handling him twisted around to shout "No! Get back, milady!"  
 
       In that heartbeat, the stallion's hooves aimed for her skull. Gasping, I shoved her out of the way, seized the reigns and tapped into his song, singing with a surge of energy - healing, assuring, soothing. The huge black beast calmed, throwing his head with wide eyes but no longer a threat. He starred at me with all his pain and fear, all his wild strength. I reached out without fear, petting his nose. 
 
    The stallion snorted, but allowed the action as if he were a tame colt.  
 
    "By Chaos," The handler swore with wide eyes. "Milady, you're incredible." 
 
    Did...did she just call me milady? 
 
    "What do you want for this fine steed?" Sable asked gruffly, pulling the woman's attention off me. 
 
    "For a noblewoman of such refined skill? Ten gold and he's hers!" 
 
    Sable handed over the gold.  
 
    "Where are you headed?" The woman asked, eyeing the horse like he was born of Chaos himself.  
 
    "She leads. I just escort." Sable said smoothly. Then the two haggled for tack and the woman went about her business.  
 
    "She called me a noblewoman..." 
 
    "Terra used to tell me that you must look the part even if you do not feel it. You must behave as if you were born to be as you are, even if in your mind you'll never be what you're meant to." Sable told me sternly. "You may be a child now, Whisper, but by the time I'm done with you, you won't just look like a queen. You will be one." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "I'm no child." 
 
    "Perhaps not by age, but only little girls and men shout when they don't get their way." Sable told me firmly with that gleam in her gaze. "Now tack your horse and mount up."  
 
    I did, and I did my best to do it quickly but right. She mounted Zethara and led the way out of the town.  
 
    "Isn't it obvious that I'm mixed blood?" I asked rather distastefully. 
 
    "With me escorting you it'll probably be assumed you're a knight's daughter." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "So why would it be okay for me to be impure?" 
 
    "Because it'll be assumed your mother was." 
 
    "But you just said she'd be a knight." 
 
    "Leons don't care about a bloodline. They are chosen for their souls." 
 
    "So why is it so bloody important to you that you have a pureblood child?" She demanded in frustration. "Do you personally just hate the idea of impure blood?" 
 
    "Damn it, I'm not a radical, Whisper. I just want better genetics for my child."  
 
    "And our genetics aren't good enough?" I snarled. 
 
    "No. Whisper, if I have to fuck a man, carry his child and give up a year of my life, then I want to make the most logical choice. I want the best beginnings for it as possible. That way if I have a boy he can be wed to a good wife." 
 
    "Why is blood so important to you people?" 
 
    "Because we're at war, Whisper, and want to survive as ourselves!" Sable lost her temper for the first time in all the time we'd known one another.  
 
    War? 
 
    By the Sands, I'm the next queen to a nation at war. They need a warlord, not a SootheSinger! 
 
    "I think it's strange to put so much importance on blood. If you insist on it, why is it so strange to marry more than person?"  
 
    Sable gave me a strange look. "Why would we need more than one partner? One husband will produce plenty of sperm for a woman." 
 
    "Okay, so what if someone takes the same gender as a partner? Do they just go and find a willing partner?" 
 
    "No." Sable frowned at the notion. "We don't wed the same gender." 
 
    "What about those who prefer the same gender?" 
 
    "They have lovers on the side. Generally, its discussed and agreed upon before the marriage." 
 
    "So how do they fall in love?" 
 
    "Love? I thought we were talking about marriage." 
 
    "We are." I replied in confusion.  
 
    "Marriage is for having and raising children." Sable told me as if that could be the only possible reason.  
 
    "What about love?"  
 
    "Most people fall in love, or at least grow fond of, their partner. It's harder to find people interested in the same gender. It works for most people." 
 
    "But what about people like us? Why deny us love?" 
 
    Sable shook her head. "For knights, we visit people we love on our time off."  
 
    "And people who don't travel or enter a marriage where it's assumed you're going to sleep around? What about everyday people who feel outside the norm? Or those who get the wrong partner because of politics?" 
 
    Sable didn't say anything else. 
 
    Maybe the idea of marrying for love is as strange for her as the concept of it being political is for me. And...gender mattering...and even the idea of marrying more than one person... 
 
    How can I rule a people I don't even understand? 
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
       There was a disquiet between us for the first time as we rode, making me uneasy. Between her background and upbringing, I had to question the king's decision to retrieve her. How could a healer with her heritage expect to lead our people? 
 
    Through a war non-the-less.  
 
    Impure blood isn't always an issue. In politics, it can be fatal. The nation can't know she's got desert farmer in her blood - especially since she's so damn soft. 
 
    "What's the king like?" Whisper asked out of the blue. 
 
    "He's strong for a nobleman. Were he any other man someone else may have immediately taken the throne." 
 
    She waited, as if I had more to say. 
 
    "What was my mother like?" 
 
    "Her majesty was a strong woman with a strong mind. She was a natural leader, much like yourself, but was trained in the art of warfare, strategy and politics. Firm and decisive, nobody could ever sway her to change her mind once it was made. The few times I escorted her anywhere I felt like I was along for show. I only provided backup most of the time." By the end, my voice shook. 
 
    "You...you loved her - but not like Terra..." Her voice was quiet for a moment before continuing. "You loved her almost like a sister. It's so strange..."
"Whisper, please, that's personal." I finally corrected. "I appreciate you helping me when my emotions are tangled and pained, but this grief is - it's something I can handle on my own." 
 
    Her cheeks heated up. "O-oh, I'm sorry. I-I can't always control what I feel. Sometimes...feelings that are strong enough just - leap - out at me."  
 
    "Hmmm, you'll have to work on that. Or at least not always commenting on it. It'd be a great political move." 
 
    "Politics?" She sounded interested, instantly giving me a surge of hope. 
 
    "Yes, politics. Let's talk about them, then, and see how different yours are from ours." 
 
    For the rest of the day, we spoke of a topic for women and royalty; Travanian politics. 
 
      
 
       We were bedding down by a watering hole. The night was warm. Insects and frogs sang loudly over the quiet lapping of the water. I was half asleep before camp was fully set. We dined on fruit and bread with a bit of goat meat. Even I'd grown tired of the boar, so I'd sold it and bought goat, chicken and gazelle. 
 
       Whisper stripped and sank into the water, fully seizing my attention. The full moon glowed off her soft, white skin. My heart raced in my chest as heat flooded my entire being. I walked to the water's edge to watch as she bathed, taking my bow with me. When a crocodile came to close, the arrow was planted through its skull. With a hiss of anger, the thing fled. 
 
    Whisper screamed and swam as fast as she could back to the shore - leaping right into my arms drenched. 
 
    Oh. My. Goddess. 
 
    Maji, watch over me. Help me stay strong in the throes of temptation. 
 
    "Whisper," I heard the lust slip out in my voice. "The water's dangerous." 
 
    "It was HUGE!!! You saved me!" 
 
    "Yes, I did. Could you get down?" 
 
    She giggled - in my ear.  
 
    "Why? Sounds like you like me here."  
 
    Shivers of desire traveled along my spine. "Damn it, Whisper, we can't." 
 
    "Who would know, Sable?" She asked breathlessly in my ear.  
 
    "I would." I replied very quietly. "I took an oath."  
 
    Sighing, she climbed down. "Well, at least bathe with me at the shore's edge. We both need one." 
 
       Giving into the request only in part to keep her safe, I striped down but kept my bow close. Zethara looked up warily. I glanced back at her and shrugged; if she wanted she could keep guard, but I wasn't going to sway her one way or the other. She laid her head back down. I nearly jumped out of my skin when water dumped on me. Whisper giggled; she'd grabbed one of my bowls and dumped water on me.  
 
    "What-" 
 
    "I said bathe with me." She said with a grin.  
 
    "You tease!"  
 
       I splashed her - and it quickly became a splashing fight, despite my better judgement. We ended up to our knees, splashing and laughing. Finally we settled enough to use the water to get off the last of the grime. By the end, I was so damned hot it felt like the sun was blazing overhead instead of the cool of the moon.  
 
    We dried off on a stone not far from one another.  
 
    "Okay, I'm clean and dry, and you seem to be too. Dawn's getting closer by the breath. Let's get some sleep."  
 
       She followed me with a look of contemplation, sliding into her own hide without question. I wasn't sure how I crawled into my own and not hers. The earlier tenseness had been washed away with the dirt as we snuggled into our hides. I wasn't getting any sleep riled up this tight, so I waited for her to sleep. 
 
    She always falls asleep almost as soon as she hits the hide. It shouldn't be long before I can scratch this itch. 
 
       Apparently, Whisper was a little restless, however, because she wouldn't hold still. Her breathing continued to pick up rather than calm down, making me squirm and groan on the inside. In fact, it made it easy to think very dirty thoughts. 
 
    No, she's a good girl. Whisper wouldn't be doing something like that! 
 
    A little moan echoed just ever so slightly from her lips; I knew my first assumption was right. 
 
    What did I do to deserve being tested so? 
 
    I listened to her sweet sounds with growing need of my own. Though she was attempting to remain quiet, it certainly wasn't working; as she grew closer, she gradually lost her volume control.  
 
    "Fuck!" She moaned loudly, her pitch changing drastically as her rhythm was lost as well in her orgasm. I couldn't resist glancing over as she rode the pleasure before tapering off to lie there panting.  
 
    The princess met my gaze with a sexy grin and panted out "Did I keep you awake, Mistress?" 
 
    Temptress. 
 
    The thought was far from mean as I struggled to keep my hands to myself while she was staring right at me. "Enjoy yourself?" My voice was husky with my hunger. 
 
    "Definitely. Why don't you repay the favor, Mistress Sable?" 
 
    My cheeks burned with shame. "No, no, I - I'm good." 
 
    "You know the wonderful thing about being an empath, Mistress? I know exactly what you're feeling. We're not even touching each other. What does it matter if we watch the other person pleasure herself?"  
 
    I highly doubt His Majesty would agree with you on that point, but she's right. He's not here anyway, and I can look him in the eye afterwards and said we did not fornicate. 
 
       After another moment of indecision, I finally gave in to my desires. My fingers slid below my waist, between my thighs and along my clit, making my breath catch at the electric pleasure it charged through me. How swollen and sensitive it was took me by surprise. I continued to play with it, trying not to move much as my fingers danced in alterations of fierce circles and a steady up and down. I occasionally swooped inside of myself to tease, but never stayed long.  
 
    "I want to see, Mistress Sable." Whisper sounded almost desperate in her breathlessness as she watched my gyrating hips from beneath my hide.  
 
    The moan that slipped out took me by surprise. 
 
    It just feels so damn good. It's almost as good as another woman touching me. 
 
    Another moan echoed from my lips as I sped my administrations up just ever-so-slightly. "Mmm, ohhh, it's good." I whimpered in partial benefit for Whisper. 
 
    "Damn it," Whisper growled, getting up to rip off my hide to reach for my pants. 
 
    I shoved her off. "Nooo, just watch."  
 
    "I'm trying to!" She groaned as if in pain. "I want to see you!"  
 
    "I'm giving you everything you gave me!" I complained. If she removed my pants I wasn't so sure the line would stay defined.  
 
    "Ohhh, Whisper," I couldn't help but moan.  
 
    I wanted her, I wanted her so badly.  
 
       Growling in frustration, she laid down right next to me to begin pinching and tugging at her tits. I began to grope mine as her fingers found her treasure a second time. We drove ourselves steadily toward climax together.  
 
       An image of Whisper between my legs tipped me over the edge, drowning me in a wave of carnal bliss quickly echoed by the SootheSinger. My head swam as my body tensed and twitched and shook with ecstasy mirrored by my companion. I bit my lip at the feel of it tearing through me as her sweet screams echoed in my ear. 
 
       As my body relaxed and my breath evened out, I sat up slowly to peer over at her. She was beautiful as her own orgasm calmed down. My heart ached when I realized we couldn't have more than this. This amazing moment in time was all we could have.  
 
    When she calmed, I had to ask "Are you...a virgin?" 
 
    She slowly shook her head. It was the look in her eyes that made me instantly regret the question.  
 
    Oh goddess. 
 
    "...Did I...did I take you from a spouse?"  
 
    "No," She whispered, shaking her head. "I was no longer wed."  
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "She was a hunter. Sometimes...they don't come home. She went hunting and a storm come from nowhere. The entire party was lost, so...I wasn't the only one who grieved when the rescue party found them." Her voice shook a little, and I knew. 
"You loved her, didn't you?" 
 
    "Yes, very much. She was my first everything - friend, kiss, love, wife...and my first true loss."  
 
    Hearing my pain from Terra echo in her voice, I put my clean hand on her wrist. "I'm sorry, Whisper. I know it doesn't make the pain any better."  
 
    She tried to shrug it off, earning her a pinch of respect. "It's been a couple years now." 
 
    I gently told her "Don't hide from it; the strongest women know its okay to feel pain."  
 
    She nodded once before snuggling into me. I didn't mind; I fell right to sleep.  
 
    I dreamed of Terra. 
 
      
 
       A gentle nudge woke me to late morning light, making me sigh. Zethara sniffed us and nudged me a bit harder, gazing pointedly at the sky. With a quiet groan, I disengaged my tangled limbs from the sleeping beauty beside me, waking her. 
 
    "Can't we sleep in just once?" She grumbled.  
 
    "We did. It's well passed dawn."  
 
    Sighing in frustration, she gathered up her clothes to head for the stream.  
 
    "Where are you going?" I inquired as I mounted Zethara.  
 
    "A bath." 
 
    "We don't have time." 
 
    "But I'm covered in cum and sweat!" She protested indignantly. 
 
    "Then perhaps next time you should consider bathing afterwards instead of before." I replied with a teasing smirk as I packed up camp. "Mount up; we're losing daylight." 
 
    "Hey, I didn't plan for you to masturbate half the night!" 
 
    "Sure, so you didn't leap naked and sopping wet into my arms and then wash me up in the watering hole?"
"That thing was huge!!!" She said with a sly grin. 
 
    "Bigger and scarier than Mombas, huh?" I teased further as she dressed and tacked her stallion. 
 
    "Definitely!" She couldn't help but giggle. She mounted her stallion and followed me. "So how far are we?" 
 
    "About a week, if we don't encounter bad weather or threats." I replied casually.  
 
    We were quiet again before Whisper's talkative nature won out. "So why is there always an Honored General? What's the point of a Leon Knight walking the roads alone?" 
 
    "Because we are the best at our job alone, for one. For two, sometimes being in a group gets in the way. More mouths to feed, more people to set up and get moving, opinions to consider, falling in love with someone you can't marry...as a group, they are safe - well, safer - and there's less risk to your emotional state of mind, but they're more complex, slower and rely so heavily on others if their numbers dwindle so do their chances - and sanity. A pride becomes like a family. Loosing someone is harder than loosing kin. So, realizing this, an Honored General was chosen. We begin training apprentices around my age."  
 
    Which reminds me, I'm going to have to file for one soon.  
 
    "You can't be much older than me. Aren't you in your twenties?"
"You flatter me. I'm thirty-four. For my line of work, that's pretty old. Your mother had little faith in her prides and I was mainly used for escorting the privileged. Though there was always the formal offer for even a temporary pride, she preferred me doing it alone." 
 
    "...so it was more discreet..." She mused. "Fascinating." 
 
    So she has a strategic mind after all. 
 
    I know the queen is in there somewhere. I will slowly drag it out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Sable 
 
       I had to tug myself away from the unfamiliar stable at the beginning of town. Though the stable master surely knew what she was doing, it was almost painful to be forced to leave Zethara so far from the inns. But in cities like Reever, war animals weren't permitted to stay within the wall. They could pass through and that was all. I picked the best inn I could, called the Lion's Pride. With a knight on the sign, it was obvious who they wished to attract.  
 
    "Welcome, Mistress!" An older man greeted from where he stoked the fire. 
 
       Seeing a group of three at the bar and a group of five at the tables, I hesitated. A bard sang knights' heroic deeds as they ate and drank as a woman in a very revealing clothing flirted with those drinking at the bar. Being as it was harder to find a woman interested in other women, I doubted she'd have much luck.  
 
    She'll probably give up and try a tavern with men - like them or not, it won't matter when she gets hungry enough.  
 
    "I've still a room for you and your pride and charge." The man said with an open smile. "Knights’' rooms are free, charges' stays half off. Food and drink are decent prices."  
 
    Very reasonable. Well, this will have to do. Getting prepared for this trip home drained me of my reserve gold. 
 
    "A room for her and I, with at least two beds." 
 
    "Need something to eat or drink? We have ale, mead whisky and even a few selections of wine." He glanced at Whisper, who was in her blue dress. "Milady, would you like a bath?" 
 
    "That would be amazing, thank you!" Whisper said with a smile that stretched from one ear to the other. "And what do you have to eat? I'm famished!" 
 
    "Hot bread, always fresh. We have rabbit, boar, goat and even have a bit of crocodile meat."  
 
    We both cringed at the idea. "Ale for me, with hot bread and rabbit stew." I replied.  
 
    "Mead's fine, with grilled rabbit and some of that bread."  
 
    "Will your pride be joining you?" 
 
    I shifted uneasily. "No."  
 
       He gave me a surprised look, but didn't say a word. It was never a good idea to ask why a knight was working alone. Something could have happened, she could have been assigned a rogue trip, or she could be the Honored General. To ask was rude for another woman - it was downright none of a man's business. 
 
       Sitting away from the other knights, we ate and drank quietly as we listened to the other knights joking and laughing with one another. After we were told where to find our room, we were on our way when the woman approached me.  
 
    "Hello beautiful." A beautiful voice made me turn around. "Need any help relaxing?" 
 
    Before I had a chance to turn her away - as smooth as her face was, as big as her bust was - Whisper gave a huge grin and winked at me. "Of course we do!"  
 
    The woman blushed deep red as the "noblewoman" tugged this fine creature toward the bedroom. 
 
    "W-Whisper!" I gasped in horror with deep red cheeks. "Let her go! We can't just drag this woman back for a three-some!" 
 
    "Why not? You've not gotten laid since we left!" Whisper looked mystified. "How can you stand the feel of your skin, Mistress? I can't!" 
 
    "Whisper, this isn't becoming of a noblewoman!" 
 
    The whore was still being led to the room, forcing me to follow. 
 
    "You won't touch me because of my heritage! You don't have to be involved, so long as you let me!" 
 
    "Are you kidding? You want me to pay for a whore I don't even use?"  
 
    The whore snickered. "How about this? If you two both fuck me, and let me fuck you two, I'll charge for one person!" 
 
    The offer was just so tempting...I shut the door behind me. "How much?" 
 
    "Ten gold." 
 
    "Fine, you'll get it afterwards." I replied firmly.  
 
    "Of course, Mistress." She purred, running her fingers lightly along my arm, drawing a shiver from me. 
 
    From nowhere, Whisper grabbed the woman hard by the hair, forced the whore to her knees and kissed her hard. "Now you stay like that you little slut." She purred into her ears. 
 
    Oh my fucking goddess.  
 
    She is so damn hot. 
 
    Whisper turned to me to growl out "Strip!"  
 
    "Whisper, you're -" 
 
    "I said strip!" 
 
    Burning suddenly with desire, I gave her a show of removing every article of my clothing. We kept eye contact the entire time. "Now lay down where you are and spread your legs."  
 
    I did as she commanded promptly, already so wet I flushed red at revealing myself.  
 
    "Well who knew a knight could get so wet from a few orders?" Whisper laughed with a sadistic smile that made me burn shamefully. "You really are the Queen's bitch, aren't you?" 
 
    I am right now, aren't I? 
 
    Whisper turned to the whore. "See that pussy? I think it needs a bath. Maybe your tongue can be useful."  
 
    The whore got on her hands and knees. 
 
    To our shock, Whisper had her ribbon off and the whore's wrists tied behind her back. "Do it like that." 
 
    "H-hey, untie my hands!" 
 
       Whisper grabbed her by the hair and forced her into my blazing hot slit. I couldn't stop the moan of surprised bliss as the whore's tongue worked magic on my clit. Her tongue flicked and circled around my swollen bud. Groaning in delight, I grabbed her hair myself as my hips swung into action. My eyes closed as I laid down. Moans of bliss from our guest only added to my pleasure and desire. 
 
    "Watch her do it, bitch." Whisper's commanding voice was husky with lust.  
 
       I opened my eyes - and saw Whisper on her knees with her fingers deep into the whore's cunt. I moaned loudly. No wonder our companion was so enthusiastic. Whisper's movements were adept, quickly driving the whore toward orgasm. The closer she came to ecstasy, the harder she fucked my pussy. She began to suck and flick my clit, nibbling at it on occasion.  
 
    "OH FUCK!" I exploded into a euphoria I'd not felt since I'd lain with Tona. My hips attacked my lover's face. 
 
    Our lover quickly followed me, screaming into my cunt and forgetting all about bringing me down. Whisper jerked her to her lips, tasting my juices and driving hunger through me once again.  
 
    "You're a hungry little whore, aren't you?" 
 
    "Y-yes, ma'am." 
 
    "Then maybe you need a second course!" Lying back, she thrust her into her cunt, and was quickly sent into throes of bliss of her own.  
 
       As she was being sent into paradise, I attacked the whore's cunt with my fingers without coaxing. I explored slowly, stopping any time her hips moved in the slightest. It wasn't long before she stopped trying, staying as still as she could while I slowly found her g-spot. I toyed with it gently and unhurriedly.  
 
        Whisper's screams of ecstasy filled the air, once again adding to my building flames. I hammered the whore, quickly finishing her off. Then her lips were on my tits and her fingers between my thighs as Whisper took charge again and began to order another round. 
 
    I had a feeling our night would be a long one. 
 
      
 
       Whisper untied the whore sleepily as I lay half asleep in only my tunic with a belted knife. It was late, so I wasn't surprised that the whore joined us in bed instead of leaving. Sleep was almost instant, with tired muscles and a sex high that had left me sated and relaxed.  
 
       Movement pulled me partially awake. The candle had gone out, preventing me from seeing anything in the complete darkness. I struggled to understand who was moving. Whisper lay coiled up on the other side of the bed; I could feel her body heat and barely see the outline of her tiny body and lovely curves.  
 
       Then I felt something tug from my belt and cold steel against my neck. In one fluid movement, I'd seized the wrist, twisted it and thrown the knife. A grunt of pain had my palm slug the attacker in the throat. Gasping and gagging filled the air as she tried to breathe. Whisper shot up.  
 
    "What's going on?" 
 
       I reached up, seizing the attacker's hair and shoving her onto the bed. There was a struggle as the woman beneath me tried to overpower me. Pain shot through my gut, then my eye, but eventually I subdued her. Whisper lit a candle and gasped. 
 
    I swore. "Fuck! I knew we shouldn't have hired you!"  
 
    "B-but," Whisper looked baffled. "I-I," 
 
    "It's okay, Whisper. You can't listen to everybody all the time." I assured her as I glanced at my dagger on the other side of the room.  
 
    "N-no, you can't!"
"Whisper, she tried to kill us!" 
 
    "But-" 
 
    "Damn it, Whisper, this woman is an assassin! If I let her go she'll find a way to finish the job or go get help! Give me the damn dagger!" 
 
    With a shaky hand, Whisper reached down and slowly gripped the blade. Breathing heavily, she slowly handed it to me. Then, to my disgust, she looked away. 
 
    "Who hired you, whore?" 
 
    She didn't say a word.  
 
    I drew a slow, long line along her throat, making her shout in pain. 
 
    "STOP!" Whisper shouted in pain. "Kill her, don't torture her! PLEASE!"  
 
    "By Chaos, how am I going to know who sent her?!" 
 
    "She's not going to talk! I can already feel it, Sable! She won't tell you a thing; you'll just mutilate her and not get anything out of it! She's more afraid of whoever it is than you!" 
 
       I swore under my breath. Even if she were lying, the chance was too high. By the Laws of Maji, I couldn't torture her without knowing for sure I'd get information. I set down the weapon, placed my hands in the right place and ended it with a quick twist. The snap of her neck made Whisper visibly flinch. 
 
    The girl began to cry. 
 
    "Shhh, it's okay. It's okay." I hurried to her, but Whisper pushed me away. 
 
    "At least get rid of her!" 
 
    "Get rid of her? No. I will tell the inn keeper what happened and we will leave tonight. There may be something worse here than her, and somebody who wants you dead knows exactly where we are." 
 
    "O-okay." She was too sad and sick to protest. She offered to go tell the inn keeper; to leave the room of the girl's death.  
 
    When she came back the whore was dressed as well as the knight, and had been cleaned up and placed in a less compromising position. "I'm sorry, Whisper." She said quietly. "I had to." 
 
    "I-I know. I'm sorry, too, Mistress. I...I should've handled that better..." 
 
    "It's fine. You haven't seen anything like this; I know how hard it is. It'll get easier." I told her softly. "I know that isn't any consolation, especially to a healer, but it's...it's the most comfort I can provide." 
 
    The inn keeper came in with a somber look on his face. "I had no idea," 
 
    "That was the point." I replied dryly. "It's no offense to you, but we're leaving." 
 
    "Yes Mistress. I'm dearly sorry about this." 
 
    "She was convincing." I reassured calmly. "Now it's safer for my companion if we leave."  
 
    “I'm sorry; this won't happen again."  
 
    Damn right it won't; I'm never stopping here again! 
 
    I led Whisper out, holding her close to me to protect her in case there was more malice. As we came to the stable for Zethara, the stable master greeted me with Zethara already armored, looking exhausted.  
 
    "What happened? She went from fast asleep to roaring a challenge to the Chaos himself."  
 
    "You know these noblewomen; there are all sorts of people after them. Apparently they're sending whores to do the job now." 
 
    The woman laughed. "They're crafty, those assassins! It's easier to trust a man, huh?" 
 
    I grunted, mounting my lioness. "The lady's stallion?" 
 
    "It was impossible to get that beast in the stall. I'm sorry, milady, but your warhorse hasn't been groomed or fed. He wouldn't have it." 
 
    "It's okay; he doesn't like anybody but me so I'm not surprised. Mind if I go get him?" 
 
    "Not at all. In fact, I'd be happy to see him go. He's been kicking at the stall all night. I feared he'd break the damn thing." 
 
    "He's not used to being stabled." She said with a giggle. 
 
    Whisper fetched her horse, who came out with her mounted as if he were the sweetest gelding you'd ever met. The stable woman backed up before she could get kicked, not in the least fooled by his change in demeanor.  
 
    "How do you do that? I used every method I know to soothe him!" 
 
    "Every beast has a soft spot. I just found his." She seemed quite pleased with herself, however. Smirking at the show of confidence, I led the princess away from the city. We would find a safer place to sleep for the night.  
 
      
 
    Whisper 
 
       It'd been a day and a half since the inn. The savanna was changing; I could sense it. Water was becoming harder to come by, though not as painfully difficult as the Sunblaze Desert, it would soon compete with it. The heat became something I was more used to as well, with hotter winds and longer days. It was then that I realized I'd not seen a drop of rain.  
 
    "Is there a drought?"  
 
    "No. It's the height of the dry season. We must be wary; the predators are becoming desperate for prey. Most have migrated to the southern wetlands. Those that cannot follow will be looking death in the face before the rains return." 
 
    "I didn't know there was a dry and a wet season here. What's it like?" 
 
    "Rain doesn't stop. It floods the savanna, turning into a beautiful place of many flowers, long, lush grass and blooming trees. More prey animals than you can count are spread across the plains, devouring what they can before the season's end." 
 
    "That sounds like the desert's rainy season, but on a larger scale. It rains and floods the sands, but it doesn't last long and the rain stops rather quickly." 
 
    "Here it lasts a few months at least. It's a blessing, really; hunting is good, water is plenty and the predators are too sated on flesh to care if somebody is right next to them unarmed, so long as there aren't young near-by." Zethara gave a mighty roar, sending a clan of baboons scattering from the tree tops. Sable gave a hearty laugh. "The bastards aren't desperate enough to steal from a Leon! Not yet, anyway." 
 
    I couldn't help but chuckle myself. This place wasn't so bad. Strange, but not as horrible as I'd pictured it. 
 
    It isn't as amazing as the desert, but it isn't far from it. The life is livelier and not as aggressive, but in its own right, still impressive. 
 
    Sable told me with a smile. "You'll see everybody in celebration when the rains come."  
 
    "You mean your people actually celebrate something?" I couldn't help but tease. "So far all I've seen is work, work, work, and no play!"  
 
    "Last night I played." Sable replied in a slightly huskier voice. "You seemed quite insistent that I join in your games." 
 
    "Oh, like you weren't willing!" I replied quickly, remembering her on her back, wet as a monsoon. "I really ought to tell you what to do more." 
 
    "Yes, you should." Sable replied on a more serious note. "Ordering knights around is part of your job description." 
 
    "Oh? I take it the other knights enjoy it as much as you?" 
 
    Sable's cheeks stained red. "Th-that was different. We weren't working!" 
 
    "You wouldn't get so aroused if I started ordering you around?" I laughed, knowing the truth. "Admit it, you like a woman telling you what to do!" 
 
    "Correction; I like a woman in power, a powerful woman." Sable replied with cheeks the color of spilled blood.  
 
    I thought about it before snickering. "Was my mother into women?" 
 
    "No." There was real pain in her voice now. "No, she wasn't. But...she would tease me quite often just to see me blush, and she always brought her maid-in-waiting." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    Sable stammered, then said "Her maid-in-waiting was a woman." 
 
    "A woman - a maid?" 
 
    "You'll need one too. A maid in waiting has always been the same gender as the charge. You know...because of the nature of it."  
 
    "So she let you two get it on?" 
 
    "Let us? I was terrified to touch the woman! I thought I'd be hung! No, your mother decided to order me to do it. It was the first time I'd ever...well, done things that way. I loved it, and now..." Sable laughed a little. "I order my lovers around and they enjoy it too." 
 
    "What about Tona?" 
 
    "We didn't do anything like that. She's too strong woman to bend to my will. Though I'm sure she would have taken charge if I'd have let her, I only follow the orders of those I trust."  
 
    My heart raced so loud I could swear she heard it. She trusts me? 
 
    "It's getting late. See that corpse of trees? Let's set camp for the night." 
 
       I looked up at the sky and saw the sun was just starting to set. Huh, today had gone by fast. I dressed down my stallion as she set camp. I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye, watching her ass. The odd image of spanking her made my cheeks hot. 
 
    Oh gods, why? Why do I get so kinky around her? I was never like this with Thea!  
 
    "Whisper, that stallion's coat is gleaming. Are you coming to sit by the fire, or are you going to brush him raw?" 
 
    Flushing deep red, I came to sit right next to her. She gave me a playful, knowing grin. "Isn't the view lovely?" 
 
    "It is." I replied with a wry grin.  
 
       We'd just finished supper - a bowl of more zebra, to my discontent - when Zethara sat up in her nap, scenting the air. My stallion snorted, throwing his head. No sooner had Sable stood and withdrawn her sword and two huge, flat-faced mongrels leapt from the woods, their armor gleaming in the dull white light of the moon. Four women came from the four directions, shouting terrifying cries of challenge and war.  
 
     "Zethara!" The next thing I knew I was swooped onto the giant lioness's back. The animal had the dogs in her jaws before I could blink, ripping them in half to send them flying with yelps of pain cut short.  
 
       My eyes wouldn't leave the bloody display before them, as much as I wanted to look away. The knight was surrounded, but her sword seemed everywhere; it deflected one blow before it could happen as she whipped around to dent another enemy's armor into her chest, knocking her back. Sable howled in angry pain as a blade struck her back. Twisting around so suddenly, she drove her sword through the woman's plate right into her lung.  
 
       The woman fell; instead of taking her sword out, she seized the enemy blade, ducked, twisted, sliced and missed. They pincered the wounded warrior, dividing her attention between them as they wounded her leg, then her arm. Zethara gave a booming roar, charging forward and sending one flying into a tree with a single swipe of her paws. I nearly fell from the saddle. The remaining warrior turned to face her with shocked, round eyes. Zethara crouched low, growling menacingly.  
 
    I held on tight, unsure what the lioness would do next. 
 
    The woman lunged. 
 
    The lioness leapt over her head, twisted around and opened her jaws. 
 
    I closed my eyes, but it didn't stop me from hearing the crack of steal or the crunch of bone.  
 
    It didn't stop the scream as she was crushed inside her own armor and flung.  
 
    Then the silence.  
 
    The horrible silence. 
 
    "Whisper?" A voice sounded breathless and drawn. "Whisper, by Maji, answer me."  
 
    Sable's voice shook. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see her leaning over her sword. 
 
    NO!!!  
 
    I threw myself from the lioness, rushing toward her and seizing her armor with hurried hands. 
 
    "No, no," She breathed, shoving me back. "Take Zethara. Go to the palace." 
 
    I shoved her hands away and continued to remove her armor carefully. "We're staying right here, aren't we Zethara?"
The lioness nodded and laid down, her eyes on her rider, burning with pain. 
 
    "Damn it, Zethara, take the princess!" 
 
    The lioness didn't move as I threw her plate down, flinching at the sight of the wounds that had seemed so minor in the heat of battle. The worst of it was the strike from behind; it was deep and jagged. 
 
    Medicine won't heal this. I have to do it. The rest, yes, the rest can be mended with medicine and time.  
 
    "Can you fight with that shoulder like that, Mistress?" 
 
    "Yes. It's the right arm I really need." 
 
    "Can you draw a bow?" 
 
    "...no." 
 
    "Lie down on your stomach." 
 
    "No." 
 
    I shoved her forward. "Damn it, Mistress, lie down or I'll make you lie down!" 
 
       Gasping, the warrior did as she was told. I knelt over her on my knees, placed my hands over the wound and sank deep into her song, singing, mending, pouring heat and energy into it. Even as my head spun, even as the heat left me, I continued to pour the mending power through the knight, until the wound had a layer of pink, raw flesh over it.  
 
    With the last of my strength, I applied ointment on her other wounds, and made a sling for her shoulder with shaking hands. 
 
    "Go to your bed." I commanded firmly but quietly. "Stay there until I tell you otherwise, or you'll regret it. Do you understand me?" 
 
    "Yes, your majesty." There was no mocking in her voice; only reserved pain.  
 
    I felt her gently help me up and lay me down. Then I felt her fall beside me, wrapping her arms around me as darkness took us both. 
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
       I came to very slowly to find Whisper over me, caring for my wounds. Her hair was a mess, her dress stained with my blood, her eyes were hollow and bloodshot with bags under them from lack of sleep. It was barely dawn. I peered up at her in shock. Where'd the spoiled child go? Who was this kneeling before me, caring for me despite the paleness of her skin, the horror and weariness in her gaze? 
 
    She is a queen, after all, Sable. I told myself silently, letting myself feel the awe, the amazement. This child had saved my life. Now all I have to do is make her into a warrior queen. 
 
    "Your...majesty..." I puffed out. 
 
    "Here. Drink this; it'll ease the pain." 
 
    "We need..."  
 
    She pressed a clay cup to my lips, forcing me to drink rather than to speak.  
 
    "We're not going anywhere, Mistress. We should stay right here until you've finished healing. Zethara won't let you mount until I break the spell." 
 
    "Spell?"
"SootheSingers are more than healers, though that's our main purpose. We have access to others' very souls, through song. I enchanted your Leon so that she is under my command until I break the bond that I altered. You and Zethara are still bound, but she will only listen to me." 
 
    "...by Maji..." I whispered. "You're...incredible." 
 
    "Well thank you." 
 
    "Still...should go." 
 
    "No." She replied firmly. "You can't very well protect me if you're dead, and moving you will kill you. My healing saved your life, but any movement will re-open the wound and you'll bleed to death." 
 
    I groaned at the thought - and then realized I couldn't move. "What..." 
 
    "You can't move because I put Dreamweaver into your tea. It'll kill the pain, but it'll also prevent you from moving around in your sleep."  
 
    Sleep? 
 
    Bitch.  
 
    That was my last thought as I drifted back off. 
 
      
 
       For the next several sunrises and sunsets, I wasn't permitted to be awake longer than to eat or be bathed. Though it aroused me to no end to have her hands glide over my body, she never once took advantage of that. She never touched me in places I found I was desperate for. I knew during one such sponge bath I did plea, but she simply cooed that it'd be okay, that it'd be over soon.  
 
       One day I woke and the pain was little more than a low throbbing ache. Whisper was asleep in the light of the noonday sun. I slowly sat up, grunting in pain. Zethara came over to flick me with her tail, like a cat gently scolding its kitten. She sniffed me all over and, with a sigh, laid next to me. Touching me.  
 
    I did something I'd not done since she was a cub and I was a child; I pet her. 
 
    Whisper groaned and twitched before slowly opening her eyes. "You're sitting up." 
 
    "It doesn't hurt." I assured her gently. "At least not too badly." 
 
    She slowly sat up. "Okay. Let me check your bandages." She came over to carefully remove the bandages, clean the wounds gently and replace the bandages. "These are the last of our bandages and medicine. We have to move on and get to a town." 
 
       She closed her eyes, and began to hum. Zethara gave a rumbling sound, licked my hand and gently rolled to lay on her paws, offering me her back. I had to be helped onto my lioness, but Whisper didn't seem to mind. Suddenly the word trust meant something so much more. 
 
    Whisper 
 
       We weren't moving fast. Though it seemed to frustrate Mistress Sable, the knight didn't argue with it. I'd sensed something had changed between us, but I wasn't sure what it was. Sable didn't even question our pace. I was trying to understand this new dynamic when Zethara froze and the stallion nearly reared.  
 
       My heart in my throat, I opened myself to the song around me - and found something old and powerful, but weakening. In pain. My eyes sought it out. When I found it, I heard myself gasp softly. A dragon as black as the darkest night lay on a stone, breathing heavily, with a shaking breath releasing puffs of smoke. 
 
    "It's okay, Zethara. He's no threat to us." Sable actually sounded sad, eyeing the dragon. "He's dying." 
 
    "D-dying?" I whispered in horror.  
 
    "Yes. See his scales? He's the oldest dragon I've ever seen in my entire life. The poor thing's on his last leg." 
 
    "Mage seeking my soul, I hail thee."  
 
    My head whipped to him, eyes wide. I'm no mage, dragon. I'm only a healer. 
 
    "You are a mage, a healer but one born of magic none-the-less. Why do you wish to sing my song? It is weak and dying." 
 
    I sought your song to understand. 
 
    "I am ill, mage. Leave me to die." 
 
    I can heal you. 
 
    Zethara growled low as a dragon blue and green like the ocean landed next to him, stretching his wings with a roar. Fire licked the air. 
 
    "He warns you to move on. Do not linger upon the sacred ground of the Father of Dragons."  
 
    "He's the father of dragons," I told Sable. "And he's dying of illness, not age." 
 
    "Sable, I've seen what healing does to you. You're insane to try now. You've not recovered enough to save him." The knight scolded lightly. "I will not tell you not to make an alliance with the dragon nation, but first you must become queen." 
 
    My jaw dropped. "A-an alliance?" 
 
    "They're intelligent, capable creatures. An alliance may stop the war they seem to insist on waging against us. I don't know what started it, but I have a feeling it has something to do with this poor creature's condition." Sable replied weakly, glancing at him but ordering Zethara away. "When you've been crowned, you may return and forge the alliance if you wish. Heal their king for peace."  
 
    "I hear the conditions and accept. To assure you make it safely to the palace, I send my second in command, Breath of the Sea, to protect you. It seems I am not the only one in need of care, princess of the humans." 
 
    My head swam as the blue dragon launched himself into the sky with a roar, flying above us. Sable looked up with a frown, fear dancing in her eyes.  
 
    "It's okay, Mistress Sable. He's a body guard to assure we get to the palace, since you're so badly injured. I just hope he vanishes when we get close to a civilization. I wouldn't want to raise alarm and get our guardian killed." 
 
    The dragon rose higher into the sky, vanishing from sight to let me know I'd been heard. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Sable 
 
       The sight of the blue dragon turning around as the first farm came into sight was like a weight lifting from my shoulders. If the beast had decided to cross us, there would have been no way to make it out alive. But he'd done his job. Another group of warriors dressed in enemy attire had fled at the sight of the dragon heading their way. Then again, the way the first group had fought was familiar. Too familiar. Though they'd been dressed in enemy armor, they'd not fought like the Zeke. 
 
    Somebody is sending our own women after us. There are enemies in the wrong places, and few people to fit the shoe. 
 
       So not for the first time, I felt tense at the sight of the palace. We were welcomed with shocked whispers of astonishment. I couldn't comprehend why - what was wrong. I took Zethara to the stable myself, unable to get a page to stop stuttering in shock long enough to listen to me.  
 
    "By Maji, they were wrong. Thank the gods they were wrong." The stable master whispered in awe.  
 
    "What are you talking about, woman?" I demanded at last, losing the last of my patience.  
 
    "They announced you as dead." She whispered. 
 
    "WHAT?!" 
 
    "They haven't sent out the official letters yet, in case you turned up after all, but you haven't reported two weeks passed your due." 
 
    The initial paperwork is going to begin processing now. 
 
    "They were interviewing knights who could temporarily be given your title." 
 
    "Fuck that. I'm not dead yet, thanks to your future queen. The woman's a SootheSinger, and one hell of a leader."  
 
    Whisper flushed deep red at my praise as she dismounted her stallion and began his care. 
 
    "No, no, you can't do that, Whisper." I complained. "Don't worry; she'll handle that crazed stallion of yours. She trains the beasts." 
 
    "Gently?" 
 
    "Yes, gently." She assured, her eyes observing the woman carefully. "You...you look..." Her eyes stretched wide and she bowed low. "Your majesty." 
 
    Whisper gasped at the words, her eyes stretching wide. Despite me having been calling her that for the past week since encountering the dragon king, she still seemed unnerved by somebody else calling her that. 
 
    Or maybe it's the bowing. 
 
    "Common, Milady, let's get you to the King. His Majesty will need to set up your coronation, and quickly."  
 
    Before they realize you're not a warlord. 
 
    "I want to be presentable first." Whisper insisted with a frown. "And I want my half-brother there as well. Drop me off at my room and then come get me when you've reported I'm here." 
 
    Feeling a little more reassured, I did as she asked. I instinctively checked out the room and sent a servant boy to fetch water. "I should call somebody to undress you..."  
 
    "Shoo. Go inform the king and prince that I'm here." Whisper shooed me away, clearly uneasy with the luxury before her and the idea of somebody removing her clothing for her - well, for less intimate reasons.  
 
    I hesitated, wary to leave her alone. 
 
    Don't be ridiculous. She's no longer your problem, Sable. It's time to go assure the world you're alive and visit Jess. 
 
       The idea of seeing Jess again made my heart ache and race at once. I missed her so badly. Until thinking about her in this moment, I hadn't realized how much. I wasn't surprised to find the king on his throne, aware and ready for me.  
 
    "I thought you had perished." He said as I rose from my half-bow. 
"Well you are wrong. We encountered a couple Zeke parties, and were delayed due to my injuries, but thanks to Her Majesty Whisper, I am well." 
 
    "She defended you?" 
 
    "She healed me. She's a SootheSinger, not a warrior or hunter." 
 
    "I see."  
 
    The spark there and gone in his eyes made me uneasy. 
 
    "She wishes to meet your son as well. She requests that he be present when she's introduced. When will her coronation be? We must make haste; a vital ally needs her healing skills, and will promise incredible odds to the war with the Zeke." 
 
    "I see. I shall see her tomorrow morning, then. Return to your duties." 
 
    I bowed the half-bow again and turned toward her room. 
 
    "Mistress?" He sounded confused. "Shouldn't you head for the knight's chambers or the stables?" 
 
    "No, your highness. Her Majesty told me to return to her." 
 
    "I told you to return to your duties." 
 
    "And I am." I remarked firmly. "As the princess and future queen, her word is above yours. Or have you forgotten your place?" 
 
    He paled. "No, of course not. Forgive me for my transgression, Mistress." 
 
    "And your majesty?" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Do not attempt to give your betters orders again. Next time you surpass your place, I will be quick to remind you."  
 
    Then I turned and left for the princess's room. I was nearly there when I heard a scream of pain. My sword unsheathed, I rushed into the room to see a servant on top of Whisper, knife to her throat.  
 
    My sword to his neck, I growled angrily "Get up slowly, or I'll run you through boy." 
 
    He dropped the dagger and slowly backed up, crouched low with his hands splayed open, palms toward the floor and avoiding eye contact. 
 
    "Guards!" Whisper called. 
 
    Two women rushed in the room. 
 
    "This man tried to kill me! Arrest him!"
They blinked, looking confused. 
 
    "What are you waiting for? Obey your princess!" I snapped in anger, knowing her appearance alone would confirm my words. The two arrested him immediately, grabbed the murder weapon and shoved him out of the room.  
 
    "I implore you to execute him if it falls to you, your majesty." 
 
    "But-" 
 
    "Whisper, you can't be seen as weak. Not here, not now. There is a threat here in the palace and it's a deadly one. Our foes no longer face us in open combat." 
 
    Her face dropped. Whisper took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Okay, Mistress Sable. I will give the word of execution if I'm asked." She hesitated a moment before asking in a quiet, almost frightened voice. "How much power do I have right now, before the coronation?" 
 
    "All of it." I replied firmly. "Because you're the queen's daughter and no other woman is capable of ruling."  
 
    She blinked. "S-seriously? So, I - I could, I don't know, assign you to a permanent position, rather than to wander the world?" 
 
    What? 
 
    "Y-yes your majesty." 
 
    "Until this threat passes, I want to assign you as my personal escort and bodyguard. How do I do that?"  
 
    "Just announce it, Milady." To my shame, my voice shook. "But if you do that, might I request to write a...a personal letter?" 
 
    Whisper raised an eyebrow. "Of course you can. You don't need to ask."  
 
    "A knight assigned as a bodyguard must request any communications with anybody." I told her very quietly, thinking of Jess.  
 
    I won't see her for a little longer after all. 
 
    "I don't mind you writing a letter."  
 
    "You'll be seen by His Majesty and the prince tomorrow morning after breakfast. That's when you'll be introduced officially as the princess awaiting her coronation. I suggest doing the ceremony as soon as possible, your majesty." 
 
    "Please, stop calling me that. Call me Whisper, like you were before." 
 
    "You're not just Whisper." 
 
    "At least call me Lady Whisper. Please - Mistress Sable, say my name. I need someone to say my damn name!"  
 
    Whisper swearing almost floored me. I felt my jaw drop. "...of course. I'm sorry Lady Whisper." I said in a gentle voice. "This is a lot for you, I know, but things are going to be hard for a while. You'll be adjusting in a way you've never had to be, while being in the very home of the threat I didn't anticipate." 
 
    "Do you know who it is?" 
 
    "I have an idea, but I can't say until I'm positive. Just...be careful what you say to anybody but me, okay?" 
 
    She nodded slowly. "Can we just go to bed now, then?" 
 
    "After something to eat. I - I can't leave, but...I'm not sure I can trust the servants. Why don't we go explore the city a little...as just Whisper and Sable, one more time?" 
 
    Every tension left her body in a single breath. She looked up at me with her enchanting eyes. "That sounds wonderful, Mistress Sable." 
 
    "Good. And you're in such a nice outfit, so we might as well go now." I didn't even realize how sexy she looked in the leather armor I'd gotten her - that she'd yet to wear until this moment - until after I said it.  
 
    "I-I - you like it?" Her cheeks were red, making me pause.  
 
    "Y-yes, I do." I replied, quickly turning around to hide my own embarrassment. I led her out and passed the stables, knowing Zethara wouldn't want to be dragged away to sit outside a restaurant while we ate.  
 
       I made a quick decision to go to one I frequented in the city, to immediately squash any rumors that had escaped about my false demise. I led her straight to the Sword and Shield, my favorite eatery in the area. She sat down beside me on the bar stool. 
 
    "Find yourself another friend for the night, Mistress?" A man laughed from the fire pit, where he was cooking wild game. 
 
    "Not today, good sir; it's work." 
 
    He laughed. "My lips are sealed, then. What'll you two have? Of course, you're working, so it's on the palace, so don't worry about the price." 
 
    Whisper frowned, and I shifted uneasily in my seat.  
 
    Does he have to make it obvious I sleep with those I work for? 
 
    "Do you have anything but rabbit, gazelle, boar and zebra? I'd really like something decent." 
 
    He gave a hearty guffaw. "You are a fiery one, eh? Are you her apprentice, beautiful?" 
 
    "No. What do you have, sir?" She was losing her patience. 
 
    My god, it's because he's flirting with her. 
 
    "Two of your specialty with some wine."  
 
    "Comin' right up."  
 
       He served us large nuts the size of our fists split open from the coals they'd been cooked on, as well as a soup of oxtail, beef and onion with a side of grilled eggplant. Whisper and I ate in a quiet companionship that had somehow vanished in the palace and returned suddenly the moment we left it. What a strange thing, this companionship. I'd never felt it with somebody I'd escorted, or with a queen, or with the people I'd trained.  
 
    Yet it felt slightly familiar. 
 
    Where had I felt this before? 
 
    "We should get back." I replied quietly shortly after we'd finished our meals. 
She sighed softly. "Yes, we should."  
 
    "Good evening, you two." He waved with a grin on his face.  
 
    On our way back, Whisper asked softly "Are you allowed to touch the people you escort?" 
 
    I froze. 
 
    She froze. 
 
    Our eyes locked.  
 
    "I - Whisper, I am."  
 
    She opened her mouth; I held up my hand. 
 
    "But I am a knight, Whisper, even an honored one, even a general. I am a knight. The king threatened to hang me if I touched you, and he had the power." 
 
    She cocked her head ever so slightly. 
 
    "Had?" 
 
    My face burned.  
 
    "So...he doesn't anymore, does he?" 
 
    "W-well, no, but he has the right to challenge you about it, and take it to council, over it being a standing order before you were officially in power." 
 
    "I see...so it's about rank, is it? What if, say, we were engaged?" 
 
    "We can't be engaged. I'm not a man, and not a prince." 
 
    "But can't I change that law?"
"When you're coronated, yes," 
 
    "Understood."  
 
    Then she turned and led the way back all on her own, turning me on more than I cared to acknowledge. Breathing out all the arousal I could, I followed her closely.  
 
      
 
    Whisper 
 
       Breakfast was mixed nuts and fruit, which was fine by me. Sable tested the food herself before letting me eat, to my dislike. But I understood there'd be no sense in arguing the point; she was right - it made sense to test the food first. Thankfully nothing happened - this time, at least.  
 
    "We need somebody to do this for us." 
 
    "Good idea. I can't have the poison take me, now can I? I wouldn't trust some guard to protect you if something happens after I'm gone." 
 
    Aww, that's so precious. 
 
    No, she's just doing her job. Stop it, Whisper. An Honored General wouldn't want to trust her queen's safety with a common soldier.  
 
    "Are we ready?" I asked anxiously. My mind was drawn back to that dragon. If I wasn't queen within a few days, I wouldn't have time to reach him.  
 
    Sable gave a playful smile. "Milady Whisper, did you plan on meeting the king and prince in your night clothing?" 
 
    Flushing deep red, I shook my head and stumbled out "N-no, of course not!"  
 
    Then I began to strip. Sable kept her eyes on another point in the room, as she'd always done her best to do on our journey. 
 
    Oh, she didn't peak this time. I knew the thought would have been considered whiney, or pouty, but she almost always had stolen a peak on our way here. We're not alone. I should be glad she didn't leave the room. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Mistress Sable moved to answer it with her hand on her blade. She didn't open the door very far. "What is it?" From her tone of voice, I knew she was speaking with a servant boy. 
 
    "Mistress, the king wants Her Majesty to know he's ready to see her." 
 
    Sable grunted. "Servant, is it proper for the king to request the princess's presence?"
He blinked, looking confused. "No, Mistress." 
 
    "Do remind him of that. Tell him she will summon him to her throne room when she is ready for him." 
 
    "Yes Mistress." 
 
    Footsteps hurried away. I stood there at a complete loss. "I'm ready to meet him now, Mistress." 
 
    "The king is having a hard time giving up the throne, Lady Whisper." She said as she shut the door. There was a look in her eye that I couldn't read. "Playing your hand at politics is the only way this man will return to his place." 
 
    "So that was a political move? I don't have time for politics." 
 
    "If you want to be queen, you do." She said, her face like stone. I reached gently for her song and found the tempo akin to her in battle; racing and full of determination that nearly outweighed the fear. This was more serious than she was letting on. "He won't let you truly be a queen if you allow him to out maneuver you in politics, Milady. You'll be his puppet queen whom has no power." 
 
    "You made him sound like such a noble man," I breathed with a racing heart. 
 
    "He was when your mother was in power. Perhaps she kept him that way, or perhaps her death changed him. It could have been the power, too, that corrupted him. Either way, this man is not your friend, and seems to find himself your better." Sable looked over the outfit I'd chosen with scrutiny, then nodded as if accepting it. 
 
    It was a white silk blouse and black leather vest with white silk pants and black leather boots. I had on black leather fingerless gloves with the same insignia as the palace on them.  
 
    "Thank you?" 
 
    "White is Maji's color. Black is Chaos’s. You inadvertently chose the most sacred colors of our people, which is - fitting. You're our leader and a powerful healer."  
 
    "I-I just really like the black-white color coordination..." 
 
    Sable softened suddenly, crossing the room to put her hand firmly on my shoulder. I gasped at the touch; Sable had only touched me like this at the beginning of our journey. "I am here for you, Whisper, every step of the way. I have protected you from a dragon; I can protect you from a man." 
 
    "Thank you." I breathed.  
 
       I couldn't take it anymore; I leaned forward and let my lips touch hers. I felt her draw in a shaky breath as my soft lips touched her rough ones. Then, before she could think to pull away I already had. I watched smugly as she resisted the urge to kiss me back.  
 
    "Whisper, we shouldn't start this." Her voice was quiet, though her eyes were sad. "We must both marry men." 
 
    "Who said we can't marry more than one person, and only the opposite sex?" 
 
    "The laws." She almost spat it bitterly, and for the first time I saw a discontent with it.
"A queen makes the laws, Sable." I told her gently. "I find your laws on marriage unfair."  
 
       She inhaled sharply, but didn't protest. I could see a strange emotion in her eyes - one I'd seen before but never put too much into, being as most warriors had the look. But this time the pain was different; this time it was about marriage and love.
"Who is she?" I asked gently. Very, very gently. 
 
    "Just a tavern woman's daughter." 
 
    "What's her name, knight?" I asked as roughly as I could. 
 
    She bit her lip before saying "Jessica Pren. She lives at the Frost Fire Inn, in Zennabar. It's near Valin." 
 
    "You left the one you love in a town near a hostile border?" I asked in disbelief. 
 
    "It's not like I had a choice. We're not allowed to exactly invite them to live on our holds."  
 
    I walked to the door, opened it and tapped my guard on the shoulder. She bowed her head to me. 
 
    "Your Majesty." 
 
    "Send a page for an official summons. Is there a Pride here?" 
 
    "Yes, Your Majesty."  
 
    "Good. Bring me their General." 
 
    "Yes Milady." 
 
    She walked away. A few minutes later I welcomed in a page. Walking behind him was a tall, agile woman with scars marring her otherwise beautiful face. "The Honored General has informed me that someone important to her is near the border. She cannot go herself, so you'll have to bring her here. Protect her; she's very dear to your most skilled knight." 
 
    "Do you have a child, Mistress?" The knight asked softly. 
 
    Sable's cheeks flushed. "Not exactly. She's...she's my first love. Her Majesty insisted when she learned she was in Zennabar to fetch her immediately before harm came to her." 
 
    The knight's smile grew. She turned to me and bowed low. "I am honored to serve a queen such as you. Do not worry, Milady and my Honored General, I will bring her back to you." 
 
    I filled out the summons, signed it with the royal seal and gave it to the general. She hurried out as if her boots were on fire. I smiled at the disbelief on her face. "I don't think the new laws will be poorly received. Now, have we delayed enough?" 
 
    "Yes, Lady Whisper." Her voice was slightly shaky. "Thank you." 
 
    "The changes I'm going to make will make it easier on people like us, Mistress Sable." I told her gently.  
 
       She led me out, keeping close to me as she took me through the grandeur of the building. I tried to pretend I wasn't anxious; I did my best to keep my breathing even and my stride confident. I didn't let my shoulders slack, keeping them back - all things I'd seen from my companion, all things I'd seen in common with hunters and warriors; with confident, powerful women. Mistress Sable took me into a large chamber where three thrones waited in the back of a large open room with pillars and pews. There was a strip of black carpet leading to the high-backed chairs.  
 
    This is actually happening. 
 
    "Send for the king and prince." Sable told a page, who raced off without question. 
 
    I sat down in the chair, trying hard not to show I was shaking. 
 
    "You're in charge." Mistress Sable told me gently. "Don't let that thought slip your mind." She gave my hand a quick squeeze that lasted only the blink of an eye. "And remember, I will not let anybody hurt you, my queen."  
 
       The knight just stepped back when the two men came in. The king was dressed as if coming to address the public, in royal gowns and his crown. He faltered when he saw I'd taken the thrown where he'd sat for the months his wife had been gone. The younger man followed him. From their shared features, I knew this was the prince, and what a prince he seemed. The tall man, strong and confident in the way only a trained warrior could be, strode up with grace I'd expected from his less athletic father. Though the king gave a slightly less formal bow, the prince bowed in full before taking his throne to her left. His father hesitated a moment before taking his to the right. 
 
    "Greetings; I am King Mathew." He told me smoothly.  
 
    "I am called Whisper. Our meeting brings me joy." I greeted formally in the only way I knew how. It occurred to me that I didn't like how impolite their greeting felt to me.  
 
    Maybe I should incorporate that into their culture. 
 
    Or at least royal procedure. 
 
    "And I am Prince Haru. It is a pleasure to have met you, milady." The prince said with far more tact and grace than his father. 
 
    Seems there are proper greetings here after all.
Mathew said almost casually, "You seem very comfortable in your future place." 
 
    "From what I understand, King, this is my current place." I replied smoothly, keeping my voice even and my face carefully blank. I gently tapped into Mathew's song. 
 
       Instantly I was assaulted with a deep, loathing hate for me. His hate was tangled in fear of loss and extreme grief - grief not dealt with, grief not faced. I felt the undertone of a song that was in alteration, a song that had once been sweet and kind but was now beginning to release notes of severe emotional pain and anger; it was becoming one driven by these, like an animal cornered by predators. I knew in a heartbeat that he was indeed the one after me, just as I knew in my bones that it was his wife's death that had sent him over. 
 
    And I knew just how dangerous a cornered, injured animal could be. 
 
    He is as much a victim in this as a child would be. Her death took his soul with her.  
 
    "Until your coronation," 
 
    "I am the only daughter of the late queen. With no ruling women, I am still in charge, if not unofficially. But I'm here to talk about making that official." 
 
    "Yes, yes we are." His eyes were thoughtful and, as I predicted, his song took the fast pace of a cornered creature ready to fight. "I shall arrange for it in, say, a week-" 
 
    "Tomorrow." I cut in coldly. 
 
    He opened his mouth to protest, but it was his son who spoke first "Father, you cannot wait a week to allow a woman her throne."  
 
    We both turned to him.  
 
    "She is mother's child. I can see it with a glance. I can hear it in her voice. Though she is clearly no warrior, we have ways of altering that fact." He looked me over with a keen eye. "You are a SootheSinger, yes? I've seen that look only in their eyes before."
I nodded once, tensely. 
 
    "Then that means you already know how to wield power without it wielding you, and that you are already a leader. All you need to learn is when to lead people who are not injured." He glanced at Sable. "I'm sure she's already filled you in on our way of life and politics, especially since you seem so natural in dealing with them. Mistress Sable earned her place as Honored General, and proved it by bringing you here." 
 
    She gave no motion that she'd heard his words, but I understood she wasn't - couldn't be - part of this.  
 
    "Milady Whisper, it takes a day to prepare for the coronation. Will the day after tomorrow suite you better?" The prince asked honestly.  
 
    Mathew garbled out "You can't make that decision." 
 
    "No, but you will." I stated firmly but not harshly. "Your Majesty, you have been through much - far more than what is right, and far more than any man should."  
 
    His song flaring with that grief undealt with, he remarked "But you've only been here a day. We must know what kind of woman is leading us. Especially into war. Who says the kingdom needs a healer to lead us? A mage healer?" 
 
    "SootheSinger, King. I have lead people since I was a small child, and saved countless lives. I have lost much, seen much death, and come here to take a throne that is mine by blood and law. You cannot fight this." I spoke calmly with no inflection.  
 
    Haru listened carefully, eyes studying me. Mathew, on the other hand, fumed in anger. It took him several minutes to calm down before he growled out "Fine. I will arrange for the coronation to be the day after tomorrow. Now, I'm through-" 
 
    "But I am not." I said even more firmly. "I am moving the Honored General from road duties and placing her as my personal body guard."  
 
    Haru nodded as if he agreed, but Mathew paled considerably. "She is our best," 
 
    "I am aware. But I am also aware I need protection, and who better than the best to protect me? She's defied death countless times to bring me here, your majesty. I see no reason to change this arrangement." 
 
    "You're safe here." 
 
    "Safe is a relative term, King, since the very servants are hiding assassins. In fact, perhaps I should assign both of you knights to protect you."  
 
    It's fitting as a queen to protect, and men are especially in danger.  
 
    Prince Haru shifted uneasily in his seat, almost making me smile. I turned to him and said "Not that you seem to need it, but I've recently learned assassins can be anybody. If you're being dressed or bathed by a servant and he attacks you, you may not be prepared." 
 
    He nodded his consent. "I understand, Milady." 
 
    "Good. It will be done by tonight." 
 
    I can give orders to have the knight 'protecting' the king to keep a very careful ear and eye on those he's with, and just sound concerned for him. He's not the kind of man to defend himself, so she will understand my concern. 
 
    The king didn't protest, but didn't look too concerned. "Very well. Are we through?" 
 
    "Here, yes. I need a tour of the facilities, then I can be shown the duties expected of me here." 
 
    "Of course." Prince Haru stepped in before Mathew could. "I know the day-to-day. My mother allowed me to learn, though never participate." 
"I could always show her. I do it every day."
"I don't mind doing it, father. It will give you the chance to wrap things up on your end and begin preparations. Meanwhile, she can learn the one thing about our people no knight could know about." 
 
    I'm just glad he's doing it, not Mathew. He'd teach me wrong to sabotage me. 
 
    I rose to my feet; the two men did the same, but the king left with a polite but curt goodbye. Still, I was relieved to see Mistress Sable still follow as the prince led me out of the throne room to a rather large room with a desk, shelved books and lounging furniture.  
 
    "This is my study. I figured I could give you the basics in books. You know how to read, yes? As a healer?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Good, good. Most civilians in this empire don't - those who do are women. Do you know your numbers?" 
 
    I shifted uneasily. "I know how to count and do basic math in my head..." 
 
    He nodded in understanding. "I'll get you a tutor, then, to teach you athematic. Though you have an accountant, you'll still need it to make the bigger monetary decisions, and in all it's still your job to double-check everything she does."  
 
    To my unease, Sable waited at the door just outside. I hesitated, unaccustomed to being away from her.  
 
    "Something the matter, Your Majesty?" He asked, but I could feel his understanding.  
 
    I couldn't bring myself to shut the door. "I, uh..."  
 
    "Milady," He began quietly "do you trust me?" 
 
    I reached to his song and found only kindness and understanding. I slowly nodded. 
 
    "Then please shut the door. Mistress Sable is right there if something were to happen, and I'm sure you being here attests to her readily leaping into a room when you scream." 
 
    I nodded, and Sable shut the door for me without hesitation.  
 
    It's so strange to be without her suddenly. 
 
       But when I told myself she was indeed just on the other side of the door, it comforted me. Besides, as I sat and went through the everyday, her presence slipped into the back of my mind. There was so damn much I didn't know needed done - meetings, both with the public and nobility, would take up a great deal of my time. When I wasn't addressing the political front, I would be discussing things with the generals, and I would initially have to set aside time for tutoring in strategy, swordsmanship and arithmetic. During my "free time" I was encouraged to arrange for time with nobles for possible courting.  
 
    "I have a serious question for you, Prince Haru." I said as he drew upon that. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. "Yes Milady?" 
 
    "Are you interested...in women?" 
 
    His cheeks flared red. "W-well, no..." 
 
    "Wonderful. I'm not interested in men. But I do need to conceive, yes?" 
 
    Sitting back in his seat, he gave a wary nod.  
 
    "And I'm only half Travanian. You, on the other hand, are of full royal, Travanian blood, yes?" 
 
    His eyes burned with understanding. "If we do this that way, it'll certainly be known as a political move, milady. I'm well known for my more...feminine interests." 
 
    "I'm aware. That's why I'm proposing something later, something that may or may not go so well, but it'll happen. You'll be allowed to marry more than me, and I'll have a bride. So long as we set aside time for conception, we don't have to put up the facade that this is about love." I pondered my words a moment. "How long must our courtship last to be polite?" 
 
    "A political marriage needs no courtship. We can be wed within a week after your coronation." 
 
    "That, I'm afraid, may as well be the case. I purpose that I ask you when the crown has officially been passed to my head." 
 
    "That is ideal, milady." He nibbled at his lip. "You wish to change the way we wed?" 
 
    "Yes, I do, in fact. I think it's pointless to wed only to reproduce. If you are not interested in the same sex, or fall in love, then you shouldn't be forced into a life-long contract that forces you to seclude yourself from the gender or love you long for."  
 
    He studied me a moment before setting the paper in his hand down. "You're going to be a good queen, Milady, but you need to slow down a moment. You're a half-blood raised in a sister land. That alone puts you in ill light. Our wedding, though it will be understood as logical, won't add to your popularity and may earn you a few enemies. Changing too much at once is an issue. Rushing onto the throne to combat war is one thing; doing it to change our people is another." 
 
    "I'm not doing it to change your people. I'm doing it because there are unhappy people - and myself will be one." I finally lost my patience. "I think the minority deserve some happiness, Haru." 
 
    "That's not how that move will be seen. You can't think like a small-town healer. You have to think like a queen." 
 
    "You have no idea how far I've come from being a small-town healer." 
 
    "Making that move will evoke too much unrest if you do it right away." 
 
    I stopped my protest as I really heard his words. "I see...so I only need to wait?" I muttered thoughtfully. "Especially with the allies I'm bringing in. Not everybody will be pleased with them, either." 
 
    "Allies?" He asked curiously. 
 
    "Yes, I found a dying ruler of a rather...unique people. I promised to heal him in turn for his support in war." 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. "Unique people?" 
 
    "Yes." I didn't go on. 
 
    He looked like he'd push it, but then just sighed. "Politics isn't my place. Ah, sometimes I forget. I am sorry; it isn't a man's business who his queen allies with." 
 
       Glad I could use gender as an excuse, I pushed him into the next order of business. We arranged for a tutor for each subject. Though at first, we considered Sable for a trainer in swordsmanship, I scrapped the idea. I would need a different way of fighting- a lighter, swifter one. Therefore, I had a feeling it'd be a completely different way of fighting.  
 
    "Yes, you're right. You're too small to fight like a knight." He conceded. "But there are tutors for other styles here."  
 
    "Now, who will run the household?" 
 
    Haru glared at me, but I held his gaze. "My father-" 
 
    "You know as my future husband that would be entirely inappropriate, Prince Haru." I replied smoothly but firmly. "I know you'd rather not embrace the duties of a man, but you're getting married, and I can't very well do it. I'm too damn busy. Besides, I don't know how. I've always lived with a man, even if it was platonic." 
 
    "Figures." He sighed. "You were too high in the damn village to-" 
 
    "Haru!" I gasped in horror. I'd never heard a man swear before. 
 
    His cheeks burned red. "My apologies, milady." He stumbled out. "A woman such as yourself shouldn't hear such vulgar things from a man's mouth." 
 
    He...he's blushing? My goddess, he is a man! 
 
    I withheld my snicker at the thought. This was serious. "Do you swear often, Haru?" 
 
    "...not around noblewomen." 
 
    That'll have to do for now. 
 
    "Please try to curb your tongue as much as you can." I told him this gently. "I don't want slander against you." 
 
    He nodded. "Well, I think you have a good idea about what to do. Let's tour the castle, then the castle grounds and city. I'll arrange for an escort." 
 
    "Escort? Isn't Sable enough?" 
 
    "You're a queen tomorrow, Milady. It is unacceptable for only one knight to protect you going through the city. Besides, you never know when a group will attack. No one knight can handle that."  
 
    "...Mistress Sable did, once. She was greatly injured, but from what I've seen it was only because they ambushed us." 
 
    "Which is the only way a group would attack the most respected knight in the land, so an escort is needed." Haru assured me. Then he flushed again and rubbed the back of his neck uneasily. "I'm not trying to take control..." 
 
    "Until I know what's going on, I needed guidance." I assured him with a dismissive wave of my hand. "So I don't mind it for the moment." 
 
    From you. 
 
    "Well may I suggest sending a page for an armed guard escort? The only knights here were sent on a retrieval mission." He asked as he stood and stretched. "Keskon was gossiping about it while we-" He stopped what he was saying. "Well, he wouldn't shut up about it, he was so excited and curious." 
 
    "Keskon?" 
 
    He looked away and said "Um, yes, he's a servant, and was one used to send the message." 
 
    Stretching as well, I followed him to the door. I asked a servant to send a message to the captain of the palace guard to gather an escort party.  
 
    "We should have time to see everything, right down to patrolling the borders. Then I'll help you through the courtly tasks the day after tomorrow. I'm sure you'll be running things all by yourself shortly, but feel free to ask me for advice."  
 
       I felt Sable following me, and found myself relaxing for the first time since I went into the room. I was shown all the major rooms. As we walked to the gates I quizzed myself mentally on the passageways I'd just seen. Though I didn't remember most of them, I knew I could get from my room to the throne and dining hall without too much issue. 
 
    Sable will help me around until I know the way myself. 
 
       The thought soothed my stress. We met an escort of ten women on horseback. Zethara was waiting for her, tacked and looking bored. She gave us a quiet greeting. My stallion was tied to her, making me snicker. He looked restless and nipped at any horse who came too close. I was a little surprised to see someone help Prince Haru up - that he accepted such a thing.  
 
    Why are you so surprised? He is still a man. 
 
       Honestly, with the way he behaved it was hard to get my mind around the concept. I felt more like I was dealing with a woman. The city was vast, with four tiers; the castle, surrounded by a mote and wall with a drawbridge and gate was in its center. In a ring around it was nobility. Around that was a wall with four gates, one on each quarter. Behind the wall were the merchant class - meaning it was the shopping district with every shop one could imagine. From inns and taverns to exotic pets and trinkets and everything in between.  
 
    "There is no wall beyond here, and it is unsafe to go further." Sable replied, turning us away from the edge.  
 
    "I need to see the border of the city." I replied firmly. 
 
    Sable hesitated, glancing not at me but at the prince. "Very well. Half of your escort Prince Haru back." 
 
    "What? No. I've been-" 
 
    Suddenly I understood. "She only is concerned for your safety." I said firmly. "I have a feeling the outer city is no place for a man of your upbringing."  
 
    "I've been along the edge," 
 
    "And whoever has allowed you will answer to me." I replied firmly. "What if something happens to you, Prince Haru?" 
 
    I met his eyes. 
 
    He clenched his jaw. "Yes, your majesty." 
 
    The women divided themselves in half. Half surrounded the prince, half fell in behind me. 
 
    "No, box Her Majesty Sable in." Sable replied. "I will lead." 
 
    They fell in as she commanded without hesitation. 
 
    Shame flooded through me as I realized she'd just ordered them to put me in a position suited more for a man than a queen. 
 
    And they'd not hesitated. 
 
    "Mistress," 
 
    "I cannot risk your safety, milady. Forgive me." Sable replied honestly. "This is my job." 
 
    One she knows far better than I. 
 
       Resigning myself with a sigh, I settled for her judgement. She led me straight through the heart of the outer city, avoiding poorly populated places and ordering a path cleared by sending two guards to ride slightly ahead of her - but not far - on her flanks. Thus, she stayed close to front, as I had two flanking me and one behind.  
 
    I felt like a child, but knew it was necessary. There was no way for me to defend myself as of right now. 
 
    I'm not giving a good first appearance surrounded by guards. 
 
    The dwellings and clothing proved the poverty in this area. 
 
    How can this happen? How can they allow this? 
 
       It was no wonder I had to be protected like this; they must hate people who never worried about food and water, or firewood. Finally we were on the edge of the city, where the women in front pulled to trot their horses beside of Sable instead of ahead. Farmland was on the east, sheep herds grazed to the north, horse breeders dominated the west and cattle grazed to the south. This area had lookouts and a few posted guards, but it was left otherwise rural. Honestly, these people probably lived a simpler and better life than those on the outer ring of the city. The guards called friendly hails to us, while shepherds and farmers ignored us. 
 
    "Alright, let's head back." Sable replied once we'd made a full circlet. 
 
    The two rode ahead again, but the way back to the castle was peaceful. We rode right to the front doors, where my stallion was tied to Zethara and the Leon led him to the stables.  
 
    "It'll be supper soon, Lady Whisper." The knight told me quietly. "I would recommend getting prepared." 
 
    "Of course. Thank you, Mistress Sable." I replied as formally as I could back. 
 
    It felt so strange to be so formal with her.  
 
    She's so...different here. 
 
    Trying to understand why that bothered me, I followed her subtle guiding me to my room.  
 
    "I'll wait here." Sable opened the door for me. 
 
       Sighing, I went in, and prepared for dinner with a bath. Then she followed me to the dining hall and stood behind my seat instead of joining me. Haru and Mathew sat on either side of me. For the dinner, we talked about what I needed to do during the ceremony. And a long, boring day until the feast seemed ahead, full of script and tradition that made me look forward to its end long before it'd even begun. I was relieved to end the meal and retreat into the room.  
 
    Sable came in with me, letting guards she was sure were loyal standing at the door in her place. I let out a sigh of relief. "I'm getting in the bath and going to bed." I told her with a sigh of relief.  
 
    Once again, she kept her gaze completely off me, even with nobody in the room.  
 
    I'll change that tomorrow evening. That's for damn sure. 
 
    That night, as I slipped off to sleep with Sable next to me in bed (to "protect" me), I dreamed of her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Sable 
 
       Guards stretched from the castle gates to the palace entrance. Two knights walked in opposing intervals on either side behind the lines. Archers lined the wall, and were mounted in guard towers. More guards patrolled the halls, and several were posted in the throne room. I waited behind the throne in my freshly polished ceremonial steal plate armor, donned in the black and white with the sun and moon reflecting on front and back. My ceremonial sword strapped to my side, I waited anxiously for Whisper.  
 
    Did something happen? 
 
       Not that it was easy to see her through the throng of people. The king and prince were on the second and third throne, meant for them. Along with them, nobles were being waited on by servants, both of their own and ours. Not only were there baronesses and duchesses, but also their husbands and children - especially sons. Having come with their own escorts, I was having a hard time picking out familiar faces. Especially since I didn't know most of the people here. 
 
    How can I protect her in this chaos, standing here? 
 
       But it was the personal bodyguard's place in formal situations, and this was as formal as it got. Finally - at long last - the sound of the sacred horn echoed through the room. Silence descended as the prince and king stood at the same time. Whisper strode in with the heavy beat of the drum. My breath was seized in my throat at the sight of her in the queen's ceremonial armor.  
 
       The white plate mail was fitted with black leather and etched with the eclipse on both the front and the back. The lion was carved into the gauntlets and on her gem-socketed royal sword. She'd chosen to wear the cutlass instead of the broadsword - it fit her so much better than her mother's choice, both in body and personality. She strode in flanked by a priestess of Maji, dressed in the robes of the sun, and a priest of Chaos, dressed in the robes of the night sky. The drums continued to pound in a low, steady rhythm that reminded me of a march to war.  
 
    When she reached the throne, she turned to face the priest and priestess. The moment she did, the drums ceased and flutes began in a quiet, constant song. 
 
    "I come before the Children of Maji and Chaos to declare blood right to the throne of the Travon Empire." She announced loudly, with a confidence I knew she didn't feel. "I come before Their Children to ask for Their guidance and blessing."  
 
    Unease pulsed through me. I knew that she didn't entirely believe in our gods. She followed her own.  
 
    Let her be accepted. 
 
    To my relief, the priestess raised her hands and began. "The Goddess of magic and light, of life and all that is good, has heard your call. She who Is offers her love, guidance and blessing. May you always walk toward the sun."  
 
    She drew a sun on her right cheek. 
 
    The priest bowed his head, cupping his hands over his chest. "The great God Chaos has felt your power and seen your blood right true. He offers his divine hand in guiding you along the path of pain that you may grow. He offers his blessing in guiding you through your darkest time and greatest woe, and promises to accept your soul upon the day your body dies."  
 
    He drew a moon upon her left cheek.  
 
       Then they took three steps back, turned around and walked away. She turned back to the king, who approached her, took off his crown and slowly - too slowly in my opinion - set it upon her head. When she sat in her new throne, Mathew bowed low and formally, avoiding her eyes.  
 
    "I pledge to serve you as your advisor. My life is your life, your will mine. I give you my wisdom, guidance and blessing until death or you unbind me from my word." 
 
    "I pledge as your queen to honor you, protect you and provide for you, lest you shall fail to uphold your oath. I shall hold high your words of wisdom. For your services as king, and acting ruler, I grant you retain your quarters here in the castle. Your needs shall be the castle's needs, until your death or release from this oath." 
 
       Next were the nobility, pledging their fealty and arms. Then the generals, and so on. Hearing the same oaths over and over, the same words said with little variation wasn't the easiest thing to stand through so I let the words slip into the background as I watched for enemies. As I'd hoped, nobody was stupid enough to try anything here.  
 
       Their assassin would be dead before I had the chance to kill them, it was so packed with guards.  
 
    It'd been hours before Whisper, now queen, began down the aisle toward the gates. Mathew, Haru and I followed our new matriarch. Flutes became drums once again on our way out. Upon our exit Zethara gave a mighty roar. The enormous crowd of people went from a wave of deafening sound to utter silence.  
 
    The priestess and priest waited for her.  
 
    "The Gods have Spoken! The Queen has been Chosen! By right of blood and blessing of the Creators, bow before Her Majesty Whisper Se'n!" The two said at the same time, in complete unison. 
 
    Mathew spoke next. "All hail to the Queen!" 
 
    The troops repeated him in unison, unsheathing their swords. "All hail to the Queen!" 
 
    I thrust my blade in the air "Long Live the Queen! Long Live the Empire!" 
 
    The troops repeated as one, thrusting their blades in the air in salute. "Long Live the Queen! Long Live the Empire!" 
 
    The crowd cheered. 
 
    She stepped forward; I stepped to her right. "I have great plans for the empire." She said loud enough to be heard. "With the aid of noble women, we will do more than simply survive this war. We will win it! Tomorrow morning, I leave to forge an alliance with great allies!"  
 
    Cheers flooded the crowds. When the cheers calmed down, she continued, turning to face the prince. I could see the confusion in Mathew's eyes. 
 
    What's she doing? 
 
    "No Queen is complete without a King. Haru, prince of the Travon Empire, will you join me on the throne as my husband?" She offered him the Amulet of Binding. 
 
    My heart stopped.  
 
    I felt as if the ground was shifting. 
 
    Was I falling?
No. My feet were on the ground. 
 
    Was it moving? 
 
    No, it was still.  
 
    What's wrong with me? Of course. Of course she'd marry him. It's a political move. 
 
    She doesn't want a man.  
 
    She doesn't like men; she gets annoyed with them when they look at her like that. 
 
    Somehow, the thought soothed me. 
 
    I still wasn't sure why my heart wouldn't stop pounding. Why I felt sick.  
 
    "It would be my honor, My Queen." He replied with a bow, allowing her to put on the amulet.  
 
    "The wedding is one week from now." 
 
    The crowd was silent for a long moment before cheering as well, a little more forcefully than required. Waiting for it to die down, she turned back to her people. "May Maji give us many blessings, Chaos see us through the suffering and our enemies bow to their divine will. We will prosper!"  
 
       And to the cheers of the people and soldiers, we returned inside to the feast. I couldn't find my appetite even as I sat with the other knights. They congratulated me and welcomed me back from the journey. There were those who chastised Mathew for his distrust in my ability to handle anything anybody threw my way. 
 
    It kept my mind on protecting Whisper from the king and not on her impending wedding.  
 
    I should focus on protecting her, not on this strange reaction.  
 
    Tomorrow I would be on another journey with her - one in a completely different light. 
 
    I'm taking her to heal the dragon's king. Will he betray us? I don't know if I can defend her from something like him. He's old...possibly the oldest dragon alive.  
 
    Yes, that was easier. I could focus on that instead. 
 
    "Um, is Her Majesty leaving without you?" Ana asked in horror. "She didn't even tell you she was leaving!" 
 
    "Damn it!" I swore, getting up. "Probably sneaking off with the Prince!" 
 
       Their snickers and elbowing pulled their focus from Whisper deshelling the rules already. It was best to forge the appearance of sexual relations now. It may soothe ruffled feathers to feel an heir was secured. True attraction or no, they'd have to at least attempt to conceive. 
 
    "Yeah, at dagger point! He's more interested in his servant boy!" 
 
    "Hey, she's a queen. Isn't that all the bribery he needs?" I teased. 
 
    I left them with the subject on their lips as I caught up quickly with Whisper. She glanced over at me. 
 
    "Good, I was worried you weren't done." 
 
    "Whisper, you're supposed to announce your leave." 
 
    "You seemed to be having fun with your friends. I wanted to give you a chance to catch up." 
 
    I shrugged. "I don't even know most of their names." 
 
    She shook her head. "I don't know how you put socializing on a back burner. If I had someone to just talk to, I'd be thrilled." 
 
    "...just talk to me then." 
 
    "No. I'm your Queen. It isn't right." 
 
    I glared at the woman. "I'm not just a guard doing as I'm told, Whisper. I've been here for you since this began; I've not hinted that it'll change. You can tell me anything." 
 
    "There are things I can't tell even you, Mistress Sable." 
 
    By Chaos, there are probably things she especially can't tell me. Not only is she the queen, but we've traveled together long enough for her to have hours of ranting to do. 
 
       She shrugged and led the way back to the room. I was relieved she remembered a handful of locations already; I doubted I'd need to guide her discretely very long. I shut the door behind us. Whisper whipped around suddenly, grabbing me and pinning me by my wrists to the door. Her lips pressed forcefully to mine in a demanding, furious kiss. My entire body tensed for only a split second before it seemed to burst aflame, melting me where I was.  
 
    "The Prince-" 
 
    "Is with some servant boy." She told me without breaking the lip lock. "He doesn't care." Her hands fumbled to my armor straps, clumsily attempting to undo them. Finally she backed off with an angry growl. "Take it off."  
 
    "What? This?" I pointed at my armor with all the innocence I could muster.  
 
    "Yes, damn it, take it off!" 
 
    "Get naked?" I managed to look horrified. 
 
    She grabbed me by my hair and forced me to my knees, bringing out a gasp. "How dare you disobey your queen!" She tore off her pants and shoved my face within inches of her pussy. The musky smell made my head spin and mouth drool. "Clean that mess up!" 
 
       With a shiver of delight, I pressed my tongue between her thighs, finding her soaked bud hidden in the fringe. Gasping audibly, Whisper pressed me deeper into her folds. My tongue swirled around her clit in circles before loosening to lap up and down several times. Listening to the whimper of approval, I continued to lap and twist and swirl before taking it suddenly into my mouth and sucking. 
 
    "Fuck!" Whisper shouted. "More!" She tugged me closer to her, thrusting her hips into my face. I felt a moan vibrate from deep in my throat, unable to help myself. My arms swung around to her ass, pulling her close and holding her still at the same time. Whisper's whimpers and gasps gradually escalated as I nibbled and sucked at the sensitive organ.  
 
    I paused. "Shhh," I whispered into her cunt. "They'll hear you." 
 
       She tugged on my hair to signal me to keep going. I hesitantly removed one hand from grasping her sexy, firm ass to slip a finger deep into her folds. Whisper moaned louder than before; her legs quivered, but she didn't tell me to stop. Instead she leaned into me for support, bowing partially over my head. I added another finger slowly, stretching her a bit with a groan of delight. Her soft folds sucked my fingers deep inside. I wiggled and explored, listening and feeling her body's reactions. All the while my tongue, lips and teeth danced across her clit.  
 
       Whisper kept the control, telling me when to speed up or how hard to fuck her, demanding I do something again. My moans joined hers shortly as I felt her building toward release. Still I wasn't expecting the explosion. When her pussy contracted with her body, spilling her essence onto my hand and tongue, I couldn't help the groan of delight.  
 
    "More," I whimpered hungrily, lapping at her, trying to catch all her essence.  
 
    She jerked me away, throwing me onto my back. "Get it off, slut." She snarled, pointing accusingly at my armor.  
 
       Without hesitation, I tore it off as fast as I could. When she turned around and walked away, I lay there in hurt confusion. Before I had a chance to follow her, however, she returned with a riding crop and a devious grin. I didn't have time to protest before she thrust it in as deep as it would go, as hard as she could. I doubled over, crying out in blissful agony.  
 
    She stuffed my mouth with my cotton tunic. "Shut up!" She snarled, slapping me.  
 
       My moan came out muffled now. She began to thrust it hard, fast and deep. It'd come almost completely out before being thrust right back in. Meanwhile, she scratched and slapped my thighs. In only minutes I was convulsing in a huge orgasm, screaming through the cloth stuffed in my mouth. Whisper wasn't so forgiving; she kept going, building me into another before the first had time to dissipate.  
 
    I spat out the gag. "Whisper! Ohhh, Whisper, please! Please, stop!" I groaned in a mix of fear and bliss.  
 
    She smacked my ass. "Is that how a slutty little knight addresses her queen?!" 
Oh goddess, she's an animal! 
 
    The thought only turned me on more, sending me straight into a third. The wail came out as more of a whimper. "Please, Your Majesty! Ohhh, fuck! Please, ugh! Let your slut rest!" I managed to shout between convulsions of blissful, agonizing pleasure.  
 
    Whisper slowed to a stop, tossing a bucket my way. "Make us a bath, and then it's time for bed." 
 
    I lay there panting, my entire body singing, liking this new side of the healer. 
 
    Queen. She's the queen. And oh goddess, is she going to be a force to be reckoned with! 
 
      
 
       A knock on the door roused us both. Untangling myself from her to stand - rather sorely - I found myself almost walking bow-legged as I quickly threw on my cotton leggings and shirt on my way to the door. A Paige stood on the other side.  
 
    "Is Her Majesty ready to sentence the assassin?" 
 
    "She'll be out in a few minutes." I replied uneasily.  
 
    We slept in. We slept in on her first day as queen. 
 
    "Yes Mistress." She bowed and left. 
 
    "What time is it?" Whisper asked with a sleepy yawn. Looking back, I smiled at the sight of her disheveled hair. There was a glow to her that was unmistakable, but it'd be assumed that the prince and she had consummated their engagement. 
 
    "Well passed breakfast. It's time for the sentencing." 
 
    Her eyes bulged with horror. "We slept in? Today?" 
 
    "I am sorry, Lady Whisper." I replied guiltily. "I usually wake us at dawn." 
 
       She waved it away, washed her face and dug through to find the court black and white silk outfit. Locating it, she threw it on hastily. Sighing at the sight of her rumpled clothing, I approached her and began to smooth it out. I straightened her buttons and corrected her belt. She just stood there, breathing heavily from her rush.  
 
    "Sit down; I'll put on your boots for you." I replied smoothly. She stumbled back onto the bed. Kneeling, I quickly but carefully put on her boots. "There, now your hair and crown." 
 
    I brushed her hair and put on her crown. 
 
    She seemed to refuse to look at me.  
 
    Is she breathing heavier, not easier? 
 
    She's looking a little...flushed. 
 
    Realizing I'd somehow turned my queen on, I felt my cheeks heat up.  
 
    "T-thank you." Her voice was slightly husky, proving my assumption. 
 
    I leaned forward a little to breath in her ear "Anything for you my queen."
Shivers traveled down her spine. She bounced off the bed, her eyes burning with embarrassment. "L-let's go." 
 
    "Pardon, but I've been so busy dressing you I've yet to change. I need to put my proper armor back on." 
 
    "R-right. Well, I'll...um..." 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her sudden shyness. "Breakfast is on the table. Eating might be helpful." 
 
       She nodded and headed for the meal. Last night I'd arranged for a food tester so I wouldn't risk my own life every meal. While she ate, I dressed in my functional armor again - not missing her glances at me as I dressed. After I'd grabbed a bun and slapped cheese and meat between them we were ready. I ate as I followed her through the hall to the throne room. I did end up guiding her by the end, but with everything on her mind I couldn't blame her.  
 
       We took our positions. She nodded to Mathew, who now stood as her advisor, and Prince Haru, who still sat as the prince until the wedding next week. Two guards brought in a very hungry looking assassin. His eyes weren't the soft, frightened eyes of a servant or citizen about to lose his life. His eyes were cold and hard, with the look of a man who'd killed before and would again. 
 
       Whisper was silent; her eyes dilated, and I knew she was accessing his song. As she listened her face became more and more impassive. Her eyes became emotionless. When she came back to herself, there was no doubt in her voice. 
 
    "He's to be sent to the gallows for his crime. Do not burry him with honor or religion and burn all his possessions." 
 
    Mathew gasped. "Milady, you couldn't possibly send his soul into limbo!" 
 
    "This man deserves no peace for the things in his soul." She said very quietly. "His crime is punishable by death, and that is what I have done."  
 
    My god, she's punishing him for all his wrong deeds.  
 
    This will certainly send Mathew the message not to fuck with her, but is it the right message to send to her allies? 
 
    The man was taken away to his fate. Haru looked pensive on her decision as another woman approached the throne.  
 
    "I am Vekka, the Officer of Leon Knights. I was told the Honored General has been assigned as your personal bodyguard." 
 
    "She has." 
 
    "She hasn't sent in her request for an apprentice. May she apply for one, your majesty?"
"Of course. Give the application to the stable master and have her include it in our supplies. We'll send it back via messenger." 
 
    "Very well. A message from the Third Pride reports Zeke just inside our borders near 
 
    our target but do not believe Fifth Pride can handle the wave alone and ask permission to drive them back before returning with their target."  
 
    Whisper bit her lip in deep thought. Finally she asked "How many Zeke?" 
 
    The Officer replied "At least fifty."  
 
    Her eyes blazed with thought. "Mathew, do we have gryphons?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Gryphons are resistant to mage magic. Send a unit of gryphon riders as areal support for the Fifth Pride. The Third Pride may remain to offer support but not at the cost of the target." 
 
    Wow. Her mother never used the riders like that. They were mainly messengers...she's finally deploying them the way they were meant to be. They'll be thrilled all their drills are going to use. 
 
    She saluted by thrusting her arm against her chest and bowing mid-way. "Your Majesty." Though they'd be inexperienced, they were trained. They may just be able to turn that battle. 
 
       The rest of the court was taken up by civilian requests. Any civil disputes Whisper seemed uneasy to decide, but in the end, she used her empathy to make decisions that were more based on the heart than the law; a divorce because they'd simply grown a part, allowing a marriage that wasn't favored by the parents because the two were in love, forgiving tax for someone who'd been too poor to eat - but sentencing that she must pay double this next tax (at the insistence of Mathew). 
 
    Finally, at long last, around noon court was over. We could begin our journey to the dragon lord. 
 
    Whisper 
 
       The sight of the guards waiting next to Zethara and my stallion brought a scowl. Sable hadn't mentioned adding a battalion to shadow us on a journey like this. It was dangerous and stupid to bring a heavy guard to negotiate with dragons.  
 
    What's she thinking? 
 
       I mounted my stallion, noting the black harness and bridal complimented the embroidered white blanket and leg warmers. The sun and moon were becoming a familiar symbol. 
 
    "Milady, perhaps the guard should wait for us elsewhere while you negotiate. I wouldn't want to insult our future allies." She glanced uneasily at the guards around her.  
 
    She didn't want the guards here either? 
 
    "Of course." I replied dismissively. "Who ordered you here exactly?" I demanded from the group's general. 
 
    She blinked in surprise. "His Majesty Haru said you requested us." 
 
    I heaved a sigh. "Well I didn't." 
 
    "Milady, you can't go galloping off with only one lone knight at your side. What if something goes wrong and there's a heavy guard? The Honored General can handle only so many alone."  
 
    "So what about knights?" 
 
    Sable answered for her. "You sent them to aid Zennabar." 
 
    Right. 
 
    "Very well." I relented regretfully. "But you're not to be present at the negotiations. You can remain close-by. If we require assistance she and Zethara can at least get me to you."  
 
    "Yes your Majesty." She saluted.  
 
    "Lancers, secure a path! Archers, flank Her Majesty! Swordswomen, take rearguard!"  
 
       I almost fell off my horse to hear her give commands like she owned these women. She took point. It was the same positions as before, but more strategic than simply having women surrounding me. The array of weapons had added something to her strategy. 
 
    "Why did you place the archers on the flank instead of behind?" 
 
    "Because the archers are protected while giving them the advantage of shooting in any direction. If I'd placed them as rearguard they'd be compromised with fire range and it leaves us open to a rear ambush. Arrows are for distance, not close-combat. The swordswomen can handle an ambush better." 
 
    "And the lancers are in the front because...?"
"They'll see an ambush coming and lancers are medium ranged warriors. They can use the lance to reach further than a sword, attack by foot if they're dismounted or their horse falls, block an attack or even, if they must, throw the lance to impale somebody from a short distance."  
 
    "So versatility makes them great for front guard?"
"Yes." 
 
       Nodding, I told myself to keep that in mind. I'd still lead people to battle at some point in my life - I was sure of that - but there'd be nothing wrong with having two lancers right next to Sable for extra protection. Sable seemed tense all through the city, making conversation as mute as when we'd first met. 
 
    It's because we can't be personal surrounded by other people. Gods damn it, this is impossible. At least I can change the marriage policy as soon as I have more backing. I just have to win this war first, then I can be with her openly. 
 
       Honestly, after listening to songs all day long made me want her comfort. I felt sick and shaky, making it difficult to hold my head up high march along on a frustrated, restrained stallion. He felt my disquiet, and snapped frequently at the mares trotting beside him.  
 
    At least I'll have a few days to recover before healing the dragon king.  
 
       Our party fanned out and Sable walked beside me the moment we were out of the city. The shadow of companionship was aided by glances from the knight. Those glances, however, drew memories back to this morning - her caresses as she adjusted my clothing, and the subservient way she'd knelt down to put on my boots. The thought led back to last night, bringing heat to my groin like I'd never felt before. 
 
    Good god, I want her. I want to make her beg for my touch.  
 
    How does she do this to me? Why do I get so damn...rough with her? 
 
    The thought disturbed me while drawing me into my own thoughts. I wanted - needed - to know what was different about her.  
 
    "Let's camp here." Sable spoke, drawing me from my thoughts. I blinked in surprise to realize the sun was setting.  
 
    When did it start raining? 
 
    I noticed the sound of a trickling stream not far from us.  
 
       She started giving orders to the guards, arranging them in guard shifts split into three. A lancer with a swordswoman, an archer and a swordswoman and an archer with a lancer. While they set camp with Sable I groomed and fed my horse. I noticed one kept glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. I rolled my eyes when she winked at me.  
 
    "Stop flirting with your queen and take your post!" Sable snapped in frustration. 
 
    Was...was that jealousy?
"Of course, Honored General. Forgive me."  
 
    "Ask her forgiveness, not mine. I'm not getting married." She growled out.  
 
    Yep, definitely jealousy. 
 
       Unable to hold back the smirk at my private knowledge, I sat very close to her. 
 
    Sable seemed to need something to distract her. She scraped up something of a meal far less appealing than I remembered it being (I realized I'd been spoiled on royal food) while glowering at the woman who'd flirted with me.  
 
    Something about these people bothered me. Being close to her alleviated my fears. 
 
    "Lady Whisper?" Sable looked completely confused, and almost in pain. "Are you okay?"
I nodded, trying to shove the away the bizarre feeling seeping into me.  
 
    "If they flirt with you again let me know. I'll show them what it means to be your personal bodyguard." 
 
    The thought of her kicking their asses made me snicker. "I certainly will. But no weapons! I don't need you hurt." 
 
    Her eyes grew dark with confusion. "If you wish." She said quietly. 
 
    She is so fucking sexy.  
 
    I wish to rip her clothing off and fuck her in front of these wayward women. 
 
       I ran my hand up her thigh when nobody was looking, turning her face crimson. She hastily removed it, but held it in the shadows. When we retired to bed, she laid her hide as close to mine as she reasonably could. Though I craved her at least curled around me, it was comforting to feel her nearby, and I quickly drifted into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
       A roar of agony followed by soul-shattering pain woke me with a scream of agony. I gripped my side; my vision bled red in the dark of night. Shadows flitted in and out of my blurred vision as I tried to think of anything but Zethara and our shared pain. I somehow grabbed my lance. By some miracle, I'd dragged myself to my feet, leaning on my lance.  
 
       I staggered over to Zethara, trying to find the wound, the pain. There. Blood - so much blood. She was on her side, still but alive. Working as quickly as my shaking hands would, I bandaged the wound. Stop the bleeding - I must stop the bleeding. I leaned into her soft fur, trying to think, to breathe. The wound wasn't fatal.  
 
    Whoever did this wasn't trying to kill us. But how'd it get so close? 
 
    "Sable! SABLE, HELP!!!!"  
 
    A shriek wrenched me from my daze.  
 
    Whisper! 
 
       Ripping my bow from the saddlebag, I barely notched it with an arrow. Through doubled vision, I aimed at the shadows near our hides. Blinking in an attempt to clear my vision, I aimed and fired. There was a grunt of pain and a thud. 
 
    "What the fuck?" A familiar woman's voice shouted. 
 
    "She can still fight!" Another shouted in shock. 
 
    "Kill them!" The general shouted in fury.  
 
    Shadows turned toward me. 
 
    "NO!!!" Whisper shouted in horror and fury.  
 
    I'd never heard such rage.  
 
       Whisper's eyes gleamed white in the dark of the night. The guards froze where they were, eyes wide. They were stared at her, then turned on each other. One by one they fell until only the general remained. She fell to her knees, staring at the women she'd just ripped to pieces with her sword.  
 
    Whisper collapsed in the night.  
 
    I staggered over to her, lying beside her, and began to pray. "Divine Goddess, here I kneel and pray. Hear me now, in this dark place. Death asks a soul tonight. I give mine freely. Let Whisper wake in the morning, alive and well. Let her lead her people, your people, in this war against Chaos. May it be your will that Death takes me in her stead."  
 
    "Your Goddess will take no soul tonight." A deep, ancient voice spoke into the darkness, making me look up with fear. Eyes like rolling magma peered through the darkness. "For the Father of Dragons will not allow it."  
 
    The dragon approached slowly, wings folded and tail behind him. In the firelight, I saw it was the bronze dragon I'd blinded. "You-" 
 
    "I will not harm the savior of my Father." The dragon dropped a stone on the girl's chest. It burned white-hot, causing her to groan in pain and writhe.  
 
    When the light faded, her breathing steadied. Peace came over her face.  
 
    "Place that on the wounded Leon." The dragon instructed.  
 
    Picking up the stone, I was shocked by its weight. Stumbling over to her, weighted by the stone, I set it down on her wound. 
 
       A pulsing, hot pain swept through our bodies. I felt my mouth open to scream but no sound came out. Zethara roared again, then slowly sat up. She regarded the dragon, nodded once and knocked me into her with her paw. Then the Leon began to groom me like a cub who'd run off. I relaxed into the giant cat, simply relieved we would live. 
 
    "I will escort you to Our Lord when you wake, and protect you as you sleep." The dragon then took wing and vanished into the night. 
 
    No matter how I fought it, sleep took me again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Whisper 
 
       Rain had soaked me to the bone before my eyes peeled open. It was strange to hear Sable regale the tale of the dragon we'd encountered on our previous journey saving our lives with a glowing white stone. If I weren't feeling so refreshed after the battle it would've been harder to believe. 
 
    "It must have been an order." 
 
    "I think it was more than that. I think the dragons know he's dying and you're willing to try to help. They're very intelligent creatures - even if that does put us at odds with them." 
 
    "Why do dragons attack anyway?" 
 
    "Some are like knights, defending their homes and families. Others are more like mercenaries, killing for fame and fortune. The latter are dragons that cause the most issues. I've a dragon nest on my property, and never had an issue. I doubt I will so long as nobody disturbs the dragon's home." 
 
    "Doesn't it burn things down or eat livestock?" 
 
    "Only natural fires occur - usually from lightning storms in the dark, and if she takes livestock it's rare she takes healthy animals. It's like a mutual respect; the farmers don't need sick or injured animals anyway, and she keeps the wolves and bears away." 
 
    I contemplated her words as we rode, this time alone. 
 
    She has no love of dragons, but she has no hate for them either. She speaks of them like they're a nation they occasionally skirmish over borders with. 
 
       Sable kept her eyes on the skies. Once in a while I'd notice our winged escort's presence, but for the most part he remained out of sight and silent. Our mission made me wary to listen to even a flower's song, let alone a dragon's. It would have been far more unnerving if he hadn't saved our lives last night.  
 
    "I think it was Maji's will that we both lived." Sable told me quietly. There was a sureness I admired in her voice. 
 
    I can't think of a moment that I've doubted her belief in her faith, from the moment she spoke of it.  
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because no sooner had the prayer come from my lips and the dragon gave us the stone. How else can you explain it?" 
 
    "Can Maji sway a dragon? They seem to have their own god." 
 
    The knight was thoughtful for a moment before replying firmly "Maybe not directly, then. Maybe it was the strength of faith in my prayer that swayed him, but it was still prayer. Or maybe Maji convinced him through his god." 
 
    I nodded in satisfaction. "I definitely think prayer and Maji played their hands in our fate, but why wait? Why not help us before the attack?" 
 
    "Because then we wouldn't have been absolutely sure who was trying to kill you." Sable replied with such sureness I felt her confidence seep into me.  
 
    "How do we know it wasn't Haru? The guards said he sent them." 
 
    She handed me a note folded many times over. 
 
    Lady Vent, 
 
    The woman who has been crowned has no right to the throne. She is a simple village healer of mixed blood. With no training in war, strategy or even knowledge of our people, I see her as a threat to our survival. She cannot even handle politics correctly.  
 
    She has swayed the honorable knight. I wouldn't be surprised if she is truly on her way to give us up to the Zeke. Do not be surprised if the honorable knight shows interest in this woman; she is probably under the witch's spell. This woman uses magic, something only to be wielded by Maji herself.  
 
    Kill them both, and you shall replace the Honored General.  
 
    King Mathew 
 
    It had been sealed with the royal seal, making my stomach sick. "He's spreading lies about me. The only magic I use is permitted in Maji's teachings." 
 
    "It still makes purist and extremists uneasy. Since the war with the Zeke, any magic makes people balk. Even healing magic." Sable told me calmly. "You were crowned, so I know Maji has no issue with you and your magic. I know you SootheSingers are capable of far more than healing, and only perform good with your gifts. It's never bothered me."  
 
    "I...I did more last night..." 
 
    "It saved our lives. The dragon clearly had no interest in protecting us."  
 
    A shadow fell across us and passed us. The dragon landed a short distance away, folding his wings and laying down his tail. "I was flying by and saw you bent over your Qui'vae. When I realized you were dying, I offered my services."  
 
    "Qui'vae?" I asked curiously.  
 
    "In your language, I believe it translates to soul mate. It is the dragon we seek above all others, and are helpless for. I did not want another warrior to feel the pain of her Qui'vae taken." His voice grew a note lower. "The pain is like no other." 
 
    "We're not soul mates. She's my queen." 
 
    "We are many things in our lives." He moved away from where he was standing, revealing a deer. "I am a hunter. I am a warrior. That did not stop me from being your savior. No matter who she is to them, always remember who she is to you." 
 
       Before either of us could reply he'd left us with the deer. Zethara leaned over it to sniff it before taking a ravished bite. She had half the carcass gone in minutes. Sable simply let her eat before we moved on. 
 
    I don't even love Sable. So she can't be my soul mate.  
 
    Dragons are strange creatures. 
 
    "Whisper, stay close."  
 
    I slowed my stallion with a shred of embarrassment. "I just wanted to get there faster." I lied. 
 
    Sable actually smiled. "I know, but Zethara chose this pace for a reason. Running will exhaust us in this heat. Besides, I think the dragon's the only reason we've gone without those baboons trying something." 
 
    I followed her eyes to a congress of baboons devouring the deer. "Where'd they come from?" 
 
    "They've been following us for about an hour." Sable replied without concern. "They would have made a move if the dragon didn't keep making an appearance." 
 
    "They eat meat?" 
 
    "They eat anything - especially this time of year." Her tone grew serious. "So please, stay close and don't overextend your horse. I know you want to get there faster, but rushing may get you hurt." 
 
    "You'd rush in and save me."  
 
    "It took a dragon who wanted to kill us last time." She replied with utter seriousness. "If he didn't honor his dying king and the way of the warrior, I think he would have finished us off instead." 
 
    "That's horrible." 
 
    "No, that's war." Sable met my eyes. "In war, you can't stop to have compassion for the enemy. The enemy might just kill you for it." 
 
    "But if you help the enemy, don't they become your friend?" 
 
    "Sometimes."  
 
    We were quiet for a while before Sable said "In a time when gods walked the earth and animals spoke like humans, there were many gods. Maji ruled the light, Chaos ruled the night, and their children ruled between them. Korekoni, the Father of Time and Dragons, was blacker than night with wings like old leather and eyes like magma. Outside of the power of Maji and Chaos, the three gods kept their distance. Chaos witnessed Korekoni fighting a giant over his ruined temple. Enraged, he ordered humans to attack them both. The humans attacked the giant, but not Korekoni. When the dragon fell, Chaos again ordered them to fight the dragon god.  
 
    'We will not. He saved us.' The head of the temple said. 
 
    'Then you defy me, your god?' 
 
    'You weren't here when we called you.' He insisted. 'He was, and now instead of thanking him, you want us to hurt him.' 
 
    'If you love him so, follow him!' 
 
    'We will.' A devout proclaimed angrily.  
 
    Korekoni turned to the devotes and said 'I have no need for worshipers. Follow your god. I saved you because you were in need. Chaos is in the heavens, and cannot help you all the time.' 
 
    'Then how should we live?' 
 
    'For your willingness to protect me, I give you my scale. Use it to defend yourselves. For your helplessness, I give you my fang. Use it to protect when you cannot simply defend.' 
 
    'Thank you, Oh Great Dragon.'  
 
    Chaos watched on with anger. 'I did not want them to fight. They will abuse the power of war.' 
 
    'Then you should be not in the heavens but on their earth, for to leave them without war and without you is sure death.' 
 
    'He does not trust us.' 
 
    'You are too young.' 
 
    'Maji gave her devotes weapons.' 
 
    'Her devotes were created for such things. Live among her people.' 
 
    'No! We will learn to fight without you! You have no love for us!' And he led his men away from the temple, toward the forests. 
 
    Chaos gave a roar of anger. 'You have lost me humans!' 
 
    Korekoni turned to him with calm eyes. 'No, you did that yourself. Humans are the rebellious sort. The dragons do not rebel because I do not leave them. If you wanted your people to stay, you should have given them reason to have faith.' 
 
       Then the dragon took to the sky, and Chaos could not find him. Chaos told Maji that Korekoni tricked the humans and gave them weapons, turning them away from Them. Maji approached Korekoni to hear that he found the temple under attack, and the women who protected Chaos’s worshipping men had fallen in battle. He'd saved them, but Chaos wanted to kill him. Instead, the humans had turned from Chaos and struck out on their own, for Chaos had proven an unfair god.  
 
       When Maji found the men again, they had not only lost their faith in Maji and Chaos, but lost their faith that women should fight and rule. They'd taken young children from homes and temples, and begun to instruct women in servitude as the pets of men, who would lead and protect them. Nothing she said could sway them that it was otherwise, even when she showed them their parent culture. Instead they called it heathenism, and called the name of Zekkil, a powerful god of the rainforests. Zekkil had named them the Zeke, after himself, and demanded Maji leave." 
 
    I contemplated her words before asking "Is that why dragons and humans fight?" 
 
    Sable shifted in her saddle. "I don't think that's the point of the story, though it does hint that dragons don't agree with the ways of our people. The Zeke were once the same as us, and now they are not. It doesn't matter the reason behind it - it isn't the dragon's fault they turned away, but Chaos’s. Granted, he was right; the men abuse the power of war, but he should have given them the chance. It's the Zeke's fault for enslaving women and abusing the gift Korekoni gave him. After the Zeke abused the gift, Korekoni and his followers never helped man again. When Maji asks for help, Korekoni is wary to do so. He doesn't want to give humans more gifts they can abuse. He also doesn't want to help and find the help unwanted." 
 
    "So who started the fighting?"
She was quiet for a while before saying "I don't remember the story that tells us why we fight dragons, but I have a feeling Korekoni wouldn't have laid the first blow. Maji and Chaos are younger, less wise and have very different views from Korekoni. He believes in directly helping his children, where Maji and Chaos don't think they should directly interfere. They've not visited us in so long, the Zeke believe they never existed." 
 
    "My goddess, it's a religious war." 
 
    "And cultural. The Zeke fight with men." 
 
    "So why would they send women?" 
 
    "The Zeke will send women in as assassins. They believe that honorable battle is too much for our bodies, and that is why we knights die so young and ride our Leons. They think our mounts are the real problem, and will kill them before striking us. You saw what that does to a knight." 
 
    "You two are magically connected, aren't you?" 
 
    "Yes. We share a soul." 
 
    "So, you're soul mates?"  
 
    That would explain why he said she was standing over her Qui'vae. 
 
    "No. We don't love one another in that way. We literally are one soul in two bodies. If a Leon dies at birth, and the human lives for some reason...she isn't right. She doesn't feel. She doesn't care. She doesn't see the reason for being alive. To prevent such pain, the infant is killed." 
 
    "...It would be horrible to live with only half the soul." 
 
    "Yes, it would." Sable replied softly.  
 
    It would be horrible to live without Sable, too. 
 
    The thought took me by surprise, and I didn't have the courage to say it aloud. 
 
      
 
       When my stallion tripped in the darkness, Sable finally convinced me to bed down for the night. Before breaking his ankle, we'd set camp and settled down next to one another. I crawled into her hides and wrapped around her. 
 
    "What are you doing, Whisper?" Sable laughed, knowing exactly what was going on.  
 
    Without a word, I leaned in to give her a gentle kiss, slow kiss. "Cuddling you." 
 
    "Cuddling me, huh?" She answered in a husky voice, wrapping her arms around me.  
 
    With a sadistic grin, I turned around to spoon with her. Sable tried groping my chest, but I firmly moved her hands. "Yes, Mistress Sable, cuddling." 
 
    With her own laugh, she settled. But she wasn't through; her lips danced gentle kisses up my arm to my neck, where she lingered with little nips. Giggling as her lips found a ticklish spot, I pulled away.  
 
    "Common, Whisper..." 
 
    "Lady Whisper." I teased. 
 
     "Seems the crown's already gone to your head." Sable purred into my ear before nibbling at it.  
 
    "Sable..." 
 
    "Hmmm?" She ran her hand back to my chest. 
 
    "What if I can't heal the dragon?" 
 
    Her hands paused. The knight sat up and turned me to face her. Her eyes were serious and somber. "You Majesty, you are the best damn healer I've ever met. If you can't then it won't be your fault. He's a very old dragon, who is very ill." 
 
    "...is he Korekoni?" 
 
    "I don't know. From the reverence the dragons give him, he very well could be. If Blight did indeed cause the illness, it's understandable that Korekoni's subjects took it out on Maji and Chaos’s. But he could just be a very sick, very strong dragon who rules them. Either way, healing him will bring peace between our people in a time when his people may be our only hope. If he dies, Whisper, don't blame yourself." 
 
    "What if the dragons blame me, Sable?" 
 
    "Then I'll die getting you home and we'll let the dragons fight amongst themselves for a new king. Because to attack our palace would require a ruler, and dragons decide who rules through civil war." 
 
    "It could take hundreds of years for that to be settled." 
 
    "By then, I'm sure the Zeke will no longer be an issue, one way or the other." Sable assured her with firm confidence. "Do not look back and do not delay. Why don't you sleep in my hide tonight? It feels cold and lonely without you." 
 
    "...mine does too." I told her softly.  
 
       We cuddled up and started to fall asleep. Sable giggled, and started her attack again. Laughing at her, I accepted her embrace. Though we'd rise with the sun, there was no reason we couldn't stay up a little bit longer. 
 
      
 
       A week of traveling in the hottest part of the year as fast as we could exhausted us. We did manage to find a small village to restock supplies. The sight of the dragon barely breathing on the stone was heart-shattering. Surrounded by dragons, I was unsurprised when the one who'd followed us landed with a roar. 
 
       The others gave mighty roars, lowered their tails and wings, and let us through. I heard growls behind me and a sword unsheathe. Whipping around, I saw the dragons had separated me from the knight. 
 
    "Let her through!" 
 
    The dragon blocking her snarled at me.  
 
    "How dare you disrespect me! I am a Queen and a healer. You will let my knight through!" 
 
    The dragon who'd guided us he growled "Te ken Qui’vae. Hyda'e ven krii." 
 
       With a rumbling sound deep in its throat, the dragon let Sable through. Sable sheathed her sword, but kept her hand on her hilt as we approached their dying king. I reached for his song, met once again by a severely off tune, broken melody. Even broken and fading, even out of tune, it spoke of beauty and power and antiquity beyond anything I'd ever felt before.  
 
    "Queen of humans, Child of Magic. You have returned." 
 
    Yes, lord of the dragons. Shield not from me your name. 
 
    "My name is too powerful for a human to see." 
 
    Then you will die. I must see the name of your soul. I must know all your song. 
 
    Smoke came from his nostrils. "Your own soul is not long in its shell." 
 
    I care not. 
 
    "What of your Qui’vae? Does she care not? Will she strike me if you die tonight?" 
 
    No. She would do nothing to harm you lest you strike first. 
 
       His song filled not just my ears, but my entire mind. I knelt beside him and began to hum the tunes that I heard, listening closely to the melody. Within minutes I saw it before me, where it was broken, where it was wrong. Everything else faded from my mind but my work.  
 
       Soon my hands sang through the air. I pulsed energy through my voice and hands, connecting, mending, singing. I felt the energy flowing from me into this fallen god, this creature so old I doubted time had come before him.  
 
    Korekoni, stay with me. Hear the song of your own making, know the music that you weave into the world. 
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
       My breath caught in my throat to hear the song that came from her lips. All the dragons rose to their feet, spread their wings and released a stream of fire. Her fingers began to move first, then her hands, and then her arms. Soon she was dancing, but her eyes weren't focused. Her mind wasn't here; it was somewhere I couldn't reach, someplace nobody else could ever see.  
 
       Whisper danced for hours while I stood guard. Her movements seemed as purposeful as they were beautiful. They flowed like water, ever-moving with a power and grace belying her small body. Yet she could have been the wind, with the way she glided and swept. I knew no force on this earth could stop her or contain her in this moment. 
 
    By Maji, I didn't think she could get any more beautiful... 
 
       I watched, transfixed. The dragon - his scales were mending. That was the first miracle. The second sign of his mending was when he shifted his wings. His tail moved. Yes, the dragon was mending.  
 
    When the dragon stood, Whisper fell. 
 
    "NO!" I flung myself to her, catching her before she could fall. She was soaked in sweat and trembling like a leaf in a monsoon. I looked up at the dragon blacker than night, standing tall on his stone. "Help her!" 
 
    The dragon leaned down to sniff her.  
 
    Standing tall, the dragon gave a great roar. All dragons fell silent and bowed, lowering their wings and tails with their heads. "Re'vik tren! Quipek Qui'vae resh'nik!" 
 
    The dragon turned to speak to me in a heavy accent and deep, growling voice. "Open her shirt so I may see her heart."  
 
    He's going to help her! 
 
    Not caring how, I used my dagger to rip open her shirt. 
 
        The dragon used his own talon to pierce through scales and draw his own blood. With a growl of agony, the beast lowered his paw to touch the skin above Whisper's heart. She gave a scream of such terrible agony it nearly made me cry. I held her close to me, petting her hair, and began to hum.  
 
    The dragons watched as I felt her trembling slow until she lay against me, taking in deeper breaths than before. Then I heard the most beautiful sound in the world.  
 
    "S-Sable? Are you crying?" 
 
      
 
    Whisper 
 
    Sable held me at arm's length but didn't let go. There were indeed tears in her eyes. "Yes." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Why?! You were dying! The dragon saved your life!" 
 
    I looked back with a gasp to see Korekoni standing tall, wings spread. His chest glistened red with his own blood. "Did she stab you?!" 
 
    "No. I drew my blood and offered it to you." I was surprised to hear he had no accent when he spoke. "You have the blood of a dragon god, mage. I have saved your life in exchange for saving mine. This has granted you power that was once denied you."  
 
    "Power?" 
 
    "Yes, with the blood of the dragon, you now have access to arcane magic. Be warned; though you may use it, you do so at great risk. Your human shell cannot withstand the strain if you over-use it. Your natural magic will feel like nothing to you, and your healing skill is no longer be such devastating costs." 
 
    "T-thank you." 
 
    "As an Elementalist, a child of Korekoni, your war is my war. Summon me from anywhere when you have need. We will come." 
 
       I bowed low, trying not to feel overwhelmed. Sable helped me stand and then walk through the bowing dragons to my horse. Instead of getting on him, however, she put me on Zethara and climbed on herself. Sheathing her sword, she grabbed her lance and led me away. The stallion followed without my command, and without binds.  
 
    "What did you two talk about?" Sable asked quietly. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Um, I can't speak dragon. I'm only a knight, not a SootheSinger or mage." 
 
    "I-I was speaking dragon?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "He made me a child of Korekoni. He said I have dragon blood and can use dragon magic. Any time I need him, I can call him, and he will come." 
 
    "...You can use dragon magic? Like what?" 
 
    "He called me an Elementalist, so I suppose it may be elemental magic." 
 
    Sable became very quiet. There was a tenseness in her I didn't understand. "Whisper, be very careful who you tell this. I advise simply telling the court that your allies will be there when they're called upon. Don't tell them what it cost you, or what you've gained." 
 
    I was about to ask why when it struck me; Maji was the goddess of magic. "They'll kill me for being a heathen." 
 
    "Yes, my sweet." She said quietly. "But they'll have to kill me first." 
 
    "Then you're the only person who needs to know." I replied firmly, snuggling deep into her chest.  
 
    "Good." 
 
    We didn't ride far, and when we set camp, a dragon landed not far away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Whisper 
 
       Being held tightly in her arms, the world didn't matter. I found myself listening to her song just to hear it as I waited for dawn. As Korekoni had told me, it didn't seem to wear me out. It was almost like breathing or walking. The tiniest shimmer of light seemed to wake the knight. It'd been the bane of our travels - waking at dawn and traveling for hours and hours until shortly after the sun set. Now I was loathing dawn for another reason. 
 
    We'll be in the city by noon. She won't whisper my name or flirt with me during lunch. She won't tell me stories of the gods or recite knight code as if it were poetry. Instead she'll stand beside me like she was made of stone and only move to defend me. 
 
    "Can we eat before we ride? I hate cold bread and salted meat." 
 
       Grumbling, she let a fire and threw on some meat with a handful of vegetables. Then she set the bread on the rocks by the pit to warm them. I sat right on her lap. With a grunt, she wrapped her arms around me.  
 
    "Not looking forward to watching me walk around like a living weapon?" 
 
    "Not at all." I smiled. "How'd you know?" 
 
    "You've not complained about moving while eating since I was ambushed by those women, and now you're sitting in my lap like a vixen proud of her pretty red fur."  
 
    "I don't like hiding us." 
 
    "I know, but it isn't proper." 
 
    "I'll make it so that isn't a big deal." 
 
    "You can change the laws of marriage, but please, do not try to alter our social hierarchy. I fear for your life already, Milady Whisper." She kissed my neck gently. "Make it better for others...but don't go so far as to start erasing who we are." 
"...okay, we can't get married, but that doesn't mean you have to be only a knight. You can at least be my friend publicly, can't you?"
She was quiet, but I could sense she was thinking. Finally she nodded once. "Yes. It’d be considered unusual, actually, if I weren't at least your friend. I've been protecting you and known you longer than anybody else, sleep in your room with you and am your official body guard. I think people would frown upon us not at least being that. But during politics I need to focus on protecting you, not smiling at you and guiding you. Especially since your biggest threat sits beside you." 
 
    "Mathew."
"Yes, that man sent me to bring you to your death. He thought you were like your mother, Whisper. He thought you were going to learn of her death and take the throne as birthright." 
 
    "What did he expect to do? Men can't rule here." 
 
    "No, they can't. He would have been married off to some noble from somewhere else and she would have taken over. The only way the bloodline would have remained semi in charge was through his DNA. We probably would have merged with them and lost who we are." 
 
    "Are there any loop holes?"
"He probably simply would have continued to kill the women, to be honest. Started other wars to stay in power." 
 
    "Maybe he just wants more freedom." 
 
    "No. He's in this to stay on the throne. Men simply aren't fit for that sort of thing, for that sort of stress. Look what it's done to him; he's gotten power hungry." 
 
    "It's worse. I looked at the books with Haru. If we keep letting him manage the money, the treasury will run dry. It's going to be a nightmare sorting it all out." 
 
    "Have any ideas?"
"Raise the taxes on the wealthy and cut spending on luxuries. If that doesn't help I'll send people out to look for minerals or other resources we can use to sell or trade." She was thoughtful a moment. "Your estate makes you a very wealthy baroness, doesn't it?" 
 
    "Yes. Good farmland, good pasture and good hunting. It drew hunters, which drew traders, who set up families..." 
 
    "So your town enjoys the fame and your protection..." 
 
    "While I set a fair tax, and let them live their lives."  
 
    "When do you visit next?" 
 
    "Whenever you can spare me to have leave...so no time soon. But it's fine; I've only been there a handful of times. There are people who protect and manage it and the city growing around it. Why?" 
 
    "Don't you have people waiting?"
"Family. I'm unwed, remember? My father and younger brother live there since my mother died. Her estate was merged with mine upon her passing."  
 
    We sat in quiet contentment, eating while cuddling. Finally, as we finished our meal, she patted my leg. "It's time to go, Lady Whisper. We can't leave him on the throne any longer. Let's take the letter to Prince Haru and prove he's a threat." 
 
    "What will happen then?" I reluctantly got off her lap to mount. 
 
    "I don't know." She replied softly as she mounted Zethara. "I'm not high enough on the food chain." 
 
    I hope we can simply make him leave. I don't like having such a dangerous man sitting next to me, waiting as a cat waits for a mouse. 
 
       This time, as we walked together, neither of us were eager to reach the city. Zethara strode at a pace that suggested she would rather walk the desert sands than go back. Not wanting to return didn't stop it, however. It was nearly noon when the dragon roared from the heavens as if in farewell and turned around. He'd accompanied us as an escort, assuring we didn't come to harm.  
 
    I found my mind reaching for his, and sent my thanks. I sensed I could call on him, or any dragon, and they wouldn't be far. 
 
    "The gates." Sable warned. "Put him into a trot and stay close to me. The city is no place for a queen who cannot fight." 
 
    I laughed. "Still in the habit of telling me what to do?" 
 
    "Only when it concerns your safety, Your Majesty." She replied, but there was a smile on her face.  
 
    It turns you on too much when I order you around. 
 
    "Hail!" The gate guards signaled to raise the gates. We marched through, and were welcomed by another mounted party to aid in escorting me back the palace. One of the women asked kindly "Is it nice to be going back home, your majesty?" 
 
    I blinked at her in confusion, then realized she meant our destination. "Yes. It is." I lied quietly.  
 
    "Where's the rest of your party?" 
 
    "Dead." I answered in a dead-pan voice. "Turns out they thought they could take on a knight."  
 
    "Seriously?" There was disbelief in her eyes as she glanced over at Sable. "She's the Honored General! Did they challenge her?" 
 
    "No, they tried to kill me." I replied smoothly.  
 
    She shook her head. "That's stupid of them. Taking on a queen and her knight!" 
 
    That's right; I'm supposed to be a warrior. Gods, I don't know how I'm going to manage that. 
 
       We dismounted at the front of the palace. As usual, I tied my stallion to Zethara so she could lead the horse to the stable. As soon as I came in, Haru hurried over to me. When he embraced me in a hug, I almost balked before remembering it was for show.  
 
    "How'd it go?" He asked with worry in his eyes. "Where are the guards?" 
 
    "We need to talk to you about them. How did the issue on the border go?" 
 
    "The knights pushed the Zeke back and have returned with a young woman who looks very uncomfortable being here. I think the only reason she stays is because she's been informed her being here involves the Honored General." 
 
    "Any other situations?" 
 
    "None that I couldn't handle." 
 
    "You?" 
 
    "Yes. I've..." He flushed deep red. "Well, I've discovered men's duties aren't so bad after all. It keeps me quite busy, and isn't as painful as sword fighting or exhausting as horseback riding." 
 
    Relief quickly overwhelmed the surprise. "That's excellent! We've lot to discuss, Haru, including your father."
"Yes, he's been behaving oddly." He replied with a deep frown. "Ok, more oddly than usual."  
 
    Something's different about Haru.  
 
       I realized his personal guard was just behind him, rather than kept in some corner of the room. Yes, something was definitely different about him. I led the way to the drawing room. Haru's guard tried to come in. 
 
    Sable stopped her. "He's safe with the Queen. You know that." 
 
    "...I know, but..." 
 
    "She can fight." Sable assured her. "Just not the way we do." 
 
    "O-of course. Yes Mistress."  
 
    I gave Sable a look, hoping she'd find out what happened. Sable shut the door behind us as I sat down at the head of the table. The first thing I did was pull out the note and hand it to him.  
 
    "Oh, oh by Maji. Chaos has swallowed my father's soul." He whispered with shaking hands. "I-it was him. He did it."
For a moment I thought he was talking about the letter proving the assassins after me had been ordered by his father's hand. Then I saw the tears in his eyes. "M-my own father tried to kill me."  
 
    Anger boiled so strongly in my blood I swore I felt it heat my hands. "Mathew sent an assassin after you?! My fiancé?!" 
 
    "Yes." He whispered, dropping the note.  
 
    He was shaking. 
 
    He was crying. 
 
    I'd thought he was so strong. Sometimes I forget he's still a man. 
 
    I gently put my hand on his. "I'm here now, Haru." 
 
    "I-I thought - I thought I was strong enough, Whisper. I thought you were treating me like a child when you had Lady Falcon assigned to me. B-b-but I couldn't - when I was attacked, it was so sudden. I wasn't ready, wasn't armed-" 
 
    "When?" 
 
    He began to cry harder. "Just after you left, my servant went missing. We couldn't find him, so father hired somebody else. I wanted to, but - oh god, what if he's dead? What if-" 
 
    "Mathew hired an assassin - another man?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "He was cute?" 
 
    Haru wouldn't meet my eyes. "He was cute and interested. He was quite open about it, actually. Some are - I just, he was so...manly. It was adorable."
"He was exactly what you were looking for, wasn't he?" 
 
    "Yes..." 
 
    "Haru, look at me." I spoke gently and softly, not wanting to upset him further.  
 
    He looked up slowly to meet my eyes with his bloodshot ones.  
 
    "You can't blame yourself. I assigned a guard for a reason, and she did her job. She kept you alive. I won't forbid you from riding horses or stop you from practicing with weapons, but they mustn’t interfere with your other work." 
 
    "I don't want to work with swords anymore." 
"We're at war, Haru." I told him gently. "You may need to protect yourself in battle one day. So please, at least keep in shape and keep the skills you have. We can practice together. It can be time set aside to spend together." 
 
    "You hate swordplay." 
 
    "A queen must fight." I reminded him. "Now, Haru, tell me how to deal with this threat. Tell me how to get Mathew out of the way without hurting him." 
 
    "Milady...he's considered not just an assassin, but an enemy of the throne. This is treason. You sent an assassin to his death. You cannot back down and simply lock Mathew up for this." 
 
    My goddess. I have to do this again.  
 
    "He was king..." 
 
    "Heathenism, treason, attempted murder..." Haru shook his head, still crying. "My father cannot live." 
 
    He's just a victim himself though. He's not like the others. He's just...he just doesn't know how to deal with the stress... 
 
    Shaking my head, I leaned back in my chair.  
 
    It doesn't matter. I realized with a heavy heart. I must give the proof to the rest of the world, and send Mathew to his death. 
 
    "Oh, our wedding is tomorrow." Haru said quietly. "I wouldn't do it before then. I've...I've got everything prepared. It kept me busy while you were gone, and actually...it was fun." 
 
    I smiled softly at the man. "You had fun?" 
 
    "Yes. I like parties." He snorted. "Especially wedding parties. I hope you don't mind the way I set it up. It is the man's special day..." 
 
    "I don't mind at all. Make it however you want it. Within reason, of course." 
 
    "It's all reasonable." He replied quietly. "Would you like to review everything?" 
 
    "Yes...if only to understand the ceremony." 
 
      
 
    Sable 
 
    "Jess?" Disbelief plowed through me as saw the girl walking alongside a knight, looking frightened and stressed.  
 
    She turned to me with wide eyes. "Sable! By Maji, Sable, you're here!" She flung herself into my waiting arms, kissing me hard.  
 
       I laughed, holding her tight. My heart fluttered like a caged bird. Lips pressing back just as hard, I held her in my arms. Until this very moment, I didn't realize how much she meant to me - how much I cared about her.  
 
    Chaos incarnate, what about Whisper? 
 
    "I was so scared when you didn't come visit me. When they came, I thought for sure they'd come to tell me you were gone!" She snuggled deep into my chest. "They say you protect the new queen." 
 
    "That's what I'm doing now, baby." I told her gently, stroking her hair. "What did your mother say when they came for you?" 
 
    "Well...I told my mother I wasn't marrying that man, and she kind of threw a fit. The knights you sent had to look everywhere for me, because I moved out of the inn." 
 
    "That's horrible."  
 
    "No, it's worth it. Anything is worth you holding me again." 
 
    "...I missed you, Jess. By Maji, I missed you. I'm working right now, though, so we can catch up later." 
 
    "Okay. They told me my room is across from Her Majesty's, and that you sleep there to protect her. So just meet me in there when you have free time."  
 
    I gave her one more quick kiss. She started heading back toward the dining hall with a happy smile on her face.  
 
    Jess is here. Oh god and goddess, when did seeing her ever fill me with such apprehension as well as joy? 
 
    I stood on guard, but my mind was on my heart being split in two.  
 
    "Well that'll quell those rumors." 
 
    "Rumors?" I echoed in confusion to the other knight. I couldn't for the life of me remember her name. 
 
    "That you and Whisper are lovers." 
 
    I gave a tight smile. "With my track record I'm not surprised, but Her Majesty thwarted my attempts early on. She likes more submissive women." 
 
    Anybody in their right mind would know she likes women. 
 
    "And apparently more dominant men. I swear, Prince Haru can order a woman around like it's his place." She shook her head. "He's settled down, but he'll never be very masculine. It's like he's accepted that he can't be a woman." 
 
    "Can you imagine that?" I asked softly. "Imagine feeling that way. Wanting it more than you've wanted anything, and realizing it'll never happen." 
"That...that would be awful." She said with more understanding than before. "It'd be worse than loving somebody you can't be with." She glanced at me knowingly. "I mean, I can't imagine loving a woman in the first place, but to love one and not to be allowed to be with her..." 
 
    Do I love Whisper? I tried to deny the thought - to toss it aside as impossible. I couldn't keep my mind from rebuking the question. But I love Jess. How can I love two women? 
 
       Sure, I'd messed around - every knight did it and every one of our lovers and husbands knew it - but I'd done it far less since Jess, and before Whisper it'd never been anything else with anybody else.  
 
    When did I begin to feel so strongly about Whisper? When did it become more than sexual frustration and attraction? 
 
    It's funny, I asked the same damn question about Jess. Love is a very subtle enemy, preferring to ambush us at our weakest. 
 
    "Mistress, wine for the queen and prince," A young man offered wine.  
 
    Instantly I snapped out of my stupor. "She didn't ask for wine." 
 
    "It was requested before they entered." 
 
    "It wasn't." I replied with a firm frown. "I was right there with them."  
 
       The man's eyes narrowed. In the same instant, he dropped the wine and grabbed the dagger, I tripped him and drew my sword. Instead of landing on his ass, he quickly recovered his balance and thrust for my gut; I barely blocked it in time, surprised not only by his balance but his speed as well.  
 
      His dagger flew toward my sword arm's shoulder; My companion shoved me away from it in time to feel the thud against my armor as its point was deflected by plating instead of tearing through soft leather. She took a couple slashing blows at him, trying to draw his attention away from me. The man outmaneuvered her, shanking her hip right between the plates.  
 
    "FUCK!!!" She howled in agony.  
 
       Whirling like a twister, the man was behind me before I knew what was happening. Thinking fast, I elbowed the man in the gut. I heard him grunt and felt him double over with surprise. The other knight slammed his head into a wall and let him fall to the ground, breathing but unconscious.  
 
    The door opened. "What in Maji's name is going on here?" Whisper demanded, then looked down. "Another one?" She asked with a curled lip.  
 
    "Another one." I panted. "He was expecting the common moves. This man isn't Zeke." 
 
    "Send him to the General to be interrogated." She replied firmly. "I'm not losing a friend and a damn good knight because a coward can't face me herself!" 
 
    Himself.  
 
    I didn't know why she was acting like she didn't know the enemy, but I waved the guards walking the halls forward. The women hurried. 
 
    "Is he okay?" 
 
    "He's an assassin. Shackle him. Take him to the captain and have him interrogated." I looked over at their wide, horrified eyes. "This man just almost bested me, women. He has killed knights before. Don't go easy on him. He's no gentle man."  
 
    I'm lucky he didn't think to kill Zethara in her stall while I was here. Then again, he made the mistake of assuming I was an ordinary knight. Good training, bad investigation tactics.  
 
    "We'll get to the bottom of this." Whisper heaved a sigh. "If he confesses, it'll only add to our current proof. Come, let me heal your wound, Mistress."  
 
    "W-what?"
"I'm a SootheSinger. Let me heal your wound." 
 
    "Milady-" I began with horror.  
 
    She just recovered! 
 
    "It's fine, Mistress Sable. It won't burden me."  
 
    She sat the knight down and began to hum. Faster than I'd seen before, the wound mended as if it'd never happened. 
 
    "By Maji," She whispered in awe. "It hurts a bit, but..."  
 
    "It'll still give you a bit of trouble, like a wound that mended naturally, but it shouldn't be too bad. It wasn't deep, thanks to your armor." 
 
    "We're through here. Let's get something to eat." 
 
    My rumbling stomach answered her, making her laugh. "Yes Milady." 
 
    Haru walked with her, leaving me to walk behind with the other knight. I tried hard not to bristle when I saw the two brush hands. 
 
    It's just for show. They'll only share a bed long enough to reproduce.  
 
    It was the only thing that could calm the burning frustration gnawing at me. 
 
    "You're clenching your jaw. What's the matter?" There was a teasing look in her eyes.  
 
    Well shit. 
 
    "Just anxious about them interrogating such a nasty creature. They might take an easy on him." 
 
    "I'm worried they may let the fucker get away." She grimaced. "Lucky our queen is a bit of a mage." 
 
    "Not a mage. A SootheSinger." I correctly firmly. "Maji and Chaos accepted her, remember?" 
 
    "Magic is magic, isn't it?"
"If magic were magic, she'd fight with fire instead of healing with song. Mages don't use song to release their magic." I watched her for signs of fatigue and dizziness, but as we walked I gradually relaxed. It'd obviously not affected her too badly.  
 
    Then again, it might be nothing to her body now. If she can use dragon magic, what singing to mend broken flesh? 
 
    "Doesn't normally exhaust them?" 
 
    "Sometimes." I replied uneasily. 
 
    This knight asks too many questions about the queen 
 
    "What's the difference?"
I gave her an apprehensive look. "Why does it concern you?" 
 
    She shrank back a little. "Sorry. I just was worried I'd caused her trouble." 
 
    I relaxed instantly. "No, I'm sorry. With everything going on, trust is in short supply."  
 
    With a brisk nod, she asked no more questions.  
 
    We're heading toward the part of the castle set aside for temple. Does Whisper wish to pray? 
 
       When we walked in, my heart slammed into my feet at full force. It was decorated with black and white banners depicting the sun and moon. Wedding streamers were on the pews. Adorning the altar were two cups, two candles and instruments of the Priest and Priestess.  
 
    The wedding is that soon? We were gone long enough for it to be set up? Oh goddess, they're probably cooking and baking for it now. 
 
    "You look like you're going to be sick. Are you okay? Did the assassin strike you?" 
 
    "No. I'm thinking about the ceremony tomorrow. It's going to be crowded."  
 
    She looked around with a little more apprehension. "It'll be so easy to miss someone..." 
 
    "Keep your eyes peeled."  
 
    Will I be able to just look for enemies in the crowd on her wedding day?
Yes, or Whisper may end up dead on her wedding day. Even if it was to a man she didn't feel attracted too. "Our knights can stand here, then." Whisper pointed at either side of the altar. I blinked in surprise. Whisper had just picked the best vantage points in the room. I would have expected that from Haru, not her. 
 
    "I agree entirely." Haru replied with a pleased smile. "You've got good instincts." 
 
       Whisper blinked a moment, as if surprised by the comment. Then she shrugged it off, thanked him and began talking about where to put guards too. The obvious places by entrances was enhanced by the guards walking the edge of the room and trading places. I'd never heard of that before, but it would keep the guards alert and randomized changing made it harder for somebody to make a move - or even steal. I wasn't sure if she'd done it on purpose, but she may have just thwarted the usual thieves at an event like this.  
 
       A similar method happened at the public reception. The guards would cover the obvious places, giving them a presence, but a mounted knight would patrol around the area while the two of us stood in the perfect place to thwart an ambush or assassin. The heavy guard alone would deter most assassins. 
 
    "I'm not sure this will be appreciated." Haru was sounding nervous. "We have other royalty and nobility coming..." 
 
    "Which means it's perfectly understandable to want to keep you safe. They don't need to know I need to be protected as well."  
 
    "...well, if you're sure..." 
 
    "I'm sure. It'll send the message I want to our allies. We're strong despite the late queen's passing and our youth." 
 
    By doing this you'll solidify their allegiance. Who told her that? 
 
    Haru nodded once.  
 
    "Haru, this is smart, isn't it? What makes you so nervous?" 
 
    "...if - if the person strikes openly-" 
 
    She shook her head. "If the culprit for those assassins was the type to strike openly, we would have seen the person who hired them, not them." 
 
    I raised my eyebrow at her foresighted answer. It was very true, and reassured Haru. It was interesting to listen to her strategy, albeit a little confusing. 
 
    She's never been so strategic before. What's gotten into her? Not that it isn't a good thing. It's just...odd. 
 
    "Oh, Mistress Sable, you've had a hard journey. Go take the rest of the day to yourself." 
 
    Shock pulsed through me. "What?" 
 
    "Take the day. Jess is here, isn't she? I'm sure you missed her. She's all you talk about." 
 
    I don't talk about Jess...oh, she's making a point that we aren't together. 
 
    "What about you?"
"I'll have Mistress Kessa here. I'm sure she can handle something if it happens. How many assassins do you think will come after us in one day?" 
 
    I can't disagree there...and if there is another one, I'm sure Kessa can handle it.  
 
    "...you'll call for guards if you can't handle it?" I asked Kessa warily. "You were injured..." 
 
    "Of course." She assured me. "Go spend time with your friend."  
 
    I frowned at the term. Friend indeed. 
 
    "That was rude, Kessa." Haru snapped in frustration. "She loves the girl."  
 
    "It's not like they can become anything real."  
 
    "Enough!" Haru snapped angrily. "The Honored General has been keeping your queen safe and hearty for months. You WILL show her respect!"
She opened her mouth to protest, then shut it and bowed. "Yes Milord." 
 
       I glared at her and marched off. On my way out, I informed two guards to keep an eye on Whisper and Haru. Kessa glared at me for pointedly assigning people less trained. Pretending I didn't notice, trying not to let it get under my skin, I casually headed for Jess's room. There were two guards standing there. 
 
    "Mistress Sable. Jess is waiting inside. I believe she just slipped into the bath."  
 
    "Oh really?" I felt my lips curve into a smile. "How convenient."  
 
    Smiling at me knowingly, she knocked three times. "Lady Jess, Mistress Sable is here." 
 
    "Come on in!" Jess called. 
 
       I eagerly went inside, shutting the door quickly. Jess was leaning over the tub fully nude, her ass in the air. Without warning, I rushed over to smack her ass. With a squeak of happy surprise, she raised her butt higher.  
 
    "Have you been a naughty girl while I was gone?" 
 
    "No ma'am." She purred hungrily. "I've been a very good girl." 
 
    "I think you're lying." I teased, giving her a smack. "I think you found another lover." 
 
    "No, Mistress. Never." She cooed, wiggling her ass. "I want only you."  
 
    I smacked her again, making her moan in delighted pain. As I spanked her, a worm of worry wiggled into my gut. 
 
    What if this upsets Whisper? 
 
    I slowed my spanking, trying to discard the idea. Jess sighed half in relief, half in disappointment. "Why don't we soothe that sore ass with a bath?" I asked. 
 
    "Definitely."  
 
       We climbed into the tub, her on my lap. My arms around her waist, her lips kissing me gently. It was good to just hold her again. It was good to have her in my arms again. Somehow the thought of the wedding wasn't so bad.  
 
    "Why am I here, Sable?" Jess asked quietly. "Knights came to the inn, and asked for me. I was so scared...so scared they were going to hand me a letter and a bag of gold. Instead they defended a tiny, meaningless town with gryphons...and bring me here. Why?" 
 
    "Because I love you, Jess." I told her quietly. "Queen Whisper...she grew up in a place where it's okay for women to marry other women, because they're allowed to marry more than one person. So they marry who they love, and still can marry to reproduce."  
 
    "So? We can't." 
 
    "She wants to make it so we can. Just give her time. She can't do it right away, because she's got to deal with a few things first. But she...she wants people like us to be happy, Jess. She's - she's not interested in men either." 
 
    "But Prince Haru is preparing their wedding." 
 
    "Didn't you notice the way he looks at men?" I whispered with amusement. 
 
    "Not really." Jess laughed. "I was too worried about you. I left the room long enough to ask him if you'd arrived and to eat."  
 
    "No exploring this wonderful castle?"
"It's a bit too busy for me. Much busier than the inn, or the kennels and stables." 
 
    "Kennels and stables?"
"I was caring for the militia’s animals. We may have a small militia, but they have a lot of animals. Horses are easier to care for than those damn dogs." 
 
    "Really?"
"They need fed, watered, bathed, walked, their bedding changed...the horses were easier. And calmer." 
 
    "Why in Chaos’s name were you caring for militia animals?"  
 
    "It paid well enough for me to make it. Most days I enjoyed it. I mean, I got to play with dogs all day! But I always went home smelling like shit and beast." 
 
    "I see! That's why you didn't sleep around on me!" I teased, nibbling on her neck.  
 
    "You think I'd willingly wait months without?" She teased right back.  
 
    "With how good I am? Why wouldn’t I?!" I nibbled on her neck. "I love you Jess."  
 
    She took in a sharp breath. As the silence went on, I tensed. I was about to have her get up and leave the room when she whispered "I love you too, Sable." 
 
    "Then why did you wait so long to say it?" I snapped, trying to hide the pain in anger. 
 
    "Because I can't marry you, and I never know when you're coming back to me!" Jess wailed, tears pouring down her cheeks from nowhere. "Every time I see other knights I worry they're coming to tell me you're dead. Every letter, every missive, I worry."
"So if she changes it so we can marry, would you refuse me?"
Jess looked back to meet my eyes. "I would marry you. You're going to retire soon anyway, right?"
"Of course. After I train an apprentice. The papers should have already arrived, so it shouldn't be long." I kissed her softly.  
 
    Does Whisper realize I'll need to retire after training an apprentice? Gods...being away from Whisper...but I'd have Jess, and it'll take years to train an apprentice. I'll have Whisper for a while yet. 
 
    After our bath, the two of us ate supper alone in the room together, and fell asleep in one another's arms. 
 
    Whisper 
 
       After a night tossing and turning without Sable to hold me in her arms, I woke sleepy-eyed and feeling like I'd hardly slept. The knock on the door was indeed Sable, who helped me get ready in an unusual silence. 
 
    Now that she has Jess, does she not want me anymore? 
 
    "I missed you last night." I tried to reconnect. 
 
    "I missed you too." Sable replied quietly. Despite the honesty in her voice and eyes, her entire body was more tense than right before a battle.  
 
    "So what's wrong?"
"Lady Whisper, you're getting married today." She breathed quietly. "What more could be wrong?" 
 
    "So...you don't want to stop being with me?" 
 
    She shook her head. "Not unless Jess or Haru have a problem with it, and Jess isn't the type to mind me having lovers. She actually assumes I do." 
 
    "So she knows we do?"
"No." She replied very gently. "She is okay with me having lovers, not breaking social taboos by having sex with my queen." 
 
    With a heavy, deflated sigh, I gave a short nod. "Right. So if I were any other person, she'd be okay with it." 
 
    "No, if you weren't the queen she'd be okay with it." Her eyes became distant a moment before she sighed heavily. "She's agreed to marry me if you pass that law, Milady."  
 
    A surge of jealousy conflicted with joy. "That's wonderful!"  
 
    Now if only I could have Sable too. As soon as the thought was there I tossed it aside. I knew I wanted it - and that Sable would agree to it if it were socially acceptable. But it wasn't, so there was no point in dwelling on it. I sort of have her. She still sleeps in my bed, except for last night, and I can hardly blame her for wanting to sleep in Jess's. And we still fuck... 
 
    Still, it felt like I was losing Sable by us marrying different people.  
 
    No matter what laws I make, people will still marry in their social class. 
 
       Trying to shrug off that feeling, I headed for the door. Sable walked by my side. I realized she was in her ceremonial armor again. I personally liked her normal armor better; it wasn't so shiny and looked like it could actually serve the purpose it was designed for - protecting her.  
 
    What's the point of armor if it doesn't do its job?  
 
       As part of the ceremony, Sable escorted me to the altar before taking her place. In the back of my mind I heard the flutes playing Maji's song. All the emotion had fled her face and she'd become stone again. Turning nervously away from her, I waited. It wasn't a long wait; Mathew escorted Haru down the aisle, looking grim and proper in his very fancy royal attire. Haru seemed tense. As he entered, flute music began to play Chaos’s song.  
 
    "Son, are you sure?" I heard Mathew whisper. 
 
    "Yes, father. I'm sure." 
 
    "You don't have to-" 
 
    "But I do." He snapped. "Stop trying to sway me otherwise." 
 
    I frowned. Is he seriously trying to convince him to cancel this on his way to the damn altar? 
 
       It was almost painfully difficult to reel in my annoyance. Haru couldn't marry any better than a queen, especially as a prince. Knowing we were both interested in the same gender made this as good as their current laws allowed for.  
 
    He's being vindictive. Just because he doesn't like me being a queen doesn't mean he needs to hurt his son.  
 
    When he stopped before me, Mathew barely didn't reach my eyes. "Your Majesty Whisper Se'n, I present to you my son, Prince Haru Se'n. May he please you and serve you well as husband and king. 
 
    "I thank you, Mathew Se'n." I gently took Haru's hand. He had a smile plastered on his face that didn't reach his nervous eyes. The priest and priestess came to stand on either side of the altar.  
 
    The priestess spoke first. "Maji, Goddess of all that is good and wise, we come before you to unite two souls as one. Bless them with happiness, light and good health. Help guide them through the hard times ahead, and grant them the strength they shall need to face the darkness together."  
 
    The priest spoke next. "Chaos, God of Night and Darkness, we come before you to unite two souls as one. Challenge them to make them stronger, and help them see together rather than a part. Let your chaos bring them closer in their love and union."  
 
    The Priestess turned to me. "Do you accept Prince Haru Se'n as your husband? Do you vow to support him when he cannot, protect him when you must and guide him when he is lost, in life and unto death?" 
 
    "I do." 
 
    The priest turned to Haru. "Do you accept Whisper Se'n as your wife? Do you vow to serve her when you must, advise her where she needs you and trust her now and in death?" 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "You may now kiss the groom." The priestess announced. 
 
    Nasty. 
 
       Haru cringed, but we both leaned forward to touch lips. I forced the poor man to give a convincing kiss. Pulling away, I barely stopped myself from wiping off my mouth. Shivers of disgust rolled through my entire being.  
 
    As soon as this is over I'm giving Sable a huge kiss. 
 
       We each drank from a cup filled with whine, and were given amulets that signified our marriage. We proceeded to the dining hall, where everybody ate except our knights. They were too busy protecting us. Mathew didn't seem too eager to make conversation. I wasn't sure how Haru kept up polite conversation with the nobles here to watch the ceremony. I did my best, but I mostly listened, afraid I'd make some terrible political blunder. 
 
    "So you must be a terrific warrior. Who pulled your leg to have a knight over your shoulder?" One of the noblewomen asked. I had forgotten her name already, among the tirade of names and faces and ranks. 
 
    "She's a wonderful swordswoman." Mathew remarked. "The Honored General is the only one she sees fit to protect her because she could do better than the common rabble." 
 
    Goddess, what is he doing?!  
 
    The woman glared at him. "What is it with you Se'n and letting men around violence?"
"I don't know what my mother thought. Haru has chosen to attend to proper duties from now on." I replied hastily, not wanting to tarnish the name everybody here seemed so keen on. "Mathew, I didn't ask for advice." 
 
    "She asked you a question, and I knew you'd try to be humble about it." Mathew's eyes gleamed. "In fact, I'm sure you'd tell her she were more skilled than you, and I highly doubt that." 
 
    What is wrong with this man?! 
 
    "Then perhaps I can learn something from you." The noblewoman's eyes sparkled with keen interest and the look of a warrior eager for battle.  
 
    "I'm sure we could learn from one another." I replied politically. How was I going to get out of that boat? 
 
    I don't even know how to properly hold a sword! 
 
    Haru seemed to have a way out of this awkward situation. "My dear, why don't we go get better acquainted? I missed you while you were away." He grabbed my hand like we were long lost lovers, sending a spike of disgust and anger through me.
The noblewoman laughed "Of course. Ready to get started on the next heir already, are you? Well, perhaps on the morrow you and I can duel. It's been some time since I had a challenge." 
 
    "I look forward to it." I replied as eagerly as I could.  
 
       I gave the political reply to dismiss us from the table before leaving. We practically dragged our feet to my room. We'd decided he'd have a room that was linked to mine, rather than share my room. It would politically be for The Honored General and his knight to stay close to us, so was set up with two beds rather than one. Though the stuff in there was all Haru's, it would have the look of a warrior, so it wouldn't be questioned.  
 
    As the door was shut on our knights, we stood awkwardly in the center of the room. I wasn't even sure how to do this. Haru sighed. "A child won't be conceived by us standing here." 
 
    "I know...but..." I cringed at the idea of kissing him again. 
 
    "I - I feel the same way, but this is serious. Hopefully it doesn't take too many tries." 
 
    We scooted over to the bed and sat down, still awkward. Oh goddess, I really don't want to do this. 
 
    "Maybe...if we imagine somebody we want?" Haru tried uneasily.  
 
    "Okay." Anything's better than sitting here waiting for a baby to pop out. 
 
    "Just - I - I'm going to go try to...get...um, you know. I'll be back."  
 
    "Haru, you can't leave the room. It'll look bad." 
 
    "Okay..." He laid down in the bed, covered up and shifted around. Feeling even more uneasy, I looked away.  
 
    Images of Sable burned through my mind, and I knew if I kept those images up, at least it wouldn't hurt. 
 
      
 
       It wasn't long after breakfast in the dining hall with the nobles who had stayed that the woman from last night approached me. I felt my stomach hit my toes when I saw the look on her face. She wanted a duel. 
 
    "Lady Jade, how nice to see you again." Haru greeted with a wary smile.  
 
    "Greetings Prince Haru. Congratulations on your wedding. You two got up quite early for how late you must have stayed up last night." 
 
    "I can't stop the day out of weariness." I replied. "How has your stay been?" 
 
    "Marvelous. Are you free, Milady? I would love a duel with you." 
 
    Why do I actually have to be free today? Can't these people keep a queen at war busy? 
 
    I can't get out of this. Mathew had set this humiliation up. "It sounds like a perfect way to spend the morning."  
 
    I just hope Sable doesn't have to step in. 
 
    "I'll meet you in the courtyard. Can't have the queen in her courtly clothing while exercising." 
 
    She hurried away, clearly eager to begin.  
 
    Haru gave me a worried look, but surrounded by all these people I couldn't ask him or Sable for advice. Sable followed me back to the room, coming in with me.  
 
    "Let me help you into some leather armor. It'll keep you light on your feet." 
 
    "The sword is more an issue than the armor, Sable. I don't know anything about sword fighting!" 
 
    "I know, but you can't insult her by passing this up."  
 
    "So I insult her by fighting terribly?"
"...no, you look really, really bad, like you bragged when you have no ground to stand on. That's what Mathew is after." 
 
    "So how will I get rid of him if I'm already in disfavor?"
"That's what he's trying to prevent." She began stripping me.  
 
    Despite the situation, it was still turning me on a little. Sable seemed to notice, and hurried through putting the armor on. She handed me a short sword. I took it, and was surprised by how comfortable it felt in my hand. "Huh, this isn't so bad."  
 
    Sable blinked in surprise. "You're holding it right already."  
 
    "Oh. Good." I beamed. "Should I try it out first?"  
 
    "No time." 
 
       I sheathed it and led the way out. I remembered my way to the courtyard, so led the way there. On the way, Sable told me how to start the duel. I apparently couldn't just start swinging my sword at my opponent, or it'd considered a real fight. Sable stood just outside the ring, where she could get to me if something happened. Nervous excitement filled me. The sword wasn't so heavy.  
 
    "This is a duel between two noblewomen." Sable began. "Drawing of blood is not permitted. Under the light of Maji, we proceed."  
 
    "Though we raise blades against one another, let it not be in war." I repeated the line Sable had told me. 
 
    "We raise swords as fellow warriors and friends." Jade finished. 
 
    Korekoni, guide me. I cannot lose this fight. 
 
       A strange sureness filled me as I unsheathed the sword and took a stance. Interest seeped into Jade's eyes as she took hers. Feeling as calm as a wide river, I watched her while we circled. We completed the first circle when I saw the opening; I feinted right. Jade went to meet my blow, allowing me to strike her left knee and spin out of the way into another stance. Jade staggered from the blow, recovering quickly to strike my back on my way passed; I whirled and caught her blade with mine.  
 
       All the nervousness gone, I felt myself moving away from most her strikes with ease. Any weakness, any opening, I took it. With this swoop-in, evade, strike method, I felt free. My focus was purely on the battle, my mind drawing on things I'd not realized I'd known. Suddenly I saw what I'd been looking for; I whipped around her, slamming the blunt of my sword into her back and tripping her. My sword was to the back of her neck with her face on stone. 
 
    I pulled away, panting, sore, but surprised. 
 
    How'd I do that? 
 
    Sable's eyes were blank as stone when I met them. 
"Queen Whisper has won the duel." She announced to the cheering crowd.  
 
    How'd I beat this seasoned warrior with a sword I didn't know I could use? 
 
    I helped Jade up.  
 
    She was panting, but her eyes shone. She shook my hand. "That was amazing. The outlanders fight like dragons."  
 
    "Thank you." I replied, blinking. "It's been a while since I've had to fight." 
 
    "Maybe you shouldn't have left home!" She laughed. "Where did you learn?" 
 
    "Milady, it's time to meet with the council." Sable interrupted. 
 
    "Oh, right." Jade glanced at the noon-day sun. "I took up your entire morning. Forgive me, and tell His Majesty I'm sorry for taking up all your personal time together." 
 
    "I had fun, and I'm sure he kept busy." I replied politely. "I'll see you again."
"Hopefully soon. Your style compliments a knight's. It's no wonder the Honored General herself was called upon to protect you."  
 
    Then we went our separate ways. Sable followed me into the room. She drew up bath water. "The council will want you clean, after all." 
 
    "So bathe me." I commanded, with a teasing look in my eyes. 
 
    "Where'd you learn to fight?"
"I didn't." 
 
    "Whisper, the way you fought doesn't just happen." 
 
    "Apparently it does." I replied, meeting her eyes. "Sable, I have never held a sword in my life. It just came to me, I swear."  
 
    "...okay." She conceded. Stripping me, the knight helped me into the tub and began to wash me.  
 
    As her hands ran over my skin, she tried avoiding any sensitive places. At first, I resisted the urges. I was almost clean when I just couldn't take it anymore. "Damn it, Sable, touch me."  
 
    Sable shivered. "I-I shouldn't," 
 
    "I told you to do something, damn it!" I grabbed her hands roughly, placing one on my boob and the other between my legs. "You're driving me insane, and we've not done this since my coronation!"  
 
    I'm not going the rest of my life without having sex! 
 
    "Please," there was a strained sound to her voice, but I could see the desire in her eyes.  
 
    I pressed myself against her hand and began to thrust over and over again, driving myself closer and closer. I didn't keep my voice down, either, wanting her to join, to move back.  
 
    Sable groaned as if in pain. 
 
    "Then touch me." I groaned hungrily.  
 
       At long last she began to squeeze my boob and pressed her fingers inside me. She let me keep the pace as her lips pressed to mine with desperate hunger. Knowing we didn't have time, I kept it fast and hard until bliss swallowed me. Even if it was brief and not a strong orgasm, it was far better than last night with Haru.  
 
    Sable pulled me out, dried me off and dressed me. Then we headed for the council room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Whisper 
 
       The council consisted of Haru, Mathew, the priest and priestess and five women. Two of which were my age, two of which were elderly and one of which who was clearly between our ages. From the look of the older women, one was a warrior. The other didn't appear to be. Same for the women around my age.  
 
    "I am Lady Tray." The elder warrior said.  
 
    "I am Mother Anva." The other elderly said. 
 
    "I am Lady Cen." The one between our ages said. 
 
    "I am Mistress Jenna." The warrior around my age introduced. 
 
    "I am Ria." The other my age said.  
 
    "Forgive me, but I'd like to know why each of you were chosen." 
 
    Tray spoke first again. "I was a knight who retired. I was chosen to advice about war in ways only knights understand." 
 
    Next, Anva. "I was a priestess and healer. Now I advise about the things your priest and priestess do not know." 
 
    Cen replied "I advise the queen on foreign affairs." 
 
    "What about domestic?" 
 
    "That's your advisor's job." 
 
    "Ah, yes, we'll talk about that in a moment." I nodded to the young warrior. "You're here to advice about war too, yes?" 
 
    "Yes, to give a youthful view." 
 
    "Good. You?" 
 
    "I was hired to help with finances." She glanced at Mathew. "I've not been called in a while, and thank you for summoning me."
"You'll be required to be here every day when I hear the public. In fact, I'd like all of you to be housed here for when I need you, and to be present whenever I'm addressing public issues."  
 
    "I have been able to manage without these women just fine." Mathew complained. 
 
    "Our restless citizens and increasing debt are testament to that." I retorted.  
 
    "We commend your skills in war." The elder replied. "Will you really need our minds?" 
 
    "Actually, yes. Knowing how to defend oneself and those I heal isn't the same as fighting a war. I came from a small village, a village very different from where I am now." I replied. "As for my advisor Mathew, I'd like you all to look this over." I handed Cen the letter first. 
 
    She read it aloud. "Lady Vent, the woman who has been crowned has no right to the throne. She is a simple village healer of mixed blood. With no training in war, strategy or even knowledge of our people, I see her as a threat to our survival. She cannot even handle politics correctly. She has swayed the honorable knight. I wouldn't be surprised if she is truly on her way to give us up to the Zeke. Do not be surprised if the honorable knight shows interest in this woman; she is probably under the witch's spell. This woman uses magic, something only to be wielded by Maji herself. Kill them both, and you shall replace the Honored General. King Mathew." 
 
    "Let me see that." Anva gasped. "By Chaos. It's his writing." 
 
    Mathew paled.  
 
    He swallowed hard as all eyes turned to him. 
 
    "Where did you get this?" 
 
    "He thought ambushing us with our own soldiers was a good idea." I replied with a glare at him.  
 
    "Why would I have -" 
 
    "To keep the throne. Apparently because I'm mixed blood. Just to let you know, SootheSingers aren't mages. I am a healer." 
 
    "Why was a healer taught to wield a sword like that?" Mathew demanded. 
 
    "To defend myself and those I heal. The desert isn't a safe place, and I can't always expect a militant guard." 
 
    "Then why do you need Sable-" 
 
    "Mistress Sable." Tray corrected with narrow eyes.  
 
    "I'm a healer." I retorted. "Mother Anva, would you want to hurt somebody, even to protect yourself, if you didn't have to?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Exactly. It's against our code - and our natures. As for you, the assassin has admitted it was you. The letter is more proof, but if the council must hear it, the last assassin you sent is willing to talk." I met the council's eyes.  
 
    Nobody protested. 
 
    "Sable, show Mathew to his cell. His execution will be tomorrow at sunrise. It'll be private in the courtyard. There's no reason for the public to see this." 
 
    "Might I ask why, your Majesty?" Lady Tray asked quietly. "Why do you want to hide this from the public?" 
 
    "Hide it? No. I'll tell them." I shook my head with a sigh. "No, I'm just sparing them from seeing a once-noble man die for his treachery." 
 
    Sable approached Mathew. "Are you coming quietly, or do I have to get rough?" 
 
    "I'll not die for trying to save my kingdom!" Mathew lunged for me; Sable had her sword to his throat in a heartbeat. 
 
    "It was never your kingdom." Sable replied coldly. "Come along. I don't want to disobey my queen and kill you before dawn." 
 
    I watched as Mathew slowly rose and was escorted out by sword point.  
 
    Goddess, that man has lost all his sanity. Perhaps Chaos took it. 
 
    "Now, Cen, would you mind taking his place as my advisor? I'd like somebody who doesn't want to kill me to tell me how this place works. I hardly know the basics. Ria, I'd like you to go over my books. I'm not good at numbers, and need you to double check what Haru and I have done. Mistress Jenna and Lady Tray, I'd like to discuss running rescue and fighting drills with the gryphons and Leons, as well as get to know the area and our enemy. I don't know much about the Zeke. And I'd like to set some new laws, so I need to know how to do that." 
 
    "What new laws?" Cen asked curiously.  
 
    "Just three. One, I handled the dragons attacking us, so I want to make it illegal to attack a dragon lest in self-defense. Two, I want to make it legal to marry the same gender. And the third settles the matter of breeding; I want to make it legal to marry more than one person, so those who want to marry the same gender may still continue their lineage." 
 
    "You handled the dragons? How?!" Mistress Jenna demanded with huge eyes. 
"I made them our allies by healing their king. He's agreed to aid us in the war as well, so I can't have this alliance broken." 
 
    "O-of course." 
 
    "I'm glad you agree." I replied honestly.  
 
    "We'll proclaim the laws." The priestess replied. "We're grateful for your healing and tactics. The dragons were becoming very aggressive." 
 
    "Because their king was dying. They were going into a civil war."  
 
    "Now their king, the strongest and oldest, has stopped them?" Jenna asked.
"Yes, but the alliance won't last if we go around killing them without reason. So it has to be self-defense."  
 
    "They break it first, if it's broken..." Lady Tray replied thoughtfully. "Good tactic."  
 
    "Why change the way we marry?" 
 
    "Because there are too many people like Mistress Sable, who can't love the woman they love." 
 
    "...you know, this won't change her standing, don't you?"
"Of course. Sable and I are friends, but she's in love with a village girl named Jess. I couldn't get her to sleep with me to save my life."  
 
    "You tried?" Jenna asked in disbelief. 
 
    "Yes. Repeatedly. She kept telling me no." I laughed, remembering how true that was until we came to the palace. 
 
    It's still hard to get her to do anything. That woman's stubborn. 
 
    "But you and Haru-" 
 
    "He's not interested in me either." I finally gave in. "But that doesn't mean we won't conceive. We've already...we've already given it a solid go." 
 
    "So...what are you going to do about...?"
"There aren't others we can marry?" 
 
    "I see your point." The priest replied quietly. "We'll make sure the laws are known." 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    "Are we done here?" 
 
    "I believe so. Everybody but Mistress Jenna and Lady Tray can go." 
 
    The rest of the afternoon we talked about maps, drills, training and the Zeke. 
 
    Sable 
 
       Putting Mathew in his cell and ordering extra guards was one of the most gratifying things I'd done since setting out to bring Whisper home. I returned to protect Whisper again, listening from outside to them talking about things a queen should talk about.  
 
    She's been behaving differently since Korekoni. More...right for a throne. Was it the dragon blood? They are creatures of war. 
 
    A woman in her early twenties approached me. She wore a knight's armor of captain's rank.  
 
    A captain so young? 
 
    She surprised me by saluted to me. "Mistress Adria, Captain of the First Pride." 
 
    Raising an eyebrow at her formalness, I gave a firm salute. "Mistress Sable, Honored General. How can I be of service, Mistress Adria?" 
 
    She blinked as if surprised. "M-Mistress Sable, I've come to apprentice you. Weren't you informed?" 
 
    Laughter bubbled up on my lips. "I see. She already had you lined up, did she?"
Adria relaxed instantly. "Yes ma'am. I've been waiting for a year, and you've not applied until recently. I came back and was told to approach you."  
 
    "If Officer Vekka sent you, I've no objection. Right now, I'm on duty to protect Her Majesty Whisper. Why don't you go introduce your Leon to Zethara? Just tell the stable master you're my apprentice, and I asked it to be done."  
 
    "He'll be most pleased to meet her." 
 
    He. Oh dear. 
 
    "Be very careful introducing a male Leon to her. She can get - touchy - with them." 
 
    "Oh really?"
"She doesn't want them to think they're in charge." I replied with a laugh.  
 
    "Well...this will be interesting."
"Quite." I replied with a chuckle. "Start with her in the stall. So she can't hurt him if he decides to push his weight around."  
 
    "Should I come back here when I'm finished?"
"Such a boring post for a first day." I teased. "Right now, I suppose I'll show you how to be a body guard." 
 
    "I thought the Honored General was a wayfaring position." 
 
    "Normally it is. The current queen has had need of a knight's protection until the assassins were taken care of." 
 
    "So now that they are?"
"I'm not sure. She's not dismissed me or assigned me otherwise. I do have leave coming up, so I can show you the routes." 
 
    "Don't you miss your husband and kids?" 
 
    "I'm not wed, and I'm hoping when I have children they're all female and born with Leons." 
 
    She blinked in surprise. "Why would you wish such a thing?"
"So I don't have to deal with six months at home." I laughed at her strange question. "Go, and before I retire I should have time to see how your sword arm is." 
 
    "Yes Ma’am. Thank you, Mistress." 
 
    "It's Sable. You're my apprentice, not some youngling. We'll be getting to know one another very well before I retire." 
 
    "R-retire?" 
 
    "The Honored General trains an apprentice as a replacement. Once you're situated in the job, you'll take my place so I can be one of the few who live to see the old age of forty."  
 
    The door opened to reveal Whisper. Though her face didn't show it, I could see in her eyes she'd heard. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    "Who's this?"
"My apprentice, Mistress Adria." 
 
    "I am Queen Whisper. Our meeting brings me joy."  
 
    The knight saluted. "It's an honor, Your Majesty. I beg your pardon, but my first task must be done." 
 
    "Of course." She replied with a polite smile. "I shall see you later, Mistress Adria."  
 
    The moment she was gone, Whisper gave me a heavy look. "You want to retire?"
"Milady, it's the way things work. There aren't two Honored Generals, and I've been doing this for half my life. Besides...it'll take me a couple years to train her."
"She looks trained to me."
"She's trained to lead a pride, not to fight without one. Besides...the kind of missions the Honored General does, common knights aren't trained for. Or the politics. To be honest, most of us aren't very good at them." 
 
    "Oh really?" She laughed. "Who would have guessed? Do you need time to train Mistress Adria?"
"I'll schedule it in when you're doing stuff like your books, where a normal guard will be able to protect you long enough for you to defend yourself if there's actually trouble."  
 
    Nodding at her, she led the way toward the kitchen. She approached the cook. "I need a week's supply of preserved meat, bread and ale."  
 
    "When, milady?"
"Within the next three days, thank you." 
"Of course, Milady." 
 
       Whisper led me to her room and began to look through her clothing, sorting it. I noticed she was putting very nice political clothing and traveling clothing in a folded pile. Next, she tested out some daggers, then a few swords. She put one on a belt and strapped it to her waist before putting two daggers in her boots. 
 
    "Lady Whisper, what are you doing?" 
 
    "I want to prepare for a journey to the border. I have to see what's going on there." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because I've never seen war, and need to know what it's like." 
 
    I was about to protest when I realized she was right; she needed to personally know...and to make a strong political statement. "May I suggest going with an attachment?" 
 
    "I was thinking the same thing. The gryphon wing is being summoned, and I'll have you and Mistress Adria." 
"Shouldn't you run things here a little first?"
"I won't be able to run things from here if I don't know what's going on out there." There was a seriousness in her voice I only heard when she was ordering the injured to let her heal them.  
 
    She's not going to back down. Besides, the idea isn't too bad. 
 
    "Who will run things while we're gone?"
"Prince Haru, with the council's help. He is definitely a better option than his father." 
 
    "You're leaving the council in charge?"
"No, Haru is in charge. The council's just keeping an eye on the poor man."  
 
    "How long will we be gone?"
"A month, plus travel time."  
 
    "Why three days?" 
 
    "I have an execution to perform and announce and we need a few days to prepare. The council's handling getting things together. Oh, and I've changed some laws." 
 
    "Great. What laws?"
"You can marry Jess now, and have a husband. Don't attack dragons lest out of self-defense."  
 
    I felt the smile burst onto my lips. "That's amazing, Whisper!"
"You should go let her know." Her voice was devoid of emotion. 
 
    "Right now? When we have time alone?" I asked in disbelief. "I slept in the same bed as Jess. Maybe I want to sleep in yours tonight." 
 
    Her face lit up instantly. She stopped playing with weapons and packing things to throw her arms around me and give me a wonderful kiss. "Thank you." 
 
    "You're thanking me for wanting to sleep next to you?" A small laugh bubbled up. "I miss Jess, and I love her. But damn it, Whisper, you test a knight's morals, you know that?" 
 
    "Why's that?"
"Maji never mentioned we could love more than one person, so I hope she forgives me." I gave her a soft peck on the lips. "I love you." 
 
    "I love you too." Whisper murmured into my lips, giving me a soft kiss back. "I love you too, but Jess has been waiting longer, and you'll only have three days to sleep next to her. At least on the journey, you can sleep close to me." 
 
    "Yes...I should spend time with her. But I want to spend time with you too. Why don't we all go for a ride together? I can take Adria as extra protection."
"How will we explain who Jess is?" 
 
    "If she asks, I'll just propose." I replied seriously. "Then Adira will know." 
 
    "Well...okay. Let's go for a ride." She gave me another, slightly more demanding kiss. "So go tell her to get ready." 
 
    Sable 
 
       It wasn't too hot, and there was a nice breeze. Whisper was on her stallion. Beside her, Jess was in the saddle of a beautiful, well-bred chestnut mare in stunning white tack. As I mounted Zethara, Adria came out on a male Leon with dark brown fur and a mane black as night. He was in navy blue tack. I gasped at the sight of him, sucking in a breath. It was a rare sight indeed to such a beast as he stepped proudly toward us.  
 
    Zethara snarled when he came to her flank.  
 
    He paused, his paw half-raised as if he wasn't sure he didn't want to take point. Adria leaned down and whispered something in his ear. The Leon growled low, but stayed where he was. 
 
    "Sorry. Vin's used to leading, not following." 
 
    "So was Zethara. That's a good trait to have as an Honored General. But Vin, you're Zethara's apprentice. There are things you and Adria don't know yet, and to do this right, you have to learn."  
 
    "You have an apprentice now, baby?" Jess asked with gleaming eyes. "That's great! You won't be alone anymore!" 
 
    "I prefer to work alone, but...it'll be nice to have a little back-up when I need it." 
 
    Adria's eyes went wide. "Baby?" 
 
    "Yes, we're together. Have been for years." I gave her a loving look. "It's a pleasure to have you along for the ride."
"So...you haven't told me why I'm coming with you..." 
 
    "It's for pleasure. You haven't been able to really meet Her Majesty, and she's become a friend of mine. She's wanted to meet you since I mentioned you."  
 
    "She put aside time just to meet me? I feel honored." Jess's eyes glistened with embarrassed joy.  
 
    "Our meeting brings me great joy, Jess." Whisper replied with honesty rather than politics. "Mistress Sable, is there a quiet, safe place for us to ride to and spend a couple hours?"
"Of course. I have the perfect place." There was a magnificent shade tree just outside the city. It wasn't a long ride, had a beautiful view and we could return to the city quickly if something happened.  
 
    "Oh, Mistress Adria, I passed some new laws that haven't been announced yet. Don't attack dragons unless it's self-defense, because they're our allies in this war with the Zeke. You may take more than one husband or wife." 
 
    "I'm a woman, ma'am." 
 
    "It's now legal to wed the same gender."
Jess's eyes gleamed. "Really? Mistress Sable said you'd make it happen, but I didn't think the council would agree!"  
 
    "They weren't too hard to convince. I've proven I can handle a restless public if they dislike my new laws."  
 
    "The dragon thing may be a little hard at first, but I don't think many people will mind the others too much. People who don't like it don't have to act on it. They can remain traditional if they wish it." Adria replied smoothly with a glance toward us. "There are others you've just made very, very happy."  
 
    "Most definitely!" Jess replied with her shinning eyes.  
 
    "I have a stop to make. Adria, please keep an eye out for anything dangerous." I stopped us in front of a jewelry cart. Zethara blocked Jess's view, making me snicker.  
 
       The Leon was making it just too obvious what I planned on doing. I kept looking between the different Amulets anxiously. Which one would Jess like more? She wasn't very flashy, and they were all sparkly and stood out.  
 
    "I have some others, if these don't suite you."
"Do you have something a little less...flashy?"  
 
    "Not a question I get very often, but yes, I do. One moment." She went to where she stored her extra goods and pulled out one made of amethyst. "This one offers protection from evil as well. Since you travel, I'm sure it will aid him when you cannot." 
 
    "How much?"  
 
    It's perfect.  
 
    "Only a gold piece. Most men like the more complex designs." 
"I'll take the Leon pendant and that white wolf necklace too."  
 
    "Gifts as well?" She laughed. "You're quite romantic for a knight."
"Thanks." I replied with a glance toward the others. 
 
    "In total, five gold and two bronze." 
 
    I didn't haggle the price; it was fair, so I paid for it, had gifts wrapped and pocketed the amulet. I hid the gifts in Zethara's saddlebags as I mounted. "I'm ready." I told them, then led them out of the city and to the tree. Jess gasped in adoration at the sight. It was on a hill, giving us the view of both the plains and the city.  
 
    Whisper was looking toward the desert longingly.  
 
    I put my hand on her shoulder. "You can visit when the war is over, my queen." 
 
    "...yes. Perhaps I can." She said longingly. "Adria, come here and tell me about what I'm seeing. I want to know the land."  
 
    "Of course, your majesty." She eagerly took my place as I got down off Zethara, who stayed laying down. I helped Jess off her horse.  
 
    "My love, you've spent years longing for our union, and years terrified of pain. I cannot stop walking the world and protecting the throne, but I can share with you in your love at last. Together we can walk, our paths not the same yet mingling. Together we can be, united in the gods' eyes. Will you marry me, Jess?" I presented the amulet with a shaking hand. I'd been shocked my voice had remained so steady the entire time. 
 
    She threw her arms around me to begin to cry. "Yes, Sable! By Maji and Chaos themselves, I'll marry you! I love you! I don't care if you walk forever, you'll always be loved!" 
 
    Whisper glanced back with a sad smile on her face, then looked toward the setting sun.  
 
    "Look!" Adria gasped in awe. We all looked up to see three dragons, one red as fire, one blue as the ocean and the other scarred and young and more familiar than any dragon I'd seen in my entire life. "They're flying right for us!" 
 
    Whisper smiled huge. "They're coming with us to the front lines, Sable and Adria. The Lord of Dragons has heard me, and sent his most skilled warriors. See that scarred brute? He nearly killed Sable before we were allies! Sable, my Honored General, he requested this position to fight alongside you!"
I laughed. "The young devil wants a name for himself, does he? Fine. Jess, come, meet an old enemy who became a friend."  
 
    "He won't eat me?"
"No, but he might say strange things. Dragons are very odd." Whisper replied.  
 
    "Not as odd as humans." The bronze dragon said as he landed. "I am Tokenki, general of Korekoni's elite. We have come to serve you." 
 
    "A half-blind dragon is a general?" Adria sounded confused. 
 
    "I was blinded by the champion of your people. I lived through a battle with an honored warrior, and bare my scars with pride. Qui’vae of the Human Lord, who is this young warrior mocking me?" 
 
    "My apprentice. Forgive her, but she's new on the job. She's just as bad at politics as the other knights." 
 
    Adria's eyes became wide as she realized how poor her remark had been.  
 
    "Sometimes the young must learn when to listen instead of speak." I hinted to Adria.  
 
    He snorted smoke. "And your friend?"
"We're preparing to join as mates." 
 
    The dragon tilted his head. "I did not know humans had more than one mate." 
 
    "We do." Whisper replied.  
 
    Jess snuggled into me, watching him curiously, but with less fear than I'd expected. "You're a handsome dragon." She replied.  
 
    "Handsome and skilled in battle. How may I serve the Lord of Humans?"
"When you see my army march, fly above the clouds with us. We shouldn't need much help until we reach the front lines."
"If you need our aid, we will grant it." 
 
    "If you need ours, so will we." 
 
    Tokenki bowed his head. "Permission to hunt on your lands." 
 
    "Granted, so long as if you take livestock it's weak." 
 
    "Your condition is understandable, and has been accepted. We thank you for allowing us prey. We will remain here to prepare for the journey. When do we leave?"
"Dawn, two days from now." 
 
    "Sal'a'ha!" The dragon roared; he was repeated by the other two dragons. 
 
    "Come, let's leave them." Whisper mounted her horse.  
 
    We mounted as well, and went home more confident this war was already won. 
 
    Whisper 
 
       Early morning brought rain. Not just a little, but a downpour. Sky darkened by a sheet of rain and its thunderous clouds, it seemed the earth itself was grieving as I stood at the edge of the courtyard. Sable was to my left and Haru to my right. I'd removed myself from the songs around me for nearly the first time since Korekoni had granted me the gift of dragon's blood. The numbness helped somehow. 
 
       The Priest was here without the Priestess, as he was being condemned to death without honor. He'd never join Maji in the afterlife. All his worldly possessions were being collected around a pyre, where his body would join them after his beheading. I swallowed hard.  
 
    I cannot look away. I repeated what Haru had told me over and over again. I couldn't tell if it was rain or tears rolling down his face.  
 
    "Your path has turned away from Maji's light. Shadows have blinded your mind and heart as darkness blinds your eyes. Maji sees you not, as you have been cloaked in Chaos. Join Him now, in death, knowing you shall never see the light of Her sun again." The Priest's somber voice echoed through the courtyard.  
 
       His ankles and wrists were tied to the ropes tied to the four horse carriage teams. All at once they were hit hard on the rump, scaring them to pull as hard as they could simultaneously in all four directions. His screams curdled my blood. 
 
    Even as he was ripped a part, I didn't look away.  
 
       Haru gasped. Nobody would blame him for casting his tearful eyes to the ground. I found myself envious of a man's place in life. Able to show their tears, to show their fears, to show their inner desires. They looked to women to make the hard decisions and hold them when they couldn't stand. A woman had to be strong always. Never cry. Always stand tall on their own feet, without fear. 
 
    "You don't have to stay." I told him gently. 
 
    "Then who would cry for my father?" He wept harder.  
 
    "I'm sorry, Haru." I said too quietly for even Sable to hear. "I had to." 
 
    "Did you have to rip him into four pieces?"
"...I'm sorry. He couldn't have an honorable death." 
 
    He avoided my hand on his shoulder. 
 
    "Please don't hate me."
"I don't hate you." He told me through his sobs.  
 
    They put him in the pyre, where Haru followed me, fell to his knees and wept. 
 
    I didn't leave his side, even as the fire died to leave nothing but hot, black ash behind.  
 
    Whisper 
 
       Haru was in his bed crying with a friend. He'd asked me not to disturb him, and seeing as I'd just executed his father and sent his soul to wonder the earth forever, I couldn't blame him. Sable was training with Adria to prepare her for the battle, leaving a guard at my door and a sword on my belt to protect me. I wasn't expecting the knock on the door. 
 
    "Who is it?"
"Jessica." 
 
    That's highly unusual. 
 
    "Enter." I said, hand on sword. When she came in and the guard had to shut the door, I felt her uncertainty and hesitation, but no malice. Relaxing entirely, I waved her toward me. "No need to be shy, Jessica. How may I help you?"
"...I - I wanted to ask you something. About earlier." 
 
    "No problem. What's on your mind?"
"...is Sable already married? Does she have a husband?"
"No. But she does have another wife in the desert. She didn't mean to marry her, because we marry differently." 
 
    "So the dragons knew this?"
"The dragons are strange. They saw the way she protected me and thought I was her wife. They call her my wife - Qui’vae is their word for it."  
 
    Jess relaxed a little. "There were rumors that you two were lovers. They stopped suddenly after you two came back." 
 
    "We had to dispel such falsehoods." 
 
    "You mean you had to make it sound false."  
 
    I was going to lie when I saw the look on her face. "...she was very, very, very resistant to me, Jess. I was persistent - trying my damnedest to get her touch me any way I could. She didn't until we were here, and despite how close we are, is still hesitant because of our different places in life."  
 
    "...do - do you two love one another?" 
 
    I looked down. "Yes."
Jess nodded, as if she already knew that. "She's a wonderful person, isn't she? I - I'm sorry."
"Sorry? Whatever for?"
She met my eyes. I knew this was a huge thing for her - a brave thing, to meet the queen's eyes like this. "Taking her away from you. I get to marry her...and you must watch her leave. Just promise me, swear to me, that she will come back to me so we may be wed." 
 
    "I swear on my life that she will return to you, Jessica." I replied with fierce honesty.  
 
    Jess gave a short nod. "Thank you, Your Majesty." 
 
    "Just...take care of her after she goes home to you, Jess. I swear that woman likes burned boar flesh and over-spiced fried vegetables." 
 
    "And crispy bread?" Jess actually laughed. "Yes, I've seen what she cooks."  
 
    "When?"
"We snuck out quite often. I started bringing supper from home."
I couldn't help but laugh at the idea, as I could picture it very well. "Perhaps her and I should sneak away from camp..." 
 
    "A good distraction always helped us." 
 
    Maybe a roaring dragon...? No. They'd think the dragon kidnapped us. 
 
    "I'll have to keep that in mind." I winked at her. 
"So is she sadistic with you too?" 
 
    Sable? Sadistic? 
 
    "Wait, she's sadistic with you? She's always so...submissive with me. I just can't help it when I'm around her - I just get so hot ordering her around."  
 
    Jess looked confused, then gave a hearty laugh. "Quite talented, isn't she?" 
 
    "Knights are apparently even adaptive in sex." 
 
       Jess came to sit on my bed, and we carried on talking. Sable came in hours later just as we were talking about Sable's ability to conceal her emotions. She looked between us. Her face became a stone mask, making us both burst out in laughter.  
 
    "See! See! She does do it when she's embarrassed too!" I said as I came up for air. 
 
    "Oh my goddess! I didn't think she did!"
"I'm right here!" Sable's voice was a bit of a squeak, making us laugh harder. "Were you two seriously sitting in here talking about me?!" 
 
    "What, didn't think your lovers would ever get in the same place at the same time long enough to talk?" I teased playfully. 
 
    She blanched with a look at Jess. 
 
    "Honey, she knows you too well. She saw the way we looked at one another and knew. The others here are too stupid and not looking hard enough. She was giving me some advice." 
 
    "When I wasn't giving her advice." 
 
    "I didn't know you could be so...dominating." I winked, making her stone face flush deep red.  
 
    "Though I'll have to remember you can be submissive too." 
 
    "Or maybe I'll just have to visit you once in a while."
We laughed harder when the poor knight turned around and left.  
 
    "Thanks Jess. I don't think I've ever embarrassed her that badly." 
 
    "No problem. I should probably go kiss and make up though."
"Yes, and afterwards, send her to me. I need to kiss her boo-boos too." 
 
    "More like her boobies."  
 
    "Okay, so maybe I'll kiss both." 
 
    She bowed as she left, making me grin. Haru's sobs made me sigh sadly. 
 
    Now if only everything could be solved so simply.  
 
    I just hoped my husband wouldn't grow to hate me.  
 
    Sable 
 
       Jess came into the room after me as I warmed a bath. Adria had insisted after seeing the look on my face that she take the guard's place instead. Seeing as I only had tonight with Jess, I didn't protest. I was already stripped and in the tub when the woman abruptly joined me. Her lips pressed rather insistently to mine, dragging out a surprised moan. Tearing off her clothing, she climbed into the tub with me. 
 
    "Jess-" 
 
    "Shut up. I want you." She attempted to sound dominating, but it came out pouty. 
 
    Grabbing her by her hair, I jerked her away from my lips to nail down on her neck. Instead of a yelp, she moaned loudly. "You're not the queen. You don't get to order me around. Got that?"
"Yes Mistress." 
 
    "Good." I kissed her softly, embracing her. Turning her around, I grabbed her hands and put them behind her back. She let out a little gasp but didn't protest. "Keep them there. Don't grope me."  
 
       While my teeth glided along her neck, barely touching it, I began to very gently massage her breast with one hand. The other let my nails sail down her chest, abdomen, thigh to rest where I could barely feel the damp warmth between their lips. My lover gave little gasps of enjoyment, not rushing me. Even when I simply teased, Jess didn't rush me.  
 
    Trailing sucking kisses and nips to her ear, I whispered "I love you Jess."
"I love you too Sable." Jess panted back. "Please, baby, don't tease me anymore."
"You were a bad girl, Jess." I teased, smiling against her skin. 
 
    "So punish me when you get back." Jess complained with a plea to her voice. "It'll give us something to look forward to." 
 
       Laughing at her reply, I pressed my fingers deep inside as my teeth nailed down on her neck. Her back arched, sending water over the tub in a wave. Ignoring it, I pulled hard on her tits while sucking on her neck. My fingers worked her with precise strokes, finding her favorite places again to torment them. 
 
       Jess screamed and moaned, wreathing in bliss, trying hard to match my pace. About half of the water was on the floor before it stopped spilling over the edge, contained to sloshing in its barrier. 
 
    "So close, I'm so fucking close. More baby, more. Damn it," She groaned, her face flush and her body moving faster and faster against me. 
 
       Echoing her desperate cry with a moan of enjoyment, I added a finger. My wrist began to thrust against her clit to get the proper angle for two fingers. Curling my fingers up as much as I can, I realized I couldn't quite get her g-spot. Instead I kept up the pace, hoping touching the clit was enough. It wasn't long before her muscles contracted and her screams changed pitch.  
 
    After waves of tensing, moaning and wreathing on me, Jess began to calm down. I brought her down slowly. I was going to bring her back up and do it again when she shook her head.  
 
    "No, you should go let Whisper get you off."  
 
    "Not before you do, baby." 
 
    "I had the chance last night, and you always fall asleep afterwards like a man." 
 
    "...hey, I'm tired by the time I get off. I'm always giving first."
"Always, huh? How many times have I had to wake you up to get any at all before you leave?" 
 
    "...ok, most of the time."
"Yeah, because we're both smart enough to get ours first!" Jess teased, leaning back to kiss me. "Go spend the night with Whisper. She seemed upset under all those smiles." 
 
    "You're a very good person, Jess." I said as I returned the kiss. We washed up and got dressed. Jess sent for a servant to clean up the mess. Then we kissed goodbye. "I'll go see what's wrong, but I'm staying the night with you."  
 
    "Okay, don't keep me waiting too long then, baby." 
 
    With yet another kiss, I went to talk with Whisper. Adria nodded to me. "Can I go to bed, Sable?" 
 
    "Yes. I'll protect her from the room."
"Should I have done that?"
"Well...it was necessary when we traveled together, and when we first stayed here. Now...it's just-" 
 
    "To comfort her?" Adria guessed with a look of sympathy. "It can't be easy to go from healer to war queen."
"It isn't." I told her firmly. "So remember our queen is a healer and this journey won't be easy on her." 
"Yes Mistress. It'll be our job to make sure she gets there safe...and I'm guessing sane." 
 
    "That's right. When I leave, you'll become her closest friend. Though...she is a little - flirty." 
 
    Adria chuckled. "Oh? Is she now?"
"Yes." Snapping my fingers, I pulled out the pendant I'd gotten the knight. "A token of our friendship."  
 
    Her eyes gleamed. "I am honored, Mistress. I - I didn't get you anything..." 
 
    "It's okay. I didn't expect you to."  
 
    She took it with pride and put it on immediately.  
 
    It won't be long and I'll be handing her my armor in front of the entire nation. My goddess, that's a strange concept. Almost as strange as when I received it for the first time. 
 
    Adria left toward her sleeping quarters and I went into the room. Whisper was asleep on the bed. I hesitated.  
 
    Should I go back to Jess? 
 
    Not without at least saying goodnight. 
 
    So I approached the bed quietly. Just as I got in range, Whisper was out of bed with a dagger to my throat. I froze. 
 
    She froze and dropped the dagger. "I'm so sorry Sable! I didn't know it was you!"  
 
    "It's okay, but why were you armed?"
"...in case Haru tried something..." 
 
    Understanding poured through me. "Whisper...Haru would never do that. Nor would he send somebody to do so. He's stronger than his father - stronger than most men, in fact. He may still be a man, but even a woman would have cried." 
 
    "I killed his father." 
 
    "And you let him be there to grieve." I told her gently. "He knows what his father did. He knows why you did it. He may grieve for a long time, but he will never hate you." 
 
    Whisper sighed, laying down in the bed. "I heard his song. It...it's full of pain, but nothing like his father's. I'm just worried he may try something while he's not...himself." 
 
    I nodded in understanding. "I'll be in here all night."
"What about Jess?" 
 
    "I have to protect you." 
 
    "Then go get her and bring her in here! You're not leaving that girl all alone in that room! She's waiting for you."
Laughing, I handed Whisper her dagger, fetched a very happy looking Jess and laid between them. Thus, we fell asleep, comforted by one another's presence.  
 
      
 
       Haru gave Whisper an honestly mournful goodbye. He looked afraid to rule alone, but we knew he could do it, especially with the Council's help. The palace would be well-guarded. Not only were all the knights on leave recalled to serve, but several prides had just been released from training and were positioned here. A few prides who had returned from far-seeing duties had joined the party that was leaving. 
 
    "Haru, a dragon's staying here to protect the area. Make sure none of ours attacks her. She'll be laying eggs soon, and wants to do it in a hidden place in the palace."
"Are you serious?"
"Entirely." Whisper told him somberly. "Do not go looking and do not let anybody harm her. If somebody so much as shoots an arrow at her, charge the person with assault in front of the dragon."  
 
    "O-Of course."  
 
       Giving him a brisk nod, she mounted her stallion. He was armored in royal armor - white with black reigns, blanket and straps - to further protect him. I made sure my crossbow had extra bolts in the bag, that my lance was sharp and balanced and that my sword was secure. Zethara's armor had been mended and shined. The carriages that carried provisions and extra weapons were already assembled, surrounded by knights, gryphons. 
 
    "Looks like you're ready." Jess said sadly.  
 
    "Yes. We are." I gave her a soft kiss. "Make sure the husband they pick for us isn't too self-righteous." 
 
    She snickered. "I'll pick him myself, so I know you'll at least be able to tolerate him." 
 
       Bringing her gently into my arms, I gave her the most passionate kiss I could, trying to imbue all my love to her in that one kiss. By the time I forced myself to pull away, she staggered back, looking a bit dizzy with desire.  
 
    "I love you." I whispered.  
 
    "I love you too, Sable. Please come back to me. I want to marry you and grow old together." 
 
    "We will, my love. We will."  
 
    Mounting the Leon, I took my place at my queen's side. Nodding to me, she headed toward the front lines.  
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