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 Link looked down at the ground, wondering if the trees he, Fayzie and Aden were seated under were a good idea. The storm was beginning to draw nearer, he had been counting the delay between the thunder and lightning, and he knew the isolated copse of trees would be an easy target for the flailing lightning. Fat droplets of rain fell through the trees, hitting Link on occasion, but he was still quite dry. He turned to Fayzie, who was sat with her son close to her. She looked up at him, her face pale.

"They've been a long time," she said softly. Link sat down next to her, and looked at Aden Junior. He wondered if the boy would ever turn out like his father. He hoped not.  

"I know," breathed Link, although he was trying not to think about it. Thoughts flew through his mind, all of them bad, unthinkable, almost. What if Aden had come upon Aaron and his wife, taken them by surprise? He closed his eyes, trying to banish such thoughts. Fayzie noticed his expression, and touched his wrist lightly with her own hand.  

"I don't regret helping you, Link. What they did, it was wrong," said Fayzie. Link turned his gaze to the woman and smiled. She had always been the prettiest of the tribe, with her long, raven hair and pretty, delicate features. She didn't look like a traditional Kokiri, but then again, it had only ever been members of his own family that had retained the genuine Kokirish look. His brother Hayden, had been a classic example. His blonde hair, and sweet face an expression both traits of an original Kokirish Tribe member. Link sniffed a little at the thought of his brother, his brother who had died eight years previously.  

"Thank you for helping me," Link finally said, realising how long he had remained silent for. Another roll of thunder erupted from the skies, making Link shiver a little. He saw Fayzie was shivering also, he placed a comforting hand on the Kokiri's shoulder. "I never meant to cause all this," he apologised. Fayzie smiled at him, a mixture of sadness and maybe something else in the smile.

"You didn't cause this, Link. It was those Tanolian raiders...they did this to us, made our tribe so bitter...so cruel," murmured Fayzie. Aden leaned over, hugging his mother tightly, nestling his head against her breast. Link noticed her flinch a little, but her son appeared not to notice. Link hated to think what Aden had done to Fayzie because of him, the suffering this sweet, gentle woman had had to endure.

"Yes, maybe," conceded Link.  

  Suddenly, as a flash of lightning split through the sky, tearing open the black night like a hunter the belly of his prey with a knife, Link heard something else, other than the constant patter of rain. He looked around, alert to his surroundings. Fayzie looked at him, concern and dread filling her. Link stood up, looking around carefully. He heard a snap of a twig from behind him, and he whirled around, clumsily seizing his sword from his belt. Out of the gloom of the trees, a horse appeared, and Link's heart, which had been beating wildly in apprehension and perhaps fear, leapt at the sight of his faithful steed.

"Carefree!" he exclaimed, yet keeping his voice low. The bay stallion let out a snort, and trotted over to Link, nuzzling him with affection. Link turned to Fayzie, the first genuine smile appearing on his face since he had arrived in Catalia. "Perhaps things aren't going to be so bad after all," he murmured, before turning back to Carefree and patting him on the neck.

"Perhaps," murmured Fayzie, not feeling as confident or uplifted as her fellow tribesman.

  Zelda and Aaron hurried back towards where they had left Link, Fayzie and her son, the rain battering against them relentlessly.

"I can't believe this," hissed Zelda unhappily, commenting on the weather. Aaron turned to the princess.

"It could be..." began Aaron. No, he didn't want to even finish that sentence. There was absolutely no way that their situation could be any worse.

"You were saying?" asked Zelda, her turn to glance at Aaron.

"It doesn't matter," answered Aaron. The wooded copse was closer now. Zelda had noticed too.

"I don't think Link is well enough to travel," she commented to Aaron quietly. Aaron shrugged.

"We don't have much choice. We have to, if we want to keep away from them," said Aaron, breaking into a jog. Zelda followed him as he sprinted to the trees, wanting to get under cover from the rain.

  "They're coming!" called Fayzie to Link, standing with her son. Link turned.  

"Can you ride a horse?" he asked. Fayzie smiled at him shyly.

"I thought you would have remembered..." she said slowly. Link looked at her blankly, then remembered. That day, on his 12th birthday, when Link had received his first horse, Cloud, Fayzie had been the one to teach him. He recalled, a little embarrassed, of how he had fell from Cloud so easily, whereas the steed had accepted Fayzie with no more than a snort.  

"Of course...perhaps you could take Carefree? I mean, I would, but I don't think I'm fit for a start," began Link. Fayzie nodded.

"I would be glad to," said Fayzie, smiling at Link again. He smiled back.

"Come on then, you and little Aden can get ready, for when they get here," said Link.  Fayzie nodded and took her pack, and her son's hand, leading him up to Carefree, who regarded the two a little strangely. "Carefree, this is Fayzie and Aden, they're going to be riding you for a while, so be good," said Link softly to his faithful steed. Carefree snorted, pawing at the ground a little. Link smiled and turned to Fayzie, helping her up. He waited for her to get settled, then smiled down at Aden, who watched him a little warily. "Want a lift up?" offered Link kindly. Aden nodded shyly, so Link leaned down and picked up the lad, hoisting him onto Carefree, just in front of Fayzie. At that moment, Aaron and Zelda arrived under the shelter of the trees.  

  She saw Carefree and smiled a little.

"You found him?" she asked, walking up to Link. The hero nodded, smiling at his wife.  He noticed she was soaked through.

"I guess we won't be sailing today," he said, feeling a little daunted.

"Or any time," muttered Aaron darkly as he tried to squeeze some of the rain from his tunic. Link looked at his wife, alarmed.

"What do you mean?" he asked. Zelda looked to the ground.

"Aden...or whoever, they sank our ship," said Aaron. Link looked back to his friend.

"No..." he began to protest. Zelda caught hold of Link, and looked at him intently.

"It's okay, we're going to ride Opela, Seline will give us sanctuary," she explained quickly. Link wasn't dusty on his Catalian geography, he knew how far Opela was away from this place.

"Zelda, I..." began Link, again meaning to protest. He didn't know if it was a journey he could make, but reluctantly, he knew it was one he would have to make, regardless of how he felt.  

"We have to leave immediately," said Aaron, interrupting. Zelda leaned close to Link and kissed him softly.

"You know I love you, Link," she whispered. Link took half a step back.

"More than anything," he whispered back, his voice choked with emotion. He kissed his wife again, only now realising just exactly how much he had missed Zelda.

"Cut it out, you two! There's more important things at hand!" piped up Sprite, who had been quiet up until now. Link hugged Zelda, whispering to her softly.

"We can do this," he promised, before stepping away, his eyes still locked with Zelda's.  Aaron had already mounted his horse, and was watching the open ground beyond the copse vigilantly. Zelda nodded, and mounted Moonmist. She then turned and leant a hand to Link, helping him up. He got up behind her, his hands settling on her waist. Just having Link close to her again made Zelda feel all that more safe. Aaron turned to see that everyone was ready.

"Okay, I'll go in front, Fayzie, you can go in the middle, and Link, Zelda, you can take up the rear," he organised. Fayzie nodded and motioned Carefree to move behind Aaron's own horse. The truth was, she hadn't ridden in years, not since she'd married Aden. But she guessed it was just something you never forgot. Now that they were all ready, Aaron trotted out from under the cover of the trees, and into the barren, rain battered landscape. "Which way to Opela?" he suddenly asked, realising he was the least familiar with the landscape. Fayzie pointed along the coast, to the east.

"We should take the coastal route, but we should keep away from the path. Aden and Derin will take the same route, but they aren't that able horsemen...they'll keep to the roads," said Fayzie. Link smiled. He and Fayzie had always taken every opportunity to explore their surrounding countryside when they were younger, Aden and Derin had preferred to stick to what they knew. They had the upper hand already.

"Okay, we'll do that, that's a good idea," credited Aaron, turning Jet towards the coast.  Checking around the land for one last time, Aaron nodded, then encouraged Jet into a steady trot, taking off for the capital of Catalia.  

***

 They rode a long way into the night, along the coast for almost three or four hours. Eventually, Aaron decided that it was safe for them to stop, in a sheltered gathering of trees, near a small stream that ran off down to the beach close by. Link, who was by now absolutely exhausted, began to feel a little better after a wash and a clean change of clothes. Aaron made a small campfire meanwhile, urging Fayzie, Zelda and young Aden to sit close.  

"There's not much food, just what Zelda and I brought. Hopefully... hopefully I'll be able to catch us some food tomorrow," Aaron said, looking a little worried.

"There aren't many settlements around here, especially on the road to Opela. And most are inland," Fayzie informed, as Aaron handed out some bread rolls with slithers of meat on them. Zelda glanced around her, looking for Link.

"I better go and check if he's okay," she said anxiously.

"Leave him be. He'll come over when he's ready," Aaron said. Zelda frowned.

"I think..." she started, then stopped. She ran a hand through her golden hair, it had been darkened somewhat by the constant rain, looking upset.

"I'm so sorry for what happened," Fayzie said, looking at the Princess sincerely. Zelda didn't say anything, and instead gazed into the fire.

"It wasn't your fault," Aaron reassured, placing a warm hand on Fayzie's shoulder.

"Yes, if it hadn't been for you, Link would have been in a lot worse shape!" Sprite exclaimed.

"I had to do something, I couldn't just stand back... he never deserved it," Fayzie said, looking to the ground as if she were ashamed of the acts of her husband and his friend.

"Link hasn't deserved anything life has thrown at him," Zelda said quietly, hugging her knees and looking up.

"A lot of the time, no-one does," Aaron agreed. They all sat quietly, munching on the bread for a while.

"It makes you a stronger person, though," Sprite eventually pointed out insightfully. 

"I suppose," Zelda agreed, looking around again.

"Let's set the bedrolls up, I'm sure we all need some sleep, and we can't rest for long," Aaron said, tactfully changing the subject.

"Good idea," Fayzie said, opening up her pack. She turned to her son. "Darling, you'll have to share with me, but you don't mind, do you?" she said. He shook his head. Aaron smiled over at the scene, thinking of his own son. He was about the same age as Fayzie's son. He wondered how both his wife and son were getting on without him. He missed them both terribly, and his heart suddenly went out to young Aden, and how he might miss his own father. But, it was for the best... if Aden had beat Fayzie, which he clearly had, he wouldn't hesitate to beat his own son. Fayzie had done the right thing, no matter how cruel it was. Zelda suddenly stood up, and went off in the direction of the nearby stream.

"Wait, I'll come with you!" Sprite offered quickly. Zelda whirled around, looking annoyed.

"I'd rather see him alone," she stated pointedly, before disappearing into the darkness. Sprite let out an offended noise, and shook her tiny fist behind Zelda's back.

"Jeez, sometimes I hate her more than I hate Navi!" she exclaimed. Aaron shook his head to himself, smiling. He looked over at Fayzie, and she smiled shyly back. 

"They like being alone a lot," he informed.

"Link said they were close," Fayzie said, looking over to where Zelda had gone.

"Yeah, but it's not just that, Zelda just sometimes gets a little jealous, she likes to have his sole attention," Aaron grinned.

"I'm a little.... nervous, around her," Fayzie admitted. Aaron let out a small chuckle.

"You wouldn't be the first.  She's nice, really. Very nice, in fact. Well, so long as you don't get on the wrong side of her," he said, remembering Leigh, his smile fading somewhat.

"I..." Fayzie started.

"Don't worry, I'm just joking. She really isn't that bad at all. She's always been nice to me," Aaron said sincerely. 

"She's nice to everyone, except me!" Sprite yelled.

"Shush!" Aaron warned, on his guard again.

"They shan't come this far out," Fayzie reassured.

"I just don't want to take any chances," Aaron replied darkly.

   Zelda found Link nearby, sitting by the stream. He was half dressed, and appeared to be examining his injured arm. Being sharp of hearing, he heard Zelda's light steps, and turned to face her.

"Zel... what are..." he started. She quickly walked right over, and sat down on the bank next to him.

"I just wanted to see if you were okay," she whispered, her gaze travelling over to his arm.

"It's nothing, I'm fine," Link said, quickly covering the wound with his hand.

"No, it's not," Zelda said, gently pulling his hand away. Though it was dark, she could tell the deepness of the unhealed, ragged laceration on his left limb. "Let me," she said, soaking the rag he had hold of in his other hand with some water. He had also set up a small fire, and was heating some water from the stream to clean the wound. He winced as she gently ran the warm cloth over the area of the injury, obviously in a lot of pain. "I'm sorry," she murmured, feeling useless. First aid had never been one of her strong points, after all. 

"It's just very tender, don't worry about it," Link said softly.

"It needs to be attended to," Zelda said firmly, wiping it some more. 

"It's too bad it had to be my left arm," Link sighed. That was his sword hand, after all.  There's some bandages in my pack..." he motioned, pointing over to it. Zelda nodded, and reached in, finally finding some. After drying his arm, she deftly bound some of the material around it, covering it up.

"In time, it'll heal," she promised. Link nodded, but he didn't look very happy. 

"There was so many of them... I tried my best, but..." he started, sounding upset. Zelda wrapped an arm around him, pulling him close.

"Don't think about it, please. Try to forget..." she murmured, leaning over to kiss him gently on the cheek.

"Zelda, how could they? They used to be my.... friends," he said despondently. 

"They're all fools, cruel and arrogant fools, and I'll see to that that town is suitably punished for its treatment of you," Zelda said, her tone turning angry. 

"No... no, don't. Please, Zel. I don't want to cause even more trouble," Link replied, looking down, ashamed. Zelda frowned.

"Your choice, then," she said quietly. Then she smiled a little. "And come on, if we sit here like this, you'll catch the death of cold!" she added. He smiled back at her.

"I guess you're right," he agreed, reaching over for the shirt he'd put down nearby. Zelda helped him put it on, then they stood up together. 

"I suppose we'd better get back to the others. They'll be missing us," Zelda sighed. Link grabbed hold of her hand and gazed at her.

"Wait a moment. Not yet," he said. They leaned close, and met in a gentle kiss, which eventually turned into something a little more passionate. After a few moments they leaned back, gazing at each other, and catching their breath. "Oh Zel... I really, really missed you, so, so much..." Link murmured, his lips finding hers again. 

"Me too... I was so worried about you...  I knew something was wrong, I just wish I'd arrived sooner," Zelda said sadly. 

"No... no Zel, don't say that," Link said, reaching up to run a hand through her hair.  They met in another kiss. 

"It's so beautiful out here," Zelda breathed, gazing around them. There was nothing for miles except gently rolling hills, trees and of course, the sea. Most of Hyrule was covered by mountain ranges instead. "So peaceful..."

"It used to be," Link said sadly.

"Don't let them spoil it for you," Zelda replied. "Don't hate your homeland, for what its worth."

"I can't help it. Every time I've come here, nothing but bad memories are left behind," Link sighed, running a hand through his own hair. 

"Seline will help us, you'll see. Opela is beautiful... as nice as Mido, from what I remember," Zelda promised.

"We went once together... remember?" Link said, looking into her eyes. She nodded.

"Yes... I think Seline knew, too..." she smiled.

"Knew what?" Link asked.

"That we... we were in love," Zelda said softly, turning to look up at the stars.

"You did waste a lot of time admitting it," Link smiled, running a hand across her cheek.

"But I'm making up for it now, aren't I?" she replied, giving him an imploring look. He nodded, smiling. 

"How are the children?" he asked.

"They're fine. Missing you, of course, but fine," Zelda replied. She suddenly thought of Kaibre... was he protecting her children like she'd asked? Thinking about the handsome sell sword made her blush hotly, and she was glad it was so dark, Link couldn't see. It was just a kiss, nothing more, she thought to herself, trying to keep calm. She pulled Link down onto the grass, kissing him. "I love you, I love you so much..." she murmured truthfully.  

"I love you too, Zel, more than you could ever imagine," Link replied, kissing her back softly. 

"I'd never do anything to hurt you, you know that, don't you?" she suddenly said. Link looked at her, and saw tears glistening in her eyes.

"Zel?" he questioned. She suddenly burst into tears, clinging to him tightly.

"Link, I'm so, so sorry," she wept. 

"Hey... what for?" Link asked, puzzled. He stroked her hair comfortingly. She didn't reply, so he decided to leave it. Whatever it was, it could wait. For now...

  Mara sighed, a little discontented. Things were not panning out as she had hoped or intended. It was all very nice, in the company of this knight, but he was a little to reluctant for her liking, like he had something on his mind. His gaze constantly wandered from her to the tower window, as often did the conversation.

"Tell me Drake, you seem a little...preoccupied," began Mara. Drake turned to her.

"Please do excuse me fair lady, but I am on duty," reminded Drake. Mara frowned a little. It was true, he was on duty, but she sensed it was not his duty that was distracting him.

"I'm a very good listener, you know," informed Mara. Drake looked slightly confused, but the look of bewilderment soon turned into a grin.

"Well...I'm not a very good talker," he replied. Mara stood up again.

"Something is obviously on your mind...it would help if you told someone," insisted Mara, taking his hand.

"It's nothing you'd want to now about," replied Drake, looking down at his boots. Mara smiled a little.

"Why? Is it about another woman?" she questioned, leaning closer to him. Drake released her hand and sat down himself. "I can understand if you feel a little uncomfortable about talking about it, but it would help, I promise you," implored Mara, facing Drake. The knight shook his head.

"No...I don't think so," he murmured. Mara sat on the crate next to him, leaning in to give him a kiss, but this time, he stopped her.

"It's late, maybe you should call it a night," advised Drake, his eyes meeting with Mara's.  

"Maybe I should, maybe you too," said Mara, raising an eyebrow quite suggestively.  

"I'm on night watch, I don't call it a night when I'm on duty," said Drake stoutly. Mara sighed and stood up.

"I could help you, Drake, I really could," said Mara, her tone soft.

"I'm glad for your concern, but really, it's nothing," assured Drake. Mara knew when people were lying, fortunately people around here didn't seem as attuned as she was for detecting liars. Mara paused, giving the knight one last chance to speak. If he told her, confided in her, it would be obvious that he trusted her. At the present moment however, it did not seem so.

"Normally, when something is 'nothing', it is everything to the person who claims it so," said Mara wisely. Drake looked up at the healer. She saw his gaze, and sensed a change, like he had lowered those defences. She sat back next to him. Drake let out a small sigh and rubbed his eyes tiredly. Mara rubbed his back with her hand, comfortingly.  

"I've never really talked to anyone...seriously," admitted Drake. Mara smiled a little at his admission.

"You're not the first man to admit that, I'm sure," she said.

"I know but...it feels odd," said Drake.

"Do you think you could bring yourself to tell me what's troubling you?" asked Mara, sounding genuinely concerned.

"I don't know..." trailed off Drake. Mara bit her lip to stop herself from sighing in frustration.

"If you don't want to talk about it now, that's fine, but any time you do..." offered Mara.  

"You were right about it involving another woman," said Drake quietly. Mara smiled to herself. She was beginning to gain his trust.   

"Go on," chided Mara, her hand softly caressing the knight's shoulder now.

"You won't know her, nor do you need to...it's just, well, she died," said Drake softly.  Mara almost rolled her eyes in exasperation. That was the problem with loving someone, becoming close to them. If you were to lose them, you would end up reduced to nothing, a quaking mess. Mara had never been close to anyone in her life, she had never felt love, nor did she need or want to. Love was derived from your so-called positive side, but she knew that all the so-called positive attributes a person had made them weak. It was negative attributes, like hate, selfishness, pride...they were what made a person strong.  Compassion and kindness and love, they made a person weak. Mara was far more involved in her dark side than her light one, it was what made so strong.

"And you miss her?" guessed Mara, her voice as soft as she could manage.

"Yes...that, but I never told her something really important, something that I wish I had," continued Drake. Mara nodded understandingly. Sentimentality was another thing that Mara despised, it held people back.

"She'll know, where ever she is," promised Mara, trying to keep the disdain from her voice.

"Maybe," said Drake. Mara leaned close to him.

"I could help you forget," she promised. Drake stood up.

"Sorry...perhaps you should leave, I have a job to do," he announced. Mara looked upon him in surprise.  

"But..." she began to protest.

"There's some things I don't want to forget," said Drake pointedly. Mara stood.

"Well...if that's how you want it, sir," said Mara despondently.

"It's not that...perhaps another night, hey," said Drake, smiling at her kindly.

"Perhaps," murmured Mara, before leaving the tower, and Drake, alone.

  Mara glowered to herself as she walked down the steps. She had never been turned down, never. It looked as though Sir Drake was not going to be able to help her further in these matters. But who else could? As she walked down the corridor, she noticed that princess was returning to her room. She wondered whether she has access to the Triforce tower. She broke into a brisker pace, and soon caught up with Fayette, who looked a little surprised at Mara's boldness.

"Yes?" she asked the healer coldly.

"Greetings milady, how are you in your health?" questioned Mara as politely as she could.  Fayette shrugged. 

"I've been better," she muttered, continuing her pace. Mara kept up with her.

"I have some marvellous healing remedies that could make you feel better I'm sure," suggested Mara.

"I don't need my body healing...it's my heart that needs attending to," said Fayette with a sigh.

"Oh...really?" asked Mara. She vaguely remembered Impa mentioning that Fayette's husband had been murdered a year ago. "It must have been a terrible ordeal to go through, it's hardly a surprise you're still suffering," added Mara with sympathy.

"Yes my poor Raye...what did he ever do to deserve such a death? But it wasn't him I was thinking of," said Fayette with a sigh. Mara felt a little surprised at the woman's attitude, it was slightly callous. Perhaps not everyone in this castle was of sweetness and light after all.

"Oh...then who do you speak of?" questioned Mara.

"Nicolas of Dalsona...how good we would have been for one another, until she had to interfere!" said Fayette bitterly. Mara paused.

"I trust we are speaking of the good Dalsonian King? And his wife...Selina?" asked Mara.

"Yes...but how could I expect you to understand? You are one of her kind yourself, you probably dream of marrying some rich king, but can't you see, that King's should only marry the titled... they have the right breeding after all," huffed Fayette sadly.

"Oh, I agree with you completely, Your Highness. Us peasants should not interfere with royalty, it is our place to work and marry those of our own rank, we obviously aren't trained in the proper etiquette to rule a country," said Mara quickly. Fayette looked at Mara.

"Finally, a peasant who knows her place!" cried Fayette.

"You say you love this Nicolas of Dalsona?" questioned Mara.

"He would love me too, were it not for the wiles of that Selina girl," sighed Fayette dramatically. Mara lowered her eyes.

"She is a healer, is she not? It would not surprise me if she had cast some spell upon him," pointed out Mara discretely. Fayette looked at Mara in amazement, stupefied that she herself had not recognised it sooner. She had gladly accused Leigh of enchanting the minds of men, but she had never once thought that Selina would have done so. But of course, during the Great War, Selina and Leigh had worked on the battlefield together, and Selina had come back a much more magically ept woman. Perhaps Leigh had taught Selina much more than the art of healing spells.

"Oh, but now it all makes sense!" exclaimed Fayette. Mara nodded.

"Yes...I am almost certain of it. Poor man, he has no choice in the matter. Think how grateful he would be to the person who could break him from the spell," mused Mara, a plan forming in her head.

"Would you have such knowledge?" asked Fayette eagerly. Mara shrugged.

"Perhaps, but to create such a material to break the spell, I would need to be close to an extremely powerful source of magic," explained Mara. Fayette's eye's widened.

"Really? Well, what about the Triforce, that's an incredibly powerful magic artefact," suggested Faye. To have Nick at last, the mere thought of seeing those two apart was enough to make Fayette sing from the castle turrets.  

"The Triforce?" questioned Mara, pretending to be unfamiliar with the object.

"Yes! It's what protects Hyrule from all evil, but it's very powerful and magical," explained Fayette. Mara nodded.

"Yes, that sounds just like what I need. We must stop this crime Selina is committing at once, and release that poor man from her evil charms. I will go to my quarters immediately and prepare the necessary reagents, then perhaps you could take me to this Triforce, where I can draw upon the power of this Triforce and cite the necessary mantra to bind the ingredients," said Mara. Fayette nodded.

"Of course, of course. How long do you think you will be?" asked Fayette. She couldn't believe what was happening. Was it true that Selina had cast a spell over Nick? She knew it had to be, it was the only thing that made sense. She wondered if perhaps Link had done the same to Zelda, but then decided against it. The fact was, her step-sister was just stupid.

"About an hour, maybe less...I will meet you back here when I am prepared," said Mara, before walking back towards her own quarters. Fayette smiled smugly then returned to her own room. The prospect of finally taking what was rightfully hers after all this time was simply too good to be forgotten. She had to write it down, so that it could be there to read and re-read for years to come.

  Mara arrived in her quarters feeling far more pleased than when she had left Sir Drake only minutes before. This Fayette was so blind in her quest to win the affections of King Nicolas she was putting Hyrule in a very precarious position. Selfishness. She was selfish because of love. Everyone had a dark side and a light side, Mara was just thankful her light side did not blind her from what really mattered. She walked into the infirmary and pulled open the curtains to a cupboard, containing all sorts of herbs and chemicals, mainly used for healing but which could also be twisted to far more dark and amusing purposes. She knew that Selina had cast no spell over her husband, but Mara knew a spell that could stop that sickening love they had for each other. But it wasn't just that potion she had come to prepare, no there was an alltogether more important one. One that could be so draining, it could kill her. Mara, although not afraid of death, did not want to die. There were so many wicked things she yet had left to do on this world. She already had the reagents ready require for this all more important spell, but she needed the Triforce's power to bind them. She would have liked to have stolen the Triforce, what a prize it would have been, but she was now beginning to see that this would be unlikely until a later stage. She just had to create the potion, and take Ewan. Then she would be ready to perform the task that she had been waiting her entire life to do.

  Fayette waited nervously, stepping from one foot to the other, leaning against the wall in the corridor. It had been almost an hour now since she had had that conversation with Mara, and she was beginning to feel a little apprehensive. What if the healer was wrong, what if this spell did not work. She supposed then that she would know that her and Nick would never be. But she wanted it to be so much. She had never felt so strongly about anything, perhaps since the day she had married Raye. She had loved him, so much more than what Zelda and the others accused her of. She knew it was a year now since he had died, more, but that didn't stop her from missing him. His handsome face, his strong arms, his Brynellian manner. And he had worked so hard for her, just to please her. And how pleased she had been when Raye had been made leader of his country.  Perhaps she had never appreciated him enough. She knew that he had loved her with all his heart, despite her many faults. Fayette hung her head sadly. Was she betraying her husband by so keenly wanting to win the love of another. She shook her head. Raye would have wanted her to be happy, more than anything in the world. He had shown her that when he was alive. Sniffing a little at his memory, she suddenly found herself wishing he had not died. How she had wished it so many times, but in the months after his death, she had found herself wishing it less and less. Perhaps because she had realised it was a useless wish. Raye was never coming back, no matter how much she wanted him to.  

  Faye was suddenly interrupted from her thoughts when she realised that Mara was standing before her, a small cloth bag now hanging over her shoulder.

"Are you ready?" asked Mara, giving Fayette a slight look of concern. She had seen a look of remorse on the woman's face, and guessed she was thinking of her dead husband. She was glad she had no feelings like that which held her so plainly back.

"Yes...are you?" asked Fayette. Mara nodded.

"Please, lead me to this Triforce, then we can set about stopping this Selina's treacherous ways," pleaded Mara. Fayette nodded and began to make her way towards the Triforce Tower.

  When they were half way there, Fayette paused.

"Did I tell you that there's a guard in the tower?" she asked. Mara frowned. This would make the task a lot harder. But she had expected it in a way. She knew how to deal with 'guards'. She smiled as she remembered what she had done to the first man posted to protect Fayette's step sister.

"This Triforce must be very valuable," mentioned Mara, although she knew just exactly how valuable it was.

"Oh, yes. It's the prize of Hyrule," exclaimed Fayette. The guard at the entrance to the tower gave Fayette and odd look, equally more so for Mara.  

"If you don't mind my saying, Your Highness, it's very late," commented the guard.  Fayette glance at a nearby wall clock, feigning surprise.

"Really, is that the time?" she asked, before pointedly ignoring the guard and stepping into the tower. She felt Mara grab her sleeve as she did so and looked at the girl in surprise.

"Excuse me, I tripped," excused Mara with a weak smile. Although she had used Fayette to get past the first spell, it was still waging its effect upon her, making her feel weak, nauseous and dizzy.

"Are you okay?" asked Fayette, beginning to ascend the staircase. Mara nodded feebly.

"Fine, really. Nothing that won't pass," assured Mara, letting out a short cough. Mara guessed that there would be another spell at the top of the tower, and it would far stronger, but she guessed that as long as she kept close to Fayette, she would be able to pass through. It would be certainly very embarrassing if her plan failed now, as Fayette would surely realise why Mara could not enter the tower and inform the whole castle. She did not want to think about it, she even cursed herself for such thoughts. Even so, she followed Fayette up the spiralling staircase, still feeling incredibly weak. Eventually they reached the top, and Fayette turned to Mara, putting a finger to her lips.

"We have to be extremely quiet," she warned, taking a step into the tower. Mara grabbed her sleeve again. Fayette turned to her, a little annoyed by this whole sleeve grabbing thing. "Don't tell me, you tripped," guessed Fayette sarcastically.

"No...should we be up here?" asked Mara, quickly taking her chance and stepping into the tower. She almost doubled over as she crossed, but luckily, the field was weakened by Fayette's interference. Fayette gave her an odd look.

"Maybe not, but I am allowed to see the Triforce whenever I want," said Fayette quietly.  She noticed the bed in the tower was occupied. She knew Aaron had gone to Catalia with Zelda, so it must've been his apprentice, Sparks. That Sosarian friend of Leigh's. When Mara had recovered, she also noticed the bed, and stole over to it. Sparks thrashed in his sleep, as though he was about to wake. Mara took a small vial from her bag, and sprinkled the contents, unseen by Fayette, about the young man's face. It would ensure a nice, deep long sleep for the Triforce protector, and it would also ensure that Mara was not interrupted from her current task. She turned to Fayette.

"He is asleep," she whispered in a low voice, although she didn't really need to. Nothing would awaken Sparks for the next four or five hours now. Fayette nodded, but her gaze wandered back to the brilliant glow of the Triforce, transfixed by its sheer beauty. Mara followed her gaze, and soon she became lost in its awe. She quickly snapped out of it however, and approached the three glowing prisms, withdrawing a few reagents from her bag. She looked around and motioned to Fayette. "Please, bring me that table," she asked quietly, pointing at a small, flimsy looking piece of furniture. She obliged without complaint, and watched as Mara withdrew a small bowl from her bag and placed it upon the table, thereafter filling it with the reagents she had held before. Mara looked at the Triforces again. She placed her hand upon that prism of power, and felt the sheer might radiating through her. She sighed, almost in pleasure, then placed her other hand over the bowl of reagents. Fayette watched in fascination as the pretty healer began to chant some spell, the words were foreign to Fayette's ears, and they seemed obscure, alien almost.

  "Ph'nglui mglw'nafh Razne Vloi'd'eth wgah'nagl fhtagn." She didn't recognise a word of it, but that did not matter. There was a sudden blast of light from the Triforce of Power, and it flowed right through Mara, making her translucent almost. It ceased almost as quickly as it had begun, and Mara fell forward, exhausted. She waited for a moment, before staggering back up and looked into the bowl of reagents. It had worked. A cruel smile swept over her face as she felt triumph and elation. She whisked an empty vial from her bag, and carefully emptied every last dark drop into the vial, before capping it with utmost care. Fayette stepped forward eagerly.

"Is that it?" she asked keenly. Mara turned to Fayette and quickly placed the vial in her bag, pulling out another with a certain swiftness that Fayette could not even be certain that Mara had moved. She handed the vial to Fayette.

"Yes," she murmured, looking immensely pleased with herself. Fayette regarded the vial, shaking it a little. The liquid was a lot lighter than what it had been in the bowl, but she did not read too much into it.

"What do I do with it?" asked Fayette, feeling slightly giddy with excitement. Mara retrieved the empty bowl from the table and placed it in her bag, careful to make sure that the vial was not crushed by it.

"He must ingest the liquid of the potion, it would be best for him not to know about it though, slip it into a drink or his food when he is not looking. It will work almost immediately, so be sure to be on hand to explain what has happened to him. I am certain he will be most grateful," instructed Mara, pushing the table back to where it belonged. Fayette was already leaving the tower, and Mara turned to admire the Triforces for one more time. They were as beautiful as she had been told. All powerful, all knowing, all courageous...this would not be the last time she saw these treasured artefacts, the next time she saw them, they would be hers forever. Fayette was paused at the thresh-hold of the tower, and she interrupted Mara's gleeful thoughts.

"Are you coming?" she hissed. Mara turned and nodded, grasping Fayette's hand which held the precious vial. They stepped out.

"Look after this carefully, for it shall be a while before I can cast such a spell again. Do not lose or break it," advised Mara, letting go of Faye's hand. The nausea wasn't quite as bad this time, the tower was glad for her to leave.

"Break it? Lose it? I don't think so. I will guard this with my life," exclaimed Fayette as she trod down the stairs.

"Watch where you step," advised Mara darkly, tempted to push the silly princess down the steps. Fayette nodded and they reached the bottom of the tower without event.  Mara did not have to even have contact with Fayette to push through the magical field, but it still left her reeling. Fayette led Mara some way down the corridor, before turning to her.

"Thank you," she said gratefully. Mara smiled.

"Only doing my duty," she admitted. Mara felt as giddy as Fayette as she contemplated the potion she had just created.  

"I will see to it that you get a pay-raise," promised Fayette before walking down the corridor, and leaving Mara by herself. She smiled.  

"On the contrary, Princess Faye, thank you, I will see to it that my plans ensure that you don't suffer...too much," murmured Mara coldly, before she returned to her own quarters.

***

Early the next morning, Aaron awoke, and realised that dawn was almost upon them.  The sky was dashed with colour, streaked with cloud, and the first rays of the day were almost penetrating the night gloom. He quickly stood and rolled up his bed mat, before tying it up and placing it on his pack. He then woke everyone else, quietly rousing each in turn and informing them that it was time to move on. As they all woke, he returned to a small stream he had encountered the night before, and took the opportunity to wash, shave and dress. By the time he had returned to the camp, everyone else was up, even the young Aden, who was wiping his eyes tiredly.

"There is a stream just behind those trees, if you want to wash and get yourself cleaned up a little," suggested Aaron to them all. Zelda was the first to stand, before turning and giving her husband a hand. It looked like Link had endured the worst of all of them, but he was strong he could manage. Aaron turned to Fayzie. "Come on, I'll show you," he offered. Fayzie smiled to him gratefully, still without saying a word. She took his hand and stood up, turning to her young son.

"Aden," she said quietly. The young boy sighed and stood up. 

"I'm tired," he complained, punctuating the point with a yawn.

"We all are, but come on, you've got up earlier than this," said Fayzie. Aden shrugged and nodded, and Aaron took then to the stream, where Zelda and Link now where, before returning to the camp to get a few things ready.  

  The first thing Aaron did was stamp out the remains of last night's fire, before scuffing it out of all existence with the heel of his boot. It wouldn't do for them to leave any signs behind that indicated the trail they were taking. Aaron glanced back to the rising sun, wondering whether the time was now for him to go out hunting. He decided for everyone else to come back, they would have a little breakfast, then he would go and try to catch them some more food that would bring them through this journey. He knew Link would want to join him, but he decided against allowing the hero to come. Link needed to regain all of energy he had lost, and that wouldn't be done by going hunting. Aaron sat down and began to prepare breakfast, a little fruit and bread, enough for each one of them. As he did this menial task, his thoughts turned to his wife and son, back at the castle, wondering how they were doing. He hadn't left their side since the Great War, and he was missing both of them a great deal. He only hoped that they didn't take too long to reach Opela. 

It wasn't long before they were back the route to the capital. Aaron had gone hunting in the copse, and caught a few rabbits, but there had not been much else. As the young warrior had guessed, Link had wanted to accompany him, but Zelda had prevented him before Aaron even had the chance. It meant they'd all be able to have a substantial meal though when they next set up camp, providing that Aaron would have somewhere else to go hunting. So far, the morning had passed without event, and Aaron wanted it to stay that way.

  "Link...I think something's happened back in Hyrule," confided Zelda, as they rode across the plains of Catalia. Fayzie had shown them a very out of the way route, which took them far from the roads that led to Opela, but also far from sight as well.

"How do you mean?" asked Link, who was behind his wife on her horse.

"I'm not sure...I can't quite place it. Last night, something woke me, but it wasn't something here. It was like something had happened...but back home. I think it may be something to do with the Triforce," said Zelda carefully. She didn't want to alarm Link, but she had to voice her suspicions. She felt Link shift a little behind her.

"The Triforce?" questioned Link warily. Now that Zelda had left Hyrule, the spell of protection that would be cast over the tower would certainly be weaker, but not that much. And even so, who in Hyrule would be trying to obtain the Triforce? They had no enemies, or at least none that they knew of.

"Yes, but perhaps it was nothing," Zelda dismissed lightly. Link shook his head. It wasn't often that Zelda's feelings or intuitions were 'nothing'.

"Well, if there is something going on, we can't do anything for now," said Link quietly. Zelda flinched a little at his words, but decided to make no further comment. Link was right, they could do nothing, she just wasn't used to Link being so...well, not optimistic.  She had always known him to find something good even in the worst of situations, this just wasn't like him. She dropped one hand from the reins of her horse, and placed it on her waist, finding Link's own hand. He took it, and she smiled a little.

"It was probably nothing," she whispered, before turning to concentrate on the route ahead.

  They had not been going for long, when Zelda noticed a movement from the corner of her eye. Seconds later, she saw an arrow sailing through the air, and yelled in horror as she saw it strike Fayzie. The Kokiri woman fell from her horse at the impact of the arrow, young Aden falling with her. Aaron pulled back the reins on Jet, and the horse reared in surprise, almost throwing Aaron from his saddle. Another arrow whizzed through the air, and Link and Zelda quickly dismounted. Aaron was already by Fayzie's side, as was Aden.  

"What happened?" asked Link, looking towards the direction from where the arrow had come.

"I don't know," said Aaron, leaning over Fayzie. "Are you okay?" he asked. Fayzie managed a weak nod, the arrow was embedded in her shoulder, red blood staining the sleeve of her dress.

"Aden," muttered Link darkly, looking across the plains. Both Aden and Derin were able hunters, and would be good with a bow and arrow, it had to be them. Link looked around, but he couldn't see anyone. Fayzie managed to sit up with the aid of Aaron, and she examined her shoulder, wincing a little. She examined the barb of the arrow and shook her head.

"No...this isn't Aden, or Derin," she whispered, looking pale.

"You recognise it?" asked Aaron, glancing at the black feathered arrow. He suddenly felt a glimmer of realisation himself.

"Tanolians," murmured Fayzie, coughing. Aaron's heart sank.

"In Catalia?" he asked. Link drew his sword. Zelda grabbed her bow, and watched to see if any more attacks were made.  

"Yes...they were never all driven out, and after the war in Hyrule, even more arrived...survivors I suppose," said Fayzie, squeezing her eyes shut, trying to ignore the pain.  

"Look! There they are!" exclaimed Link, pointing with his sword at a group of dark clad strangers on the horizon. He ran over to Carefree and mounted the horse. "They'll regret messing with us!" stated Link, anger tingeing his voice. 

"Link! Wait!" called Zelda, concerned. She turned to Aaron desperately.  

"You should go and help him, I'm useless at horseback archery. I'll get these two under cover," said Zelda. Aaron stood and nodded before jogging to his own horse. Zelda quickly grabbed Moonmist's reins, and helped Fayzie up. Aden held onto his mother's hand, and Zelda guided them all to a nearby gathering of trees.  

  "Link!" called Aaron as he tried to catch up with his friend. There were four Tanolians, and Link had already reached them, laying into the first with his sword, right through the stomach. Aaron shook his head and spurred Jet on. Link had certainly regained some of his lost strength, but Aaron didn't know exactly how much. Link skilfully deflected any blows the remaining three tried to deliver, and by the time Aaron arrived, Link had more or less killed or fatally injured all of them. Aaron let out a breath of relief, but gave Link a discerning look.

"That was stupid and you know it," reprimanded Aaron. Link wiped his brow.

"Is Fayzie okay?" asked the hero, ignoring Aaron and leaping down off Carefree. He began to pick through the fallen bodies of the Tanolians, one protested, and Link deftly finished him off with a short blow to the neck.  

"Perhaps for now. Look, Link, you don't want anything they've had," said Aaron, looking down at his friend, feeling a little concerned. Link looked up to Aaron.

"Come on, there's no need to be so uptight," said Link, grinning at his friend.  

"Link!" cried Aaron, exasperated. Link got up and mounted Carefree.

"They had nothing valuable, come on, let's get back to the girls," suggested Link. Aaron shook his head.

"You could have got yourself killed," said Aaron. Link turned to his friend.

"I'm still here, aren't I?" he asked, a little sharply.  

"Sure, yes...just," began Aaron, but Link had already ridden off, back towards where they had left Zelda, Fayzie, and her son. Shrugging to himself, slightly confused by Link's behaviour, Aaron took off after Hyrule's future heir.

***

  Mara woke, feeling rejuvenated. Dawn had long since broken, and it was unlike her to sleep in, but after the spell she had performed last night, she supposed she was allowed a few luxuries. She quickly got up, remembering the task at hand, and carefully picked up the cloth bag that hung on one of her bedposts. She laid it down on her bed, and carefully retrieved the vial of that dark potion she had created. She smiled as she stared into the cloudy liquid, thinking of what potential it held. She walked over to her desk, and pulled open the single drawer, taking out a solid, velvet lined box. She opened it, and carefully laid the vial in the box, closing it, then locking it with a tiny silver key. It would not do for this particular potion to meet any mishaps, it was unlikely that she would ever get the chance to be so near the Triforce again to create the potion. Of course, the potion was not yet complete, it required one more simple ingredient, but it would be easy enough to get. And then the final pieces of Mara's plan would finally fall into place.

  Fayette sat through breakfast, barely eating a thing, just watching Nick and Selina.  Their affectionate smiles towards each other, the friendly banter, it made her feel sick. To think it was all a spell, created by Selina. She wrinkled her nose in disgust.  

"Is something the matter dear?" suddenly questioned Fenella, Fayette's mother. Fayette looked at her mother, feigning a smile.

"No, I'm fine, mother," she replied, quickly taking a forkful scrambled egg and eating it.  It had gone slightly cold, but she ate it anyway.  

"So Selina, how are you feeling?" asked Fayette in a friendly manner, interrupting her and Nick's conversation. Selina glanced at Fayette, giving her a wary smile.

"I'm feeling fine, Faye, thanks for asking," said Selina. Fayette was a little surprised at Selina's apparent friendliness, she had been given nothing but cold looks by the Queen since she had arrived, and at no surprise either, after the stunt Fayette had pulled on her, trying to split her and Nick up a year earlier.  

"It's just, well, I know what it's like, to carry twins you know," reminded Fayette, smiling.  Selina nodded, glancing down at her own breakfast.  

"Well, you've not got much longer to go now dear, have you?" piped up Fenella, entering the conversation. Nick smiled over at his wife.

"No, she hasn't," he agreed. Fayette saw that look they exchanged, and felt that there must be something genuine between the two, but she quickly dismissed such thoughts, it was all a spell. It had to be.  

"Any ideas on names?" questioned the King.  

"Oh, a few maybe, nothing set in stone," replied Selina, smiling over at Harkinian.

"I suppose you're hoping for boys?" questioned Fenella, talking to Nick. He shrugged, grinning.

"Perhaps a girl and a boy would be nice, but whatever they turn out to be, I'll be happy," said Nick.

  Fayette left the dining hall feeling a little confused. Nick and Selina really seemed to love each other, she supposed she had never realised it before, but now she had, it struck her so boldly, she began to doubt that there was any magic involved. She reached into her pocket and drew out the vial that contained the potion that Mara girl had created the night before. This would break any spell that Selina had cast over Nick, that was what Mara had said. So if there was no spell, the potion would have no effect. And if the potion did take effect, that would prove that Selina had cast a spell over Nick. Fayette had every right to use the potion. Just when she would get the chance to use it was another question completely.

***

  Felicity alighted on a nearby gravestone, examining her small spell book.

"Flis, you're sick, I swear!" exclaimed a golden-haired faerie fluttering nearby, a distasteful look upon her pretty face.

"Yeah, why are we here anyway?" asked the red-haired faerie, also fluttering about. Felicity looked at her two friends fixedly.

"I need a certain ingredient for my spell, which can only be found in a cemetery," she stated in a calm tone. Tiffany, the blonde haired one, still scrunched up her face a little.

"But why did we have to come?" she moaned, quickly darting away from the headstone she was near.

"I need you both to help me gather it," Felicity said, looking around.

"Fine," agreed the other one, Carrie. "It's a plant, is it?" she questioned. Plants were her magical speciality. Felicity nodded.

"Yep. Plesidarnarus Kadinerou Ygerni," she said, speaking in ancient Hylian. 

"Or in other words, black ivy?" Carrie said, translating to everyday Hyrulian. Tiffany raised an eyebrow.

"Black ivy? You can get black ivy?" she asked.

"Of course you can. It's like green ivy, but black," Carrie said.

"I know, I'm not that stupid," Tiffany snapped, scowling. She was more interested in rocks and stones, in fact the only flora that did interest her were the blooms she liked to adorn her hair with. 

"It's vital to a new spell I'm making, and I'm going to need a fair bit. Problem is, there's not much around, so we're going to have to scour this place," Felicity commented.

"What sort of spell is it, Flis?" Tiffany questioned.

"You'll see," Felicity smiled.   

"Oh, now she's being all secretive!" Carrie exclaimed, grinning. Felicity smiled again.

"Actually, it may have to wait until Sprite returns... I may need her help," she said.

"Must be a biggie, then," Tiffany commented thoughtfully. Felicity nodded, fiddling with the moonstone pendant that hung around her neck.

"Yes, but it's all I'm revealing for now," she stated.

"Alright, but we'd best be quick. I need to get back to Silva-Veredis Le' Fey soon to water my garden!" Carrie said.

"Yeah, I agree. I hate graveyards, they're creepy," Tiffany shuddered.

"We could be here a while," Felicity pointed out.

"Which is precisely why we ought to stop chatting and get looking!" Carrie said.

  As the faeries prepared to start looking, they suddenly heard the iron creak of a gate being opened. They paused, all alighting atop of one stone, wondering who else could possibly be visiting this desolate place. They were in the largest graveyard in Hyrule, the Mido Graveyard, which lay to the south of the town, and stretched far along the coast. It was perfectly legible that people came to visit the graves of their loved ones but it wasn't exactly the nicest place to be on a day as drab as this. A small woman step in, her face hidden by a dark coloured hooded cloak. 

"Let's get looking," Carrie said, her curiosity now sated. She and Tiffany flew off together, leaving Felicity alone by herself. The dark haired faerie flew down towards the ground, searching for the elusive plant. It tended to creep along the ground, rather than curl around headstones. As she searched, she noticed the woman again, who really was acting rather strangely. She was closely examining each headstone. Looking for someone, perhaps? But it was the way she was doing it. Felicity was getting a bad feeling from her. As a faerie, she was sensitive to such things, and right now she was feeling that the visitor's intentions in the cemetery were far from pure. She drifted closer, her original errand suddenly forgotten. The woman did not notice her, so intent she was on checking each tomb. Felicity got a surprise when she saw who it was... the new castle healer! What was she doing here? She noticed some vials hanging at the woman's side, filled with various concoctions, but of what, Felicity couldn't quite tell. She waited for a while, simply watching. Eventually, she saw the woman kneel down, a triumphant expression on her face. She held something in her hand, the black ivy Felicity herself was searching for. The faerie frowned, annoyed. The stuff was rare, and if she didn't get any here, the only other graveyards were in Saria, which was very small, or the deserted one on the south west island, which Felicity really didn't wish to visit. Otherwise, she would have to head over to East Hyrule. Why did the healer want it? It was rarely used as a reagent in general spells, but more... necromancy. Not many people practised that anymore. Except Felicity of course, but then, she practised all forms of magic. And most necromancy wasn't usually put to good uses. She frowned once more, her suspicions immediately raised.

"Hey, Flis!" came Carrie's cheerful voice, and Felicity turned to see her friend waving. The healer suddenly tensed, obviously hearing. She looked around, and then quickly dashed towards the gate. Very strange indeed, thought Felicity.

"I'm coming," she called back, flying over towards Carrie, who'd obviously found some ivy too. She'd have to keep a close eye on that woman's doings from now on.        

  Fayette looked down at the glass vial for a split second, before quickly closing her hand around it as Drake walked past. She still hadn't found a good opportunity to empty the vial over Nick's meal, or in his drink, and she didn't really know when she would.  Sighing, a little frustrated, she began to make her way to the dining hall, pondering over what she was going to do.  

  The entire meal, Fayette sat there, wondering what to do, waiting for an opportunity, even if it was just one. She only needed one, but it looked unlikely of coming her way.  Everyone sat quietly, silently eating their meals, which had been well prepared, as always, by Milona, the head cook at the castle. The meal consisted of delicious roast potatoes, fresh vegetables and delicious and generous servings of roast cuccoo. Fayette was enjoying the meal, as she always did, but all the time, she felt that vial weighing in her pocket, just waiting to be used. It was obvious that she wasn't going to be able to use it at mealtimes, it would be too obvious, she would have to find other opportunities instead. Then a perfect thought struck her. If she could arrange for Milona to send breakfast to the couple early the next morning, then she could perhaps intervene, and plant the substance then. That was it, that was how she would do it. Feeling considerably more cheered, Fayette smiled to herself, before tucking into her meal more heartily than she had previously.  

***

  Later that night, they set up camp once more. Link and Zelda slipped away together, telling the others they were taking a 'short' walk together. Aaron, Fayzie and young Aden cooked themselves supper, and to keep them amused, Aaron related some tales of his deeds in the Great War the year previously. Meanwhile, Link and Zelda walked some distance away from the group, before deciding that they were truly alone. Link wanted to question Zelda on her 'feeling' from earlier that day, but she didn't seem that interested in talking. Instead, she just stood, gazing at the sea. They were stood under a small canopy of trees, protected from the sea breeze and the nights coolness. The moon was out, and almost full, but not quite. Link looked  at it for a while, before turning to look at his wife. She had a somewhat determined look about her, and her long golden hair had fallen loosely around her face, tousled up and wavy. She looked so beautiful. But then, Zelda always looked beautiful to him. His beautiful, fiery Princess. His whole world. The woman he would love for all eternity. Kylara would never have taken that away from him. He would have always loved Zelda, deep down, whether they'd been together, or not. No matter what Kylara said, no matter what Arcesius said, no matter what his Kokiri kin said, Zelda was the one he was meant to be with. He knew that. How could he even have doubted it? He had nearly lost her, through those doubts. And it was because of that, that she could never fully trust him again, deep in her heart. That hurt him a lot, that she always had that niggling doubt about him, that she thought he would abandon her for another, so easily. He could never do that, whatever pretty girl might come his way. No matter how tempting it might be. Sometimes, they drove each other crazy, to the point of almost hating each other, but luckily, their love was stronger than that. He'd chosen her over his brother, and over his so-called destined lover. Hurtful, as both choices had been, they had to be worth something. He'd chosen that path on his own accord. 

 "I'm thinking of Hyrule," Zelda suddenly said out loud, interrupting his own thoughts. She remained facing the sea. 
"I'm thinking of you," Link replied, willing her to turn. She did, a hint of surprise in her deep green eyes.

"The feeling has passed me by. I think I imagined it. Maybe I'm stressed out," she finally commented. Link reached his hand across to clasp hers.

"Yes, maybe," he agreed. Their gaze met. 

"The Triforce feels far from me today. But I still feel a glimmer..." she murmured, turning to look at the sea once more.

"Far...." Link agreed, amazed at Zelda's sheer power of affinity to her most treasured possession. He could never have that power himself, no matter how hard he tried. Slowly, he steered her closer into the copse, pulling her close, and kissing her. How he'd missed their nights together, being alone with her, knowing that they were truly together. Sometimes, he still couldn't believe the fact to this very day, that Princess Zelda, his former employer, former teenage infatuation, was really his wife. All his. He liked to remind himself of that every now and again. Just in case it really was all a dream. 

"We said a 'short' walk," mumbled Zelda, breaking the spell.

"They shan't miss us," Link replied, kissing her again. She pulled away, evading his affection.

"They'll come looking for us, if we stay much longer," she said. 

"I told Aaron we were spending some time alone, he won't disturb us," Link promised. This was somewhat true. He'd brought her out here to talk, but now he'd changed his mind. She seemed to relent a little. He pulled her close again, kissing her warmly. Eventually, she relaxed, kissing him back. Link let his hands wander a little, but she immediately stopped him, looking a bit annoyed.

"No Link... not here," she murmured. 

"We're all alone, no-one else is around," Link replied imploringly. She turned on her heel, walking away. He rushed after her. "Zel, wait... don't get mad," he called. She ignored him.

 Walking in what she thought was roughly the direction of the camp, Zelda felt the guilt beginning to overtake her again. Had Link felt like this over Leigh, she wondered to herself, shaking her head a little. Link caught up with her, a questioning look on his face. He knew something was wrong, but she was glad he wasn't quite sensitive as to what it actually was. She couldn't let him start suspecting, though. Best to lie, to feign it off. If he found out, he'd be devastated, and she would be the biggest hypocrite in Hyrule. She wouldn't want to go through what Link had gone through with her. Then again though, she didn't believe Link would ever do that to her, whatever she did. He was much more sensitive than that, he didn't like to hurt her feelings. That was why she hated herself sometimes. As she thought about it more, it wasn't only Kaibre that was making her so guilty, it was how she'd acted throughout the Leigh incident, how she'd acted over Kylara. It was a miracle that Link even still had feelings for her, when she'd acted so cold and selfish. It was because of her, they were running away now, from the demons of Link's past. She'd made it that way, almost. She swallowed a little pausing.

"Zel?" Link asked, his hand on her arm.

"I just think we have more important things to worry about right now!" she snapped, immediately regretting the automatic lies as he gave her a hurt look.   

"I suppose you're right," he conceded. "It's just that I've missed you..."

"And I've missed you, but this isn't really the time, or place for any of this. We should be on our guard, Tanolians are everywhere, and Aden and Derin are no doubt close at hand," Zelda interrupted.

"I only wanted to kiss you for a little while, to be alone with you. That's all," Link replied forlornly. Zelda didn't look at him, instead running a hand through her hair, teasing out some of the curls that were starting to form. Her eyes were cast down to the ground, not able to meet with his. She was hoping that Seline would indeed give them the protection they would need. Seline, in earlier years, had sometimes been like a second mother, like Impa. Seline and her father had even liked each other. A lot. But they had never married, for some reason. Perhaps if they had, Zelda would have been far happier, with no Fenella, or Fayette. But these days, Seline and her father rarely spoke. Zelda had never known why. Last time they had properly spoken, had been at her own wedding, and that had been only brief words. But whatever quarrels might stand between their family, the Queen would surely help them. She slowly looked up, to find Link still looking at her a little dejectedly. 

"Link, I..."

"You're so beautiful, so perfect..." Link started, letting his hands drop to her waist. "I love you, I've missed you."

"I love you too," Zelda replied quietly. That, at least, was true. 

"It was you who kept me going, the thought of you, my beautiful Princess of Hyrule," Link continued, learning forward to place a gentle kiss upon her forehead. Zelda gave in at that point. But as she kissed him, another feeling suddenly overtook her, and it wasn't guilt this time. Something else. It washed over her briefly like a wave upon the sand, neither pleasant or unpleasant. The Triforce, she thought, almost immediately, pulling away from Link. Using her magic, she could still feel it, Hyrule was in some sort of danger maybe. Her feelings earlier that day had proved correct  after all, and she let out a tiny gasp. Link was looking at her with concern. 

"Our country needs us," she whispered.

"But..." Link started.

"We must reach Opela as quickly as possible," Zelda replied, quickly heading back to the camp. Link followed after her, his own mind suddenly in turmoil too.

  When Link and Zelda arrived back at the camp, they saw Aaron tending to the ugly wound that had been left in Fayzie's shoulder by that vile Tanolian arrow.

"I'm lucky, in a way," began Fayzie, taking the damp cloth from Aaron and dabbing at her arm. "Those Tanolians usually coat their damned arrows with poison, but fortunately they hadn't," explained the Kokiri woman. Aaron nodded.

"Yeah, that's true, during the war a few months back, we lost a lot of men that way," acknowledged the young Hyrulian. The two looked up from their conversation when they heard Link and Zelda approaching, and smiled at their appearance.

"Finally! I thought you two were never coming back!" piped up Sprite loudly. Link smiled at the faerie and sat down on his bed roll. Zelda joined him, but gazed at Fayzie, a look of concern forming as she saw the wound.

"How are you feeling?" asked the princess. Fayzie smiled.

"Tired, but apart from that, I could be worse," she said shyly. Aden was curled up at her side, apparently asleep.

"I wish I could have warned you sooner about that arrow, but by the time I saw it myself, it was too late," continued Zelda, an apologetic expression on her face.

"Well, an apology from the princess, now I really have seen everything!" exclaimed Sprite, who was not pleased at being ignored. Aaron glanced across at Link, wondering if his friend had calmed down from his previous mood. He seemed more at ease than he previously had, but Aaron got a feeling that Link wasn't very happy. Not that he blamed him, of course, Aaron himself would have been as bad, if not worse, if he had had to endure the torment that Link recently had been put through.  

"Well, we can have a good supper tonight," motioned Aaron finally, pointing over to the rabbit stew he and Fayzie had prepared over a small fire. Link glanced over and grinned.

"Quite the cook are we, young Aaron?" he joked, grinning. Aaron shrugged.

"He's not bad," smiled Fayzie. Link and Zelda laughed a little, grinning at the slowly reddening Aaron.

"Hey! If you're going to start teasing me, I might just eat that stew all to myself!" warned Aaron good-naturedly, getting up and walking over to the fire, testing to see if the meal was ready. Apparently, it was, and he grabbed a ladle from his pack(he had come well prepared) and began to dish it out. Link took the bowl gratefully, and began to tuck in, not realising how famished he had been. Zelda accepted the bowl too, although a little less enthusiastically than her husband.

"What, exactly, is in this?" she questioned. Aaron shrugged, handing a bowl to Fayzie.

"Rabbit, water, some herbs me and Fayzie managed to find," he listed, getting another bowl and handing it to the just awakened Aden. He finally got his own, and sat down, tucking in along with everyone else. Zelda sniffed a little, then finally tested the meal, and found it surprisingly tasty. Sprite meanwhile fluttered down onto Link's shoulder.

"Where's mine?" she demanded. Aaron gulped and stared at Sprite.

"Sorry," he apologised. Sprite pouted, while Link fished around in his own stew, fishing out a piece of meat and handing it to the faerie.

"This is my meal?" she asked. Link kept eating, and nodded.

"Uh-huh," he replied.  

"Hmmph!" exclaimed Sprite, before taking a bite from the tender meat. It tasted quite nice actually, but she wasn't going to let anyone else know that.

"I don't see what you're complaining about," muttered Zelda.

"Well I don't see you jumping in delight," spat back Sprite.

"Now, now girls, calm down," intervened Link.

"It's a very nice meal," Zelda finally commented.  

"Exactly, so just keep quiet you," scolded Link to his faerie companion.  

"How much longer til we reach Opela?" asked Zelda conversationally.

"I only ever came this route once or twice, but it takes about five days altogether. I'd say three days at the least now, four at the most," said Fayzie, finishing her stew. Zelda let out a sigh.

"Do you think Aden and Derin are following?" she asked. Aaron shrugged, as did Link.

"I wouldn't put it past them," said Fayzie darkly. Aaron began to collect in the empty dishes.

"There's a stream nearby, I'll just go wash these," he said. Fayzie stood, along with Aden.

"We'll help," she offered, before Link and Zelda were left alone again.  

  Link gave his faerie companion and she let out a huff of discontent.

"Me and Zelda need to talk," he said pointedly.

"Fine, I'll just go off and get eaten by a moblin or something...not that you'd care," said Sprite sulkily.  

"They don't get moblins in Catalia," said Link dryly.  

"Well fine!" said Sprite, before fluttering off. Link turned back to his wife, a lazy grin on his face.

"She won't stay mad for long," he promised.

"Oh yes, she will!" shrieked Sprite, somewhere not far off. Link shook his head, and the grin disappeared.

"I don't think there's much we need to talk about," began Zelda, trying to evade and questions that were bound to come.

"I think there is, Zel, like your attitude for a start," argued Link, his voice calm.

"Pardon?" asked Zelda. She knew fine well what he was talking about.

"You just seem a little dismissive...and maybe like you don't want to be near me or something," began Link. He looked hurt, and Zelda softened at his expression.

"Link, that just isn't true," she began, taking his hand. Link gazed at her imploringly.

"But just before," he reminded.

"I just didn't feel comfortable, Link. Not after what happened to Fayzie," said Zelda, unable to hold Link's gaze.

"I'm sorry to drag you into all of this," apologised Link, looking ashamed.

"It wasn't your fault, Link," protested Zelda.  

"It was. If I had waited around a little longer all those years ago, I might've found Hayden and Shawn...we could've all come to Hyrule together, and both of them might still be here now. If I had dealt with Kylara carefully, been nicer to her maybe, not given her false hopes, she might have never killed herself..." argued Link, his voice edged with despair, failure. Zelda, tears springing at her eyes to see her husband in such a state, pulled him close, hugging him.

"Link, you can't think like that. It's happened, you didn't know your brothers were still alive, you didn't know Kylara would react like that," said Zelda comfortingly.  

"Then why do I feel so guilty?" asked Link sadly.  

And why do I? thought Zelda to herself.  

***

  Late that night, Mara crept stealthily through the corridors of the castle, making her way to the nursery, where Ewan slept. She was ready to leave this place as soon as possible, but she needed the son of the heir and the hero first. She knew, of course, that that damned Kaibre Lainge had been appointed to protect the child, rather than being asked to leave, which confused Mara slightly. The potion she had slipped into the man's drink would have made him act rather inappropriately towards Zelda, unless it hadn't worked. But that was unthinkable, it must've worked, because Mara never made mistakes when she prepared a potion, she couldn't afford to. All the potions she had made in her short life had been mere practise for the ultimate concoction she knew that, one day, she would have to create. That day had come and gone now, but she still didn't know whether she had succeeded. She had never doubted it, but then, since Mr. Lainge was still working in the castle, she was beginning to doubt the ability that she had always taken almost for granted. She slipped from corridor to corridor, careful not to make her presence known, and she was there, so close she could feel his presence near by. The one, the chosen one. He with the virtue of all three. Her heart was beating faster just at the thought of being so near to her dream, her goal. But she wasn't there yet, not quite.  A sly smile curved upon her lips, she was so close, and nothing was going to stop her.  Her hand closed on the concealed dagger at her side. No one would pose a problem for her now, not when she was so near. She saw a figure at the door of the nursery, shifting from foot to foot, seeming a little discontent. Mara smiled again, she would certainly liven the night up for Mr. Lainge. She edged towards him, quietly, foot by foot, when the man turned, glancing in her direction. She froze, and pressed into the wall as far as she could, melting into the shadows.  

  Kaibre sniffed a little, positive that he had heard something, seen something. He leaned back into the wall. He hadn't slept for days, he never did when under such employment.  He supposed it wasn't good for his health, but he was used to it. He had barely slept at all when working in the court of Queen Seline. He could not afford to with the multitude of Tanolian assassins that lurked continually, waiting for one slip, one moment where they could strike. These days, Kaibre didn't like to sleep anyway, his dreams constantly plagued by nightmares of guilt over the death of his wife and child. Kaibre snapped his attention back to guarding his post, something else interrupting his thoughts. He placed one hand on his sword, perspiration sliding down the back of his neck. His senses rarely misled him, someone was near. His eyes snapped back and forth along the corridor, wondering who was there, waiting, lurking in the shadows. He drew his sword, to prove that he meant business. His blade glinted in the moonlight that shone through the window, and it distracted him momentarily. A split second later, the silent lurker in the dark was upon him, and he only shrugged off their attack just in time.  

"So, you finally show yourself again!" spat Kaibre, holding his sword before him.

"You will wish I hadn't, naive fool!" replied his attacker. Kaibre suddenly realised the voice belonged to someone with whom he had spoken with.

"Mara?" he questioned warily. His concealed attacker laughed.

"Not that it matter's now that you know, for you will soon be dead!" exclaimed Mara gleefully. Kaibre gritted his teeth.

"You will fail in any attempts to harm anyone in this castle, whether it be the children of the royal couple, or myself," vowed Kaibre.

"So valiant, yet so foolish. It won't be by the blade that you die," sniggered Mara. Kaibre lunged at her, his hands shaking. Mara stepped away, her reactions quick and nimble.  He recalled the first time these two had met, of course, he had not known her then. She had stabbed him, and he had gone to her quarters, where she had injected him. A feeling of utter nausea crashed over him, and he staggered back. She could've easily poisoned him then, and he would've never known. He grabbed the door frame to support himself.  "Such a pity, but I suppose no one will notice your loss. Your family are all dead, no one shall miss you," mused Mara. Kaibre let out a shallow gasp, agonising cramps in his stomach forming.  

"You won't succeed in whatever your vile plans are," promised Kaibre, his voice hoarse.  Mara loomed over him, revealing a shining dagger.

"And who will stop me?" she questioned. Kaibre gripped his sword firmly in his fist and swept it before him, hoping to catch the healer. He almost did, but she backed away just in time. Kaibre let out a dry cough, and tried to stand, conquering the terrible pains that plagued him. Mara watched, looking a little surprised. The poison she had administered to him days earlier was a slow releasing poison, that could be controlled via a certain pendant that Mara herself was wearing. The nearer she stood to him, the more agony he would suffer. She had tried it before, half a dozen times, and no-one had survived the first attack yet. Kaibre stepped forward, steadily, brandishing his sword.

"I will stop you," he murmured, taking another, not so clumsy, swipe. Mara staggered back as he caught her across the shoulder. She grabbed the pendant that hung from her neck with her free hand and held it out, close to Kaibre. He stepped back as the pain reached a new level of agony, but he still managed to keep upright. He pushed his sword forward and caught the pendant, cutting it away from the chain around Mara's neck. He tossed it away, and immediately the pain subsided within him. He stepped forward and Mara scowled.

"Although I am impressed by your resilience, you must know that ultimately, you will fail," said Mara somewhat snidely.

"Is that so?" questioned Kaibre. Mara smiled, then drew a vial from under her robes.  Before Kaibre could react, she threw the vial at him, and it shattered against his arm which he had used to shield himself, a hissing emitting from the liquid that clung to his arm. "Guards!" he called as loudly as he could, before crashing to the ground as he inhaled the toxic fumes of the potion. Mara smiled and stepped over him. She had disposed of every guard in the vicinity, the only people she had to worry about now was if that dratted Impa awakened. She opened the door to the nursery and stepped inside, glad to see none of the children had been disturbed by Kaibre's call for the guards. She smiled again. Everything was going like clockwork, well, apart from Kaibre's little resistance, but luckily she had planned well ahead for any such...irregularities.

***

They started off early the next day, mainly at Zelda's insistance. The sun had barely risen, but off the group went, riding quickly among the low, rolling hills. 

"It's best we waste as little time as possible resting, and spend more of it riding. That way, we'll reach Opela quicker," Zelda said.

"But Zelda... Link needs his rest," Aaron said to her quietly.

"I'm fine," Link protested, hearing their conversation. 

"Yes, I'm sure Seline will have him seen to when we arrive," Zelda added. Aaron didn't say anything, but you could tell by his face that he didn't agree with them. Zelda's bossiness and Link's insistance that he was perfectly fine weren't a good combination, in his book. They continued riding quietly for a while, until Link spoke again.

"Hey Fayzie, remember when it was your 8th birthday, and we played hide and seek and you got lost?" he grinned, over at his old friend.

"Oh, don't remind me! That was so embarrassing!! I thought I'd go real deep in the woods were no-one would think of looking, and then I didn't realise where I was!" Fayzie laughed, also recalling the incident.

"We were all waiting, with your cake and everything!" Link added, also laughing. 

"Well imagine how I felt! All scared, alone!" Fayzie retorted good-naturedly.

"Yeah... it was Alain who found you, wasn't it?" Link remembered.

"Uhuh, in my muddy dress, where I'd slipped into that stream!" Fayzie said. They both smiled at each other fondly. 

"I hate those damn Tanolians," Link finally muttered, his expression darkening a little.

"Don't we all?" Aaron ventured.

"And it seems like we'll never be rid of them. Luckily, they seemed to refrain from attacking Gardarika... they mull around Opela, and out in the countryside more these days," Fayzie said.

"Yes, we even had the scum living in our own mountains for a while," Link added.

"And we didn't know... until we came across them, of course," Zelda said, speaking for the first time in a while.

"We cleared them out, though," Aaron said, looking quite proud. 

"Good. The whole lot of them should be exterminated, in my view," Fayzie said.

"Like vermin," Zelda agreed. They all went silent again.

"Let's get off them, though," Link finally remarked. 

"Yes," Fayzie agreed. "Hey, do you remember when we told everyone that we'd found..." she started, smiling widely.

"Oh Fayzie! Don't even bring that one up!" Link said, sounding jokingly horrified.

"It was sort of funny, though," Fayzie pointed out. 

"But I don't think they believed us really," Link replied.

"Hayden did," Fayzie said.

"Hayden thought you were great, though. He never imagined you'd lie," Link laughed.

"Well, I couldn't help it that all the guys..." Fayzie started.

"Yeah, but I knew what you were really like!" Link interrupted, grinning.

"That was only because we were quite good friends," Fayzie replied, still smiling too.

"Excuse me? Only 'quite'?" Link asked, mock offended.

"Alright, alright. One of my greatest friends," she corrected.

"That's more like it," Link smiled. 

"How nice," Zelda remarked, her tone a little cutting.

"Sorry Zel, didn't mean to leave you out," Link said, patting her on the shoulder affectionately.

"It's hardly a time to be joking around, when my country is in trouble!" the Princess snapped.

"What?" Aaron asked, looking surprised.

"She had a feeling," Link explained.

"Oh," Aaron replied.

"Sorry," Fayzie apologised.

"Oh, don't you apologise. She's just jealous," Sprite said cheekily.

"Jealous? I'm jealous? Of what?!" Zelda demanded incredulously.

"Of Link and Fayzie's conversation. You hate not being the centre of attention!" the faerie said shrilly. 

"Oh, and so do you!" Zelda retorted, seething.

"Er Zel..." Link began.

"Don't 'Zel' me!" Zelda said angrily. Link dropped his hand from her shoulder.

"There's no need..." he started.

"Oh, leave me alone!" Zelda interrupted, still fuming. No-one dared to speak, although Sprite could barely keep her mouth shut. But Link shot her a warning glance, and she darted onto his shoulder, also sulking. They rode on in silence.

 The day passed without incident, but all of them still remained on their guard. Zelda ordered that they would ride well into the night, despite the other's protests, after all, they had to get to Opela soon. The moon was coming up, as they rode their mounts along a twisting path through some trees. Little Aden had fallen asleep, and everyone was feeling a little hungry. But Zelda had not yet decided to call it a day. Fayzie ventured to speak to Link again, after the blow up earlier, she hadn't felt comfortable addressing any questions directly to him alone. 

"So... I suppose it must be real nice to live in a castle, and all," she said.

"It has its advantages, yeah," Link agreed. He was feeling a bit drowsy, but couldn't fall asleep while still on a horse.

"Well, it is a castle. What else could you possibly expect?" Zelda said, a little sarkily. She was still in a bit of a bad mood. Link sighed.

"Zel..." he started.

"It's okay. You two continue your lovely little conversation, I'll concentrate on riding," Zelda said flippantly. Fayzie shot Link a questioning look, and he shrugged.

"North Castle is beautiful, the most beautiful castle in Demiari. I hope you might see it one day too, Fayzie," he said.

"Oh... yes, maybe. But what does it look like?" she asked.

"A great, tall, white fortress, that dominates the skyline," Aaron offered.

"With blue turrets. And the moat sparkles so prettily on a sunny day," Sprite added.

"And all the lush green around it, the grasslands, the Ruto Forest," Link continued.

"The home of my people, Silva-Veredis Le' Fey, City of the Faeries," Sprite said proudly.

"It all sounds so beautiful," Fayzie breathed, looking awed.

"It is," Zelda agreed.

"You should... maybe you could come back with us, for a while," Link offered shyly. Zelda said nothing. Fayzie looked nervous.

"Oh, no.... no, I..." she began.

"You'd be safe from those jerks," Aaron pointed out.

"Yeah, you could live in Rauru or Ruto, they're both close to the castle," Link said. "I lived in Ruto myself once... well, when I first arrived. With my uncle Govan... and my Aunt Janey," he added. 

"Yeah, and that was when you met me!" Sprite cried, smiling.

"Uhuh, sure was," Link said, grinning back at his faerie companion.

"It does sound nice..." Fayzie mused.

"You should come, you really should!" Sprite insisted, more to annoy Zelda, than anything.

"Yep, and you could hang out at the castle any time!" Link added, turning to smile at his old friend.

"Let's stop," Zelda suddenly said, her tone not sounding too happy at all. They were near some trees, which would provide adequate shelter, and a river, which they'd been following for some time, ran by. However, Link couldn't help feeling she'd said it to stop them talking. Without a word, the Princess dismounted, and headed off towards the river.

"I'll make a start on supper," Fayzie offered. Aaron had managed to catch some wild cuccos when they'd stopped for dinner, a few hours earlier, and strung them to his saddle.

"Roast cucco, almost as if we're back home. We just need some wine, crusty bread, roast potatoes, and fresh vegetables, and some of that delicious sauce that only Milona can..." Link started.   

"Shut up, you're making my mouth water!" Aaron laughed.

"Well, at least we found those wild carrots, and those apples. I can parboil them quite nicely, I think," Fayzie said.

"Sounds wonderful already," Link smiled.

  The meal was indeed a thoroughly enjoyed and appreciated one. The long ride had left all six of them extremely hungry and worn out, and the delicious cucco, along with the vegetables warmed them all to the soul. The mood was happier, more jovial than it had been since the six had set out from Gadarika, including the mood of Zelda.

"This is the nicest meal I've eaten in ages!" commented Link, hungrily digging in to his cooked cucco.

"Yeah, me too! Who'd have thought that such a dumb animal could be some use after all!" exclaimed Sprite, who was a little happier than the previous meal, mainly because this time she'd been remembered.  

"I'm not that used to cooking in the wilderness, it's a little more difficult using and open fire, compared to a stove," said Fayzie, who was sitting with her son close by. It struck Zelda how quiet Aden was, but she supposed it didn't surprise her. He had been taken from his home, his father, with very little warning, and he would be doubtlessly confused about the whole situation.

"Hey Aden, how'd you like to live in a castle?" asked Zelda, smiling kindly at the young boy. He looked up from his own meal, reciprocating the smile, if not a little shyly.

"A castle?" he questioned. "I've never even seen a castle before! Only heard about them in stories!" exclaimed the young boy. Fayzie glanced across to Link, who smiled warmly back. He then put one arm around his wife.

"Well, you're going to see one soon, in a few days, and then maybe you'll even see another castle, in a different country entirely!" said Link with a grin. Aden smiled, looking brighter than he had since Link had ever seen him.

"Will there be a moat? With great big underwater dragon's in them?!" asked the young boy eagerly. Link grinned.

"Who knows," he said with a wink.

"And big brave knights, with all shiny armour?" asked Aden again.

"Probably," said Aaron, joining in on the conversation. Aden looked a little cheered by the sudden attention. He turned and looked at Sprite curiously.

"And you're...you're a real faerie?" he asked, a question he had been dying to ask for days. Every laughed at the question, and Sprite flew over to the boy, sprinkling a little faerie dust on him.

"Have you ever seen a fake faerie?" she asked. Aden nodded.

"At the Gadarika festival last year, a man was selling faeries, but they weren't real ones, they were fire flies!" exclaimed Aden.  

"Yes, and you wanted to buy one, didn't you?" asked Fayzie, hugging her son a little.  Aden grinned shyly.

"Well I'd never seen a real faerie before!" he exclaimed in his defence.

"Well, you have now," said Sprite with a smile before fluttering off to Link again. 

  Later on, when they had finished their meals and set up camp for the night, everyone was huddled around the fire for warmth, all of them asleep except Link and Zelda. Fayzie and Aden lay huddled together, close to the fire, with Aaron nearby. Link and Zelda also lay close together, lying on their backs, staring up at the stars.  

"Look, can you see it? Your mother's star?" questioned Link quietly, his hand closing around Zelda's.

"Yes, the brightest of them all," murmured Zelda. She turned on her side, regarding the handsome face of her husband. After a while, he too turned on his side, facing her. "I'm sorry about the way I behaved earlier," she apologised, giving Link's hand a soft squeeze. He smiled at her.

"It's okay, I'm a little worried about Hyrule, too. The quicker we reach Opela the better," said Link softly.

"Fayzie seems nice, she'd be welcome back at North Castle," commented Zelda. She loved Link so much, she couldn't believe how she treated him at times.

"Yes, without Fayzie, I don't know if I could have survived as long as I did," murmured Link, looking a little cloudy eyed as he recalled his recent experiences at the hands of other members of his tribe.

"Her son...he reminds me a little of Ewan," smiled Zelda, thinking of her son. How she missed both of her children. She knew they were in safe hands back at North Castle, with Impa and Kaibre.  

"Yes. He's more like his mother than his father. In looks as well as nature," said Link quietly, not wanting Aden to hear, just in case the child happened to be still awake.  

"He must be so confused," sympathised Zelda.

"I think he knows more than he lets on. I think he knew how badly his mother was treated," said Link in a low voice. 

"Oh Link, I hope this will all be over soon," confided Zelda, moving closer to Link. He brought his arms around her, wishing he could've prevented all the heart ache he had caused.

"It will be, when we reach Opela, everything will be okay," promised Link, before moving forward and kissing his wife softly. She pulled away slightly, and smiled.

"I missed you so much," she said, tears staining her cheeks.

"Not half as much as have missed you," grinned Link, before pulling Zelda close to his chest, his arms around her, and closing his eyes to try and gain some much needed sleep.

  ***

  Ewan woke up feeling confused and dazed, and in unfamiliar surroundings. He sat up straight away, taking a deep breath. Where was he? He carefully got up, but felt a little unsteady on his feet.

"Ewan!" he suddenly heard someone call, someone nearby. He turned, his eyes adjusting to the dark.

"Mara?" he asked, recognising the voice of the recently appointed healer. He wondered if he was having a dream, like the ones he had encountered a few months before. He had been in these dreams, but not like this. The striking of a match was heard, and the place Ewan was, was suddenly bathed in soft, lantern light. He still didn't recognise where he was, but felt a little more at ease in the company of a recognised face.

"Yes, it's me, don't be alarmed, young Ewan," said Mara softly.

"Where am I?" asked Ewan.

"In a safe place," murmured Mara, pouring a glass of water for the young boy. She handed it to him. "Here, drink this," she told him, and Ewan obeyed, taking a sip from the cool liquid.

"Safe from what?" he questioned.

"From anyone who may mean to harm you," replied Mara, as if it were that simple. Ewan took another drink, still confused, and a little frightened.

"Like who?" he asked.

"Mr. Lainge for one," said Mara quietly. Ewan looked around his surroundings. He was in a small room, resting on a hard bunk. There was a small cabinet nearby, on which a jug and a lantern where both resting.

"Mr. Lainge? But he was good, he was my mother's guard," protested the young boy.

"People are not what they always seem," said the healer somewhat cryptically. Ewan frowned.

"But my mother trusted him!" argued Ewan.

"People aren't always right about other people, Ewan," said Mara softly, touching the boy on the forehead.  

"But..." began Ewan, meaning to argue both Kaibre's and his mother's case.

"You should rest, Ewan, you have a long ahead of you," advised Mara. Ewan suddenly felt extremely drowsy, and began to lie slowly back down. "Yes, Ewan, rest, you shall be needing all the strength you can muster," he heard Mara whisper, before drifting into a long and undisturbed sleep.

***

  Early the next morning, Fayette intercepted the breakfast order that was due to make its way to the King and Queen of Dalsona. The young member of kitchen staff was quite reserved about handing the tray of food over, but in the end, Fayette's persistance won him over. Fayette was now making her way to the couple's room, but on the way she paused a while, uncapping the coveted vial of precious liquid and emptying the contents into one of the glasses, not really considering the fact that Selina may drink it instead of Nick. She then pocketed the empty vial and continued on her way to the room of Nick and Selina, tapping quietly at the door, before opening it and walking in.  

  The couple were still asleep, which was hardly surprising considering the early hour.  Fayette herself could not recall a time in her life when she had risen at such an early hour. She walked in, placing down the tray on a small table, taking the glass of water which she had placed the potion in and setting it down onto the bed table that was at Nick's side. She did the same with the other glass, placing it pointedly at Selina's bed table. She grimaced when she saw the two, lying close, Selina, her head on Nick's broad, dark chest. She wondered idly if one day, she and Nick could share that closeness. She sighed a little, and then realise how suspicious, and unusual it would look if one of the two were to awake to see Fayette standing over them.  She quietly slipped out of the room, closing the door almost silently behind her, then continuing back up the corridor, towards her room.

  On her way there, Fayette passed the nursery, noticing a small, shining object lying just next to the wall. She leaned down and retrieved it, examining it carefully in her hands.  It looked like an unusual crystal pendant, and Fayette shrugged, glancing to the nursery door, seeing that it was slightly open. She frowned, recalling the night before, when she had settled her own children. She had closed the door as she left, the handsome Kaibre had greeted her, as he was standing guard there. Then she realised, he was no longer present. Frowning, she wondered where he had got to, she had known he was posted there to keep an eye on Ewan, at the request of his mother. She carefully pushed the door open, and looked inside the darkened room curiously. Everything seemed fine, nothing amiss except the disappearance of Kaibre. She supposed he could've gone to get some sleep, but it seemed unlikely, and slightly unproffessional for a man with such a post. She walked into the room, and walked over to the beds of her own children, to see if they were sleeping soundly. They all were, and feeling a little more at ease, Fayette turned to leave the room, when something made her pause, and check again. Across the room, she saw a darkened mass in the corner, that could have been anything, a toy perhaps or a blanket, but Fayette didn't think so. The room had been impeccably tidy when she had left it, tidied by herself. Unless the children had played after she left, she knew it couldn't be any toy. She walked over and kneeled down, almost gasping as she realised it was someone. She could hear a distinct, haggered breathing emitting from the figure, and she quickly ran to the window, drawing open the curtains to let a little light in. She turned, and then saw it was Kaibre, he looked pale, and very ill. She also then noticed the tossed aside blankets of Ewan's bed, and the emptiness of the bed. The children began to stir, and Fayette quickly scanned the room one more time before leaving, and hurrying to Impa's quarters to fetch help.

  "This is simply too terrible," murmured Impa gravely as she surveyed the scene. She turned to Fayette. "Please, go and fetch Mara, Mr. Lainge needs attending to immediately," she added. Fayette nodded and quickly left the room. Impa turned to a nearby guard. "Please, go and inform the king of this," she instructed. He nodded and hastily left. Impa sighed, shaking her head as she knelt over Kaibre. She couldn't believe that this had happened, they had grown too comfortable to the recent peace, and someone had taken advantage of that familiarity. It was easiest to assume. Ewan could have been taken by anyone, perhaps a disgruntled guard or employee who wanted to demand a ransome for the boy. But this seemed different, upon closer examination, she noticed an ugly wound across Kaibre's arm, like a burn of some sort. His breathing was slow, barely there infact, but he was still alive. Whoever had got past this man's guard had been good, incredibly skillful perhaps, a good fighter. She supposed she shouldn't think too much into it now, she would leave that to the likes of Drake and his men.

  "Oh my goodness! This is awful!" exclaimed the King as he entered the nursery. He turned to a guard. "Inform Sir Drake that I wish to see him immediately!" he instructed.  The guard bowed and quickly left. The King glanced across at Impa, then towards the empty bed of his grandson. His face turned from an exclaimation of shock to that of worry. "So it is true then," he murmured, still not wanting to believe it. Impa nodded.

"I am afraid so, Your Majesty," the old nurse maid affirmed. The King looked to the ground, placing one hand on his forehead. He shook his head, trying to collect his thoughts.  

"I can't believe anyone would do this," he said quietly. Impa looked back to Kaibre, wondering why Fayette was taking so long.  

"Kaibre is still alive, perhaps he will be able to help us," she said comfortingly. The King looked up, his eyes meeting Impa's across the room.

"And what if he does not live?" he questioned, his voice tight. Impa dare not answer the question, and as she stood there silently, searching for the right words, Fayette appeared. The children were stirring now, and Fayette looked over to Impa.

"She wasn't in her quarters...and...well, I've never been in her room before, but it seemed empty, the bed hadn't been slept in either," she said breathlessly. Impa frowned, as did the King.

"Mara shouldn't be out of her quarters at this early hour," she murmured. Drake appeared behind Fayette, concern written all over his face.

"Yes, milord?" asked the knight, a little confused.

"Drake...it appears we have had an intruder in the castle," began the King, turning to his head knight. Fayette walked over to her children, trying to reassure them. All the time though, she couldn't help thinking about the night previously, when she had taken the healer to the Triforce tower. What if...?  She didn't even want to think about it.

"I shall go and fetch Selina, she is the only other trained healer in the castle," excused Impa, leaving the room. Drake turned to the King.

"An intruder?" he asked.

"Yes. Your friend, I believe," began the King, motioning to Kaibre. Drake turned and saw his friend. "He has been injured by whoever this intruder was...but that isn't the worst of it," continued the King. Drake glanced around the rest of the room. He counted five heads in the beds, a child was missing. He glanced at the King, a sinking feeling enveloping him. Since Fayette wasn't shrieking about, he figured that none of her children were missing. That only left Ewan and Timothy, and Drake felt he knew who would be more tempting to the average kidnapper.

"Ewan..." muttered Drake. The King nodded. Drake turned, about to leave. 

"We need to discuss this!" protested the King.

"I know what you'll say. Search parties, missives to every town, the scouring of the castle grounds; consider them done," promised Drake. The Kind nodded.

"Yes, of course, I can trust you, Drake," said the King. Drake bowed and left, leaving the King with Fayette and the rest of the children.

"Faye, you will be okay?" he questioned. Fayette turned and nodded. The King smiled faintly and left the nursery. There was something else that needed to be done, and that was to inform his daughter and son-in-law of this terrible, terrible occurance.  

  Impa knocked gently on the door, before letting herself in. Nick was already stirring a little as she entered, and he smiled as he saw Impa.

"To what do we owe this pleasure?" he questioned, getting up. Impa curtsied slightly, but she did not return the smile of the handsome King.

"Someone has been injured, badly. The current castle healer is no-where to be found, and Selina was the first person I thought of, good sir," said Impa. Nick leaned over to his wife, shaking her gently.  

"A serious injury?" he questioned, sounding concerned.

"Perhaps," murmured Impa. Selina thrashed about a little in her sleep, her hand catching off the side table by the bed. Impa watched as a glass set there crashed to the ground.  Selina sat up, looking a little surprised, then she turned and saw Impa, then Nick.

"What...?" she began.

"Someone in the castle has been hurt," began Nick, kneeling down to pick up the broken glass. Selina nodded then quickly got up, walking over to the dressing screen.

"Who is it?" asked Selina as she dressed.

"A guard here, Kaibre Lainge," informed Impa.

"Wasn't that the man who was guarding Zelda...before she left I mean," questioned Nick.

"Yes," replied Impa. Selina emerged from behind the screen.

"Take me to him," she said, before following Impa from the room. Nick watched as they left, then placed the large fragments of glass he had retrieved on the table. He glanced at the wet patch by the bed, which glittered with tiny fragments of glass. He suddenly realised that breakfast was already in the room, which seemed slightly odd to him. He had certainly never requested an early breakfast, nor had Selina to his knowledge. Shrugging to himself, he also quickly dressed, and decided to go and see if there was any way in which he could help.   

****

  "How far now?" questioned Sprite in a bored tone as they rode over the gradually flattening plains of Catalia. Fayzie, without turning, spoke aloud.

"The amount of ground we covered yesterday ensures that we should either reach Opela by nightfall, or if we choose to rest, early morning," informed the Kokiri woman. Link was still taking it all in, every last detail of the Catalian landscape. It was a cold day, so cold that when Link took breaths of air, it made his lungs and ribs wince at the iciness. He wasn't sure if anyone else had noticed. The landscape itself was now sparse, only the occasional copse of trees passed them by, and little all else. The sky was grey, and the moon was still out, despite it being well past the end of night. He turned to watch the sea, which was far away now, they had ridden a great deal inland to avoid the road, but it was still there, a line of dark blue cutting across the lower half of the clouded sky.  

"I think we should ride on, without distraction. The sooner we reach the sanctuary of Opela the sooner we can rest at ease," suggested Zelda. Link was surprised to hear it was not a command.

"Yes, I agree," he confirmed.  

"As do I. The longer we stay out here, the higher the risk that we should get caught," added Aaron. Everyone fell silent again, and all that could be heard was the distant crashing of the ocean waves, and the constant patter of the three horses feet touching and leaving the grassy ground that lay underfoot. 

"Is Opela as beautiful as I remember it?" inquired Link, again directing his line of conversation to his childhood friend. Fayzie nodded.

"Perhaps. Although I myself have not visited for a good few years. The Tanolians have tried to ruin it, tainting the walls of the city with their constant presence, but we have a good army, more than capable of holding them off."  

"Remember, we shall be reaching the castle first. Does the castle still stand as proud as it always did?" questioned Zelda.

"As far as I know. But as I said, it has already been many a year since I last heard of it.  The Queen has an heir now, the General of the army, who he is I am not sure...but surely we will be in safe hands with such a brave man in charge," replied Fayzie.

"Seline has adopted an heir?" asked Zelda, puzzled. Her father had certainly never mentioned such a thing.

"I am afraid I cannot say any more. Gardarika is such an isolated town, we seldom heard anything of the capital where we were. We only heard news when soldiers came into the village every couple of months. And that was only if they chose to tell us," explained Fayzie. Link remained silent, contemplating how his life would have been had he never left Catalia.  

"It must be awful to live in such an isolated state," commented Zelda sympathetically.  Fayzie shrugged.

"I never really noticed. When you've grown up with nothing else, it's hard to imagine there is anything else. I'm used to isolation, I always have been," said Fayzie, her voice getting quieter as she spoke. Aaron suddenly halted up front, raising a hand.

"Those trees," he motioned, waving to a patch of elms over to their left. They were a fair way away from them, but Aaron's sharp eyes had spotted something. "I think we have some company," he said in a lower voice. Link turned and looked, noticing the shadows that seemed to cling to each tree. There were more shadows than there should have been. Link placed one hand on his sword, wondering how to approach the situation.

"Do you think they know?" whispered Zelda. Link shrugged.

"I couldn't say for sure," he replied in an equally low voice. "Keep moving," ordered Link to Aaron, who stared at his friend warily.

"Are you sure?" he asked, not sure the decision was the right one. He dug his heels into the sides of his horse, and Jet began to move again, at a slightly faster pace. Fayzie followed, as did Zelda and they began to move further and further away from the gathering of suspect trees when a cry sounded out, and the twang of bows could be heard from behind them. Link grabbed Zelda by the shoulder and pulled her off the horse, both of them hitting the ground as an arrow sailed past them. Fayzie nimbly shifted atop her horse and cried to Aaron to move out of the way, which he did by promptly dismounting his steed and landing on the ground with both feet. Link helped a disgruntled Zelda up with one hand, and turned to see their enemies creeping from the trees, weapons drawn, calling and jeering foreign threats. Link nodded to Aaron who drew his sword, and Link helped Zelda back onto Moonmist.  

"Run!" he hissed, slapping the horse on the flank, causing it to set off at a canter, streaking past the stationary Carefree and Jet. Link nodded to Fayzie. "Follow her!" he instructed, and she did nothing to resist his command, setting off at a canter, after Zelda. Sprite remained behind, hovering about.

"I can help!" she insisted. Link nodded.  

"I know you can. Go with Zelda and Fayzie, make sure they are safe," said Link. Sprite looked as though she were about to protest, but Link gave her a stare of iron and she meekly obeyed, flying off after Zelda and Fayzie. Aaron jogged up to Link, and looked at him. 

"There's at least seven of them," he muttered, watching the advancing group, memories of the previous year coming back to him. Link shrugged, tossing his sword from one hand to the other with a casual air about him.  

"That's three and a half each. We'll take them easy," he reassured.  

"Seven to two, the odds aren't going our way, Link," warned Aaron.

"They'll chase us til we're dead anyway, we're saving them the effort," retorted Link.

"We could reach the castle before that," insisted Aaron, shocked at the streak of ruthlessness he was now portraying. The group advanced. There were nine of them. Link walked towards them, and the boldest member pitched a spear at the hero, which he neatly caught.

"Out of practice?" he jeered, when the rest all threw their spears towards him, causing him to duck and roll just as eight spears landed where he should have been. Link threw the spear he had caught to one side. "How about we do this one at a time?" he asked boldly, "You know, the fair way?" His suggestion was met by a series of amused grunts and sniggers, and all nine of them broke into a run, and rushed towards Link and Aaron, their weapons raised, their only intention to kill. Link put up his sword, and it crashed against his first victim's weapon with such a force that it disarmed him. He then swung his sword towards the Tanolian's belly, a spurt of blood erupting from the new wound.  He fell to his knees with a pitiful cough, and Link finished him off with a clean swing towards his neck, beheading him. Aaron disposed of another, a clash of sword on sword, followed by a swift jab to the belly and a clumsy swipe at the side of the Tanols head.  The odds were back down to the original statement made by Aaron, but whilst they had dealt with the first two, the other seven had closed in, surrounding them, laughing loudly as though they had not noticed the deaths of their other comrades.

"Put up your weapons and we shall kill ye, but we shall not pursuit yer wives. Don't, and we'll kill ye and rape yer wives before we slit their throats," offered the leader of the group.  

"And what is to say you will keep your word?" asked Link, standing back to back with his friend. They could take them on, easy. The leader looked around at his comrades and let out another bellow of laughter.

"Are we Tanolians not renowned for our honesty?" he asked sarcastically, pointing his sword towards Link. Link shrugged.

"I would not know, but I do know that your one time leader was slain by a woman," mocked Link. It was true, Leigh had been the one to do it. The men looked infuriated by the comment, and drew in closer.

"Nice going, Link," hissed Aaron before the two stepped away from each other, both sweeping their swords through the air with such strength that anything in the vicinity, including two of the Tanolian men lost their guts, literally. Three sped towards Link, and he deftly blocked two of their attacks, with only a second between his next defence he managed to execute another with a swipe across the chest. Aaron swung his sword at the two who homed on in him, the strength in his blow catching one across the hand, causing him to fatally drop his weapon. Aaron quickly drove his blade into the neck of the still armed Tanolian before turning his attentions to the one he had disarmed, who was scrabbling about in the mud for his weapon. He towered over him, and as the Tanolian saw Aaron's shadow over him, he pulled a knife from his boot and leapt up only to meet Aaron's sword between his eyes. More blood and brain matter exploded from the skull of the soldier, and Aaron grimaced as it hit him in the face, wiping it away with one hand.  He turned to see Link in combat with the leader who was apparently the only one in the group who knew how to use a fight. Aaron approached and took a throwing knife from his belt, aimed carefully and threw the knife over Link's shoulder, straight into the forehead of the leader. Link cursed in surprise and disgust as he was covered in a spew of blood and brain, and turned to Aaron just as the last enemy standing fell backwards, hitting the ground with a thud.

"Thanks," he said dryly, wiping the gore from his cheek. Aaron shrugged.

"Are you on a death wish?" he asked sternly. Link looked at him innocently.

"Moi?" he grinned. Link's expression changed as he saw a shadow loom up behind Aaron, and he pushed his friend away, putting out his sword and sticking it through the ribcage of the ninth man, who he had neglected to spot as he had battled with the leader. The Tanolian let out a dry groan as blood crawled from his mouth, and Link gave him a callous push, so that he fell backwards, hitting the ground with a crunch. Link then turned to Aaron and offered him a hand up, he had pushed his friend to the ground.

"Well, I was going to ask what you thought you were doing. But I guess I'd best thank you," admitted Aaron, his heart only just slowing. Link let out a satisfied sigh.  

"There's nothing like blood and gore to get your heart going in the morning air," he exclaimed, walking up to Jet, who had remained totally unfazed throughout the entire process. Aaron joined him, sniffing a little.

"Whatever you say," he murmured, personally, the last thing he had wanted was any kind of confrontation with anyone. He mounted Jet and helped Link up.

"Let's just hope those girls haven't ridden too far," commented Link in a light tone.  Aaron nodded in agreement, also secretly praying they themselves hadn't bumped into any more enemies as they escaped.

  Once both Fayzie and Zelda had ridden out of sight of their travelling companions, Zelda had decided it best to shelter in a small gathering of trees and prepare for the worst. She had her bow ready, watching the horizon for anyone approaching, praying it would be Link and Aaron. Fayzie was seated just behind her with Aden, and both Carefree and Moonmist had been hidden deeper in the trees and foliage.  

"Please let them be alright," whispered Zelda, tears staining her cheeks with worry. Fayzie patted Zelda on the shoulder.

"Although the Tanolians are many in numbers, their actually fighting skill is quite low. I'm sure two men as able as Link and Aaron will be able to fend them off, Your Majesty," reassured the Kokiri. Zelda nodded, although she still wasn't convinced.

"What if there were more than we saw?" she asked.

"Tanolians aren't tactically inclined. If there had been more, they would have all gone out at once. None of them would have wanted to miss a potential kill," answered Fayzie.  

"I should have stayed behind, but oh no, Link made me come and watch you!" accused Sprite in an annoyed tone.

"That wasn't my fault," replied Zelda. Suddenly, the three fell silent as Zelda saw a horse top the horizon. There were two riders upon it, and it was jet black. "It's them!" cried Zelda happily, about to leave the shelter of the trees but Fayzie stopped her.

"Wait. You can't see that. They could have easily taken Aaron's horse," she warned.  Zelda reluctantly nodded and waited.  

  Soon however it became evident that the rider's were who Zelda wanted them to be, and both Fayzie and Zelda left the trees to greet them. Link dismounted as he saw his wife and hugged her, before briefly parting from Zelda to hug Fayzie also.

"I was so worried!" exclaimed Sprite, suddenly appearing.  

"Nah, those Tanolian's were nothing," insisted Link confidently. Aaron joined them.  

"Yep, we took them on two on nine," announced the soldier proudly.  

"Nine?!" exclaimed Zelda.  

"Those guys won't be troubling us again!" grinned Link, and Zelda sighed.

"What would we do without you two," she smiled. Aaron shrugged.

"I'm sure you could handle yourselves okay. Those guys were utter incompetents," smiled Aaron. Zelda smiled back.  

"Well, we had best keep going. If we want to reach the castle before nightfall, we have to have no more distractions," said Zelda in a business-like tone. 

"I'm hungry!" protested Sprite. Zelda glared at her.

"Once we reach the castle, I'm sure we will be fed, that will be enough," said the princess. The other two horses were retrieved, and once again the six set out heading for the castle of Queen Seline, hoping that no more trouble would befall them on their way.

****

  There it was. Rising high upon the crest of a hill, stood Catalia Castle. Its strong grey walls made an impenetrable barrier, topped with red slated roofs. The Catalian flag fluttered in the soft summer breeze, atop the highest tower. North Castle, it wasn't, but a sturdy stronghold nonetheless. Strong enough to withhold any attacks from the Tanolian menace that plagued it often.

"We're finally here," Zelda said, sounding somewhat relieved. It was almost nightfall.

"Let's hope that they let us in," Link said, looking upwards towards the castle.

"They will, I'm sure of it," Zelda remarked confidently. She quickly spurred her horse on, up the incline that led to Queen Seline's home. 

"We must have missed Aden and Derin," Fayzie said, relief also evident in her own voice.

"Thank goodness," Aaron said, glancing around a little.

"They wouldn't dare come near the castle," Fayzie replied. They continued to the top, eventually reaching the entrance. It was moated, and the drawbridge pulled up, but a light burned in the nearby guard tower. Zelda dismounted, and walked over to it, knocking on the barred window. A slat slid back, revealing a small hole.

"Identify yourself," said a gruff sounding voice.

"Princess Zelda of Hyrule, I order that you get Seline here at once," Zelda said, in her most regal tone.

"Prove it," the guard said. Zelda slipped off her kingdom ring, and put it through the hole.

"Is this enough? Seline shall surely recognise me, but if you want I can..." Zelda started. She was handed back her ring.

"Wait," the man interrupted. A few minutes later, the drawbridge was lowered, and several guards trooped over to the small group.

"We will escort you inside," they said, surrounding them. "Hand over your weapons," they ordered. Zelda dropped her bow, while Aaron and Link discarded their swords, daggers and bows. They were all checked over for concealed weaponry, and eventually satisfied, the guards hurried them over the drawbridge, and into the well lit castle courtyard.

  Seline was waiting for them there. Zelda looked at her in interest; her golden hair was fading, braided now, her once lithe figure a little plumper, but her blue eyes as bright as ever. She did not give Zelda the welcome she was exactly expecting.

"Well, what do I owe this pleasure, my dear?" she asked, though her voice was cool, rather than warm. Zelda had stepped forward, about to hug her, but decided against it. 

"Seline... it's been so long..." she began.

"It has," Seline agreed. 

"We're in trouble, we need refuge for the night... and a boat," the Princess said, the words coming out in a nervous rush. Seline eyed her coldly. 

"I see. Well, it can all be arranged," she stated.

"Thanks. I'm ever so..." Zelda started. Seline ignored her, turning to the nearby guards.

"Please, attend to these people, give them each a room and some food," she said. Then she turned back to Zelda. "Except for you, young lady. It's time we had a little... discussion," she said. Zelda swallowed nervously.

"But..." she tried.

"Come on, back inside, I'd like a proper look at you," Seline interrupted, taking the young Princess by the arm, and leading her towards a large, open doorway, behind the others, who had already walked inside.

  A few minutes later, they were in Seline's private drawing room. It was much smaller than North Castle's, but equally as sumptuous and comfortable. They sat down on two chairs, facing each other. 

"So, er, what are we.... discussing?" Zelda asked, puzzled. 

"Hyrule's biggest tearaway has finally settled down and become a beautiful, young, married woman, and she may even make a fine queen someday. Yet she comes running in here, in trouble, once more?" Seline mused. Zelda looked down at the carpet, uncomfortable.

"I suppose so," she agreed.

"So, tell me more, then, Princess," Seline ordered. Zelda looked up, brushing a stray strand of golden hair away from her eyes.  

"My husband Link, came to Catalia a few weeks back... to visit the grave of his brother, in Gardarika. Upon arriving, he was immediately ambushed by the town for no reason, and two of his own tribe took him down to a cellar, where they beat him and left him to die. I knew something was wrong, so I took my father's boat, along with one of our finest soldiers, Aaron Westley, to find him. We were attacked also, I was taken to the cellar, while Aaron managed to escape, and ultimately rescue us. We've been fleeing from the pair, after we returned to the port, to find my ship in pieces. Fayzie, and her child, one of the men's wives, is with us also," Zelda explained. 

"I see," Seline said shortly.

"Seline, justice must be brought upon these men!" Zelda exclaimed.

"And it will be," the queen promised.

"After all Link had to endure, and for the trouble it's caused... and Hyrule is in trouble, too, I sense it, yet I could not do anything about it," Zelda said, tears springing to her eyes.

"Well, you shall have your boat, and a room for the night as requested. But you do know that this is all your own fault? You're as selfish as your father, Zelda," Seline replied. Zelda stared at her in surprise.

"My fault? I don't understand... and you shouldn't say such things about my father. He's the least selfish person I know!" she exclaimed.

"If you had let Link go, as fate had originally ordained, this wouldn't have happened," Seline pointed out.

"I loved Link! I wasn't about to let him go, fate, or no fate!" Zelda shot back. 

"Sometimes, you have to," Seline said.

"Well, selfish of me, maybe it was. But you can't say that he didn't feel exactly the same way. You can never imagine the love we shared, how special it is," Zelda said angrily.

"I think I can, Zelda. You're not the only one to fall in love, you know," Seline replied.

"You never married," Zelda pointed out.

"It doesn't mean that I didn't once love someone, though," Seline answered, suddenly looking sad. 

"My father," Zelda guessed. Seline looked away.

"Little girls such as you, know nothing," she said. Zelda frowned, offended.

"I'm hardly that!" she snapped. 

"Your father, like you, is a very selfish man. Hyrule is a powerful country, protected by magic, and yet she cannot spare the men to help her sister country in its time of need. We share an alliance, yet not once have you sent your armies to rid us of our oppressors," Seline said angrily. Zelda bit her lip.

"Those decisions are not mine," she said. 

"No, because Hyrule's beloved Princess is too busy running around having adventures with her hero, to even bother about her kingdom," Seline said in a harsh tone. 

"It's not like that," Zelda said quietly.

"Goodness knows who you got it from. But such a trial for your father, although he loves you dearly. You were always the most important thing to him, you know," Seline said thoughtfully. 

"Well, have you finished with your little... lecture? Because I really think..." Zelda started. At that moment, a nearby door clicked open, and both the princess and queen turned to see who it was. A dark haired, handsome young man, with piercing eyes, which were an unusual shade of green, almost blue, had entered the room. He stared at Zelda for a second, obviously wondering who she was, then resumed his attention to Seline.

"Your Highness... I heard we had... unexpected... guests," he remarked, rather languidly, in Zelda's opinion. Seline smiled softly at him.

"Why yes, Robert," she replied. Zelda looked from one to the other, raising an eyebrow slightly, when she noticed how familiar they seemed with each other. Maybe Seline wasn't talking about my father after all! But... but... oh, he's even younger than me! she thought, looking over at the young man again. Seline had to be at least 50, after all.  "Dear, may I introduce you to the daughter of an old friend... this is Zelda, Hyrule's princess," Seline introduced. 

"Oh, what a pleasure. And as beautiful as the rumours say," Robert said, walking over, and taking her hand, to kiss it politely. 

"Um, nice to meet you... Robert," Zelda replied, quickly pulling her hand away. Seline walked over to Robert, still smiling.

"Zelda, this is Robert... my heir," she stated. Zelda was even more surprised.

"Oh... I never..." she started.

"Robert is my adopted son. I never married... and Robert has proved himself so loyal to the kingdom... it made perfect sense," Seline explained.

"Oh... I see," Zelda said, not really knowing what else to say. 

"Well, we must keep Catalia under a monarchy after all," Robert remarked. It seemed to Zelda that he was eyeing her rather coldly, but maybe she was imagining it. "Here with your... husband?" he then questioned.

"Link? Well, of course," Zelda replied, stepping back nervously. She turned to Seline. "Seline, if you really wouldn't mind... I'm so tired, and I have to get back to Hyrule tomorrow morning,  before it's too late... could I just clean myself up, and go to bed? Nice talking as it has been..." 

"I suppose you must. Robert, escort the Princess to the best guest chamber. Link should already be there. Check that they have as they need, with hot water, clean robes and of course, food," Seline said.

"Of course," he nodded. Seline turned to Zelda, and kissed her on the forehead.

"Maybe one day, you'll become the girl your father wishes. Give him my love, of course," she said.

"I will," Zelda promised. Seline nodded, then walked off, through a side door, leaving her alone with Robert.

"Come on," he said, taking her by the hand. Zelda didn't bother protesting, she was so tired... and confused...

Catalia's future heir remained silent the entire way to Zelda's quarters for the night. He tapped on the door before entering, and turned to Zelda.

"I trust you will enjoy your stay," he said politely. Zelda nodded and smiled gratefully.

"You will tell Seline we send our thanks," she said. Robert nodded. At that moment, Link entered the room from another door, which presumably led to the bathroom. He looked relieved to see his wife, but slightly surprised to see Robert. "Goodnight," said Zelda, before quickly taking a night dress handed to her by Link and walking into the bathroom.

"Er, hi," murmured Link, a little uncomfortable at this stranger's presence.

"Greetings, Link, I am Robert," introduced the man, whose gaze penetrated Link's like no other. His eyes were intensely bright and that bluish green shade seemed almost unnatural. Link stepped forward, shaking the man's hand. His grip was tight, and all the time his gaze was on Link, like he was reading his thoughts...or something. Link finally broke the gaze, looking away. "I wondered if I might have a word," continued Robert, dropping Link's hand. Link shrugged, stifling a yawn.

"Er sure, yeah, go ahead," invited Link. He dared another glance back to Robert, the man was still watching him. He had dark hair, black, but his features were well defined, and he displayed many traits that were strictly Hylian.  

"You obviously don't recognise me," began Robert. He folded his arms, watching Link with obvious interest for his reaction. Link frowned.

"No...should I?" he asked. Robert broke out into a smile, displaying perfectly formed white teeth. There was an air of arrogance about him, something that Link didn't like.

"No...I didn't expect you to. But I certainly remember you, did I fail to mention my surname?" asked Robert.

"You didn't mention it," confirmed Link.

"It's not a surname really...I guess our ancestors weren't all that imaginative," murmured Robert. Link suddenly realised, and he felt his heart go. There had been one last child of the tribe, named Bobby, but his proper name had been... 
"You've remembered then?" questioned Robert.

"Oh Robert, I," began Link, shaking his head. He had never even known that the small child that Robert had been had survived. He was a few years younger than Link, four or five at least.

"So sorry?" guessed Robert, the smile vanishing, replaced by a blank expression that told nothing.

"I never meant for Kylara to..." began Link again.

"None of us did, Link. But then none of us tried to avoid Fate either," said Robert. He was frowning now.

"I don't see you married to a Kokiri," muttered Link.

"No, you don't, Link. I did marry into the tribe, remember Fayzie's sister? Nicola? We were married, briefly, before she was taken, like so many others of our tribe," murmured Robert. Sadness never crossed his expression, but Link sensed that there was a little there somewhere.

"I never loved Kylara," stated Link. He had just escaped the rest of the tribe with their tortures, was he to endure it here as well?

"Did any of us love those we married? No, not at first, but we married in respect of tradition, and Fate. You do realise, Link, that little Aden, he is the last Kokiri? Miya and Derin could never have children, there was only me and Nicola, you and Kylara left to carry on the line. But Nicola died in childbirth, along with our daughter, if you and Kylara had married, there would have still been a chance left for the Kokiri," reprimanded Robert.  

"I'm sorry to hear about your wife and child, but what difference would it have made if I had married Kylara? We could have had many chilren, sure, but only one of them could have married Aden. The line would've ended a generation later, and you know it," retorted Link.

"The child you and Kylara would have had would've saved this country, your tribe, this world! And you threw it all away without a second thought," accused Robert, his tone growing cold.

"I loved Zelda, and how can you know that? About the child we could have had? Why mine and Kylara's child? Why no-one elses?" demanded Link.

"You will come to regret your decision in time, Link, but then it will be too late," said Robert, shaking his head. Link stepped forward, coming face to face with his kin.

"You're as sick as Kylara was," he muttered. Robert looked surprised, and hurt by this comment, but he took no time in reacting to it. His hand shot forward, ready to meet Link in the face, but Link evaded just in time.

"Kylara, I recall, was sick with worry about what would happen if you did not marry her! She told you all she did so that you could see, and make the right decision!" exclaimed Robert.

"No! You are all bitter because I didn't carry on the tradition, because I found success elsewhere! You were the ones making the wrong choices, marrying people you didn't love for the sake of an out dated tradition! Look at Fayzie! She married Aden, she had no choice. He beat her, her caused her terrible pain, but you don't frown upon that do you? No, because Aden did the 'right' thing by marrying another Kokiri!" said Link, trying not to raise his voice. Robert looked a little surprised by Link's words, but took it right into his stride.

"Link, if only you could see what damage you have caused," he murmured.

"If only you could leave me alone," replied Link, he was seething now, trying to control himself.

"You defied Fate, Link, on a selfish whim, you will realise your mistake eventually, when you watch that corrupt son of yours take the throne." Link bolted forward, unable to restrain himself, and he tried to punch Robert in the face. Robert was surprisinlg quick off the mark, and he grabbed Link's fist, forcing it back down to his side.

"My son is not corrupt!" glowered Link angrily.

"Not yet maybe, but in time," began Robert.

"Just go! I don't expect Seline would be happy to know that one of her guard's has been harassing the Royal guests," said Link. Robert smiled.

"Guard? Of course, I failed to mention didn't I? I'm Catalia's next heir, Link, and Seline knows all about your decisions, Link, and the impact they will have on not only this country, but the rest of the Demiari. She is as impressed as I about the whole situation," informed Robert.

"Get out!" ordered Link. Robert bowed.

"I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening," he wished, before leaving the room.  

  Link exhaled loudly then walked over to the plush looking bed, seating himself down on it, holding his head in his hands. He had never regretted his decision to marry Zelda over Kylara, never. Not even when Zelda had acted so spitefully towards Leigh. He had never for a moment stopped loving Zelda since that day so many years ago when she had first confessed her love to him. He shook his head. Was it all lies? Had Kylara and the rest of her friends cooked up these so called prophecies just to make Link return to the tribe? Or was there truth in the words. He lay back, hoping, and praying, that not one word of their claims were true.

***

  Ewan didn't know how long he had been sleeping for, but he still felt tired when he awoke. The room was once again in darkness, nothing but silence and pure black accompanied him. He was scared, he knew that. Not terrified as he had been months earlier when he had fought to evade the clutches of Ganondorf Dragmire, but scared nonetheless. Suddenly the room was bathed in a sickly lantern light, and Ewan turned to see Mara. She reached out to take his hand, but he held back. Mara looked a little frustrated by this hesitance, and she quickly smiled reassuringly to the boy.

"Come now, Ewan, I need to take you somewhere," explained Mara carefully.

"Why?" asked Ewan.  

"Because it isn't so safe here anymore," said Mara. Another fleeting smile crossed her lips. Ewan gazed at her a little unsure, but eventually, he reached forward and took her hand. She smiled, then led him from the room, down a small rocky passage, which eventually opened out into a huge stone cavern. Ewan shivered, a cold breeze rushing through the cavern, and he looked around warily.

"Where are we?" he questioned.

"Somewhere where no-one can harm you," promised Mara.

"Won't my mother and father be worried?" questioned Ewan. Mara looked down at the young boy, sympathy painted across her features.

"Ewan, they were more worried about people you don't even know in another country. That's why your dad left you, and your mother followed him didn't she? She didn't care, all she did was leave that nasty Mr. Lainge to look after you," said Mara. Ewan frowned.

"But he was nice," protested the boy.

"On the outside maybe, but he's evil, really, Ewan. You can't trust people like that, it was lucky I was around to protect you from him," said Mara softly.  

"I suppose so," agreed Ewan, still not sure. Mara glanced around the cavern, then led Ewan over to a stone altar. On it was a ceremonial knife, and a small black dish. Mara lifted the boy onto the altar and smiled at him. He swallowed and managed a weak smile back. Mara picked up the knife, it's bright blade shining in the darkness. "What's that for?" he questioned. Mara smiled again.

"Close your eyes, Ewan, this might hurt a little, but you've got to be a brave boy, or the dangerous people might find us," murmured Mara, taking Ewan's hand, and turning it over, to view the palm. Ewan looked at her, then squeezed his eyes shut. Mara took hold of Ewan's tiny wrist with one hand, then with the other, she used the knife to make a cut right across Ewan's palm. Ewan gritted his teeth, his eyes keeping shut the whole time, but he didn't utter a sound  Mara smiled, and placed the knife back on the altar, and grabbed the small bowl, holding it under Ewan's hand. "Close your hand, Ewan, squeeze it tight," she instructed. Ewan did as she said, and he winced as his fingers dug into the wounded flesh, blood spurting from it, and running from his palm to the back of his hand, where it dripped into the dish. "You're a brave boy, Ewan, you have no idea how brave," said Mara, her tone almost affectionate. She leaned forward and kissed the boy on the forehead, before placing the dish back on the altar and prising open Ewan's bloodied fist.  She took a length of bandage from her clothes, then wrapped it round his palm tightly, to cease the bleeding. Ewan opened his eyes, feeling faint again as he saw the blood staining the bandage around his palm.  

"Why are you doing this?" he whispered.

"To make the world a better place," replied the healer, helping him down. "Come now, you need some more sleep," chided Mara, leading him from the cavern and back to the other room, where she made sure he got into the bed before leaving him alone in the cool darkness once more.

***

  The King had paced all day and very near the whole night when Drake and his party finally returned. The King watched Drake expectantly as the knight entered his chamber, bowing low before beginning to proceed. 

"Well?" demanded the King.

"Nothing, sir. But it is looking very likely now that the person who has done this is that healer, Ms. Hespara. She has been missing since the child disappeared, and the majority of her belongings are missing from her chamber. Me and my party have searched both Mido and Rarau todays, with other parties searching Ruto, Julis and Saria. I've sent two more parties over to West Hyrule, where they will continue the search of towns. I've sent out further parties to explore any abanoned houses or buildings, and others to search the mountain areas of Ruto and Mido mountain ranges. Not every party has returned yet, but when they do I'll be able to give you a better picture of what is going on," informed Drake. The King bowed his head.

"Thank you, sir," he murmured.

"I'm sure the boy will be found, sir, I've made sure that no ships can leave Hyrule, except ones ordered by yourself. I've also sent several small boats to any countries that may be recieving ships from our country, that may have left earlier this morning. I've sent a party to Kuria island as well, to search the old communion retreat and its underground chambers," added Drake.

"My poor grandson," said the King, talking to himself, rather than Drake.

"Tomorrow I will take a party to search Death Mountain range and the immediate area around there. Hyrule is not a large country, whoever has him will not be able to hide for long," promised Drake. The King looked up.

"Yes, Drake, that will be all. Perhaps you should go and check in the infirmary, see if Mr. Lainge has made any improvements from this morning," suggested the King.

"Yes sir, I'll do that," replied the knight, before respectfully bowing, then leaving. The King shook his head, before sinking down into his study chair, unable to do anything else. 

***

  Zelda felt a little better, after her bath, changed into fresh clothes. Her hair was still soaking wet, but she'd have to sleep with it that way, there was no time to dry it, besides it was far too warm for a fire. Her 'feeling' had seemed to pass, and her anxiety had lessened somewhat. Perhaps she'd imagined it after all. Maybe the churning in her stomach had been more guilt than anything else, and she'd pinned it as a warning to avoid the real issue at hand. Staring in the mirror, she felt her cheeks grow warm, and she quickly turned away from it. No, she couldn't just dismiss it. When she had a feeling like that, it was usually a warning that pertained to danger. She took a deep breath, still thinking. Whatever it was, the Triforce was still safe, she was sure of that. In fact, she knew. Maybe for one night, they could relax. She paused at the doorway, though. Now they really would be alone, no hiding, no lying. Maybe he wouldn't ask. Maybe he still didn't suspect. She put one hand on the door handle, turning it slowly. She then stepped into the room, seeing Link lying on his side, on top of the bed. The princess made her way over, seating herself on the other side. He sat up on noticing her, though he seemed half asleep.

"Hey Zel," he murmured sleepily, giving her a small smile. She smiled back faintly.

"Tired?" she asked.

"Just feels nice to have a real bed, after all this time," Link replied, sliding over so that he was next to her.

"I suppose," she agreed, running a hand through her half dry hair. It wouldn't have been so bad, only it was so long and thick... sometimes she wanted to cut it all off, to have it as short as Sprite's, but she knew Link would never let her do that. He loved her long, golden hair, after all. He gently slipped an arm around her shoulders, cuddling up close.

"I love you," he said quietly, his warm blue eyes meeting with hers for a moment. They both smiled at each other.

"Me too," Zelda agreed.

"I don't care what everyone else thinks about us, that we made a mistake... even if it was, you're my favourite mistake, you know that, right?" he said, looking at her earnestly.

"You know I'd have given everything up, everything, so I could be with you always," Zelda replied truthfully. "There's no mistake..." she continued, her tone becoming more upset. She thought of Seline for a moment. Did anyone in Catalia actually approve of the love she and Link shared? They all think he should have married Kylara, she thought, somewhat bitterly. A tear began to roll down her cheek.

"Zel?" Link questioned, reaching a hand up to brush it away. He let his touch linger for a moment, before moving away again. 

"No mistake, it was never a mistake, it's the way it was always meant to be, you and I, just you and me, together forever," Zelda whispered.

"Why are you so sad? Are you worried about Hyrule still?" Link asked.

"I'm sad for all the people who'll never believe we did the right thing that day," Zelda replied, wiping away another tear that threatened to fall. 

"When we got married? But we had to. For Hyrule..." Link stated. 

"We weren't really married... we could have gone our seperate ways... our destined ways," Zelda pointed out, her voice slightly choked at this.

"I hardly think so! I'd say we consummated our 'marriage' that very night, there was no backing out after we..." Link started.

"Well, so many people seem against it all of a sudden, that it really makes you think!" Zelda snapped.

"Only in Catalia," Link pointed out. 

"Hyrule's sister country doesn't approve of Hyrule's princess and her choice of husband. Even Seline, who I once loved like a mother, seems to hate me for it," Zelda said.

"Seline's heir is one of my kind," Link said softly. Zelda stared at him.

"What?" she asked. 

"I don't want to discuss it," Link replied.

"But..." Zelda started. Link silenced her with a gentle kiss.

"Maybe I'm stupid for defying fate, but right now, I couldn't care or less. I only want to love you, and you alone," he whispered. Zelda leaned forward to kiss him. 

"Go on, then," she murmured back.

  It was going to be another sleepless night, Link mused to himself, sometime later. Zelda for once, was quiet, dozing quite happily, her head on his chest, and arms around him. But unlike her, he was unable to relax. His encounter with Robert previously still troubled him somewhat, he hated having old wounds opened as it was. He ran a hand through Zelda's almost dry hair, and then pushed the covers away slightly. Even in this draughty old castle, it was warm. I knew what I was doing, when I got involved in all this. I knew it'd be tough. But never this hard... he thought to himself. I was selfish, I didn't heed my calling. But am I really to blame for all this? Even if I had married Kylara, we'd never have retained our line. It's an impossibility, he continued thinking, still stroking Zelda's hair. Evidently, even Zelda had met with some sort of hostility over the matter as well, something she shouldn't have had to gone through. He was the one who'd persued Zelda, made her love him. He'd worked so hard to win her over, that he could never stand back and let her marry someone else. How could you marry someone that you didn't even love? It would have happened to Zelda, and it would have happened to him, if they'd given in to their destined fates. Or whatever it was. But it didn't matter, because it was only one place, a small, insignificant land, that frowned upon their union. Hyrule had never wanted anything else but them to rule the country, their beloved princess, and beloved hero. But it just hurt so much, because Catalia was his home land, his birthplace. Even though he assumed the nationality of a Hyrulian, in his heart, he'd always be a Catalian. Link tried closing his eyes, trying to forget. But the guilt was still there, refusing to go away. For years, back in Hyrule, it had never mattered to him. Never mattered that he'd chosen Zelda over Kylara. But now back in his homeland, there were constant, sharp little reminders, ensuring that he was indeed, suffering the consequences of his choice.

"But I love you, Zel. No matter what they say about us," he whispered to his wife. "No-one will ever stop me from loving you," he continued. Besides, she wasn't just his wife. She was his best friend, the mother of his two children, his beautiful lover. Kylara would never have been any of those things, not even in time. Maybe a mother, but that would have been it. And not willingly, on his part. Zelda suddenly stirred a little, waking, blinking. Link smiled down at her.

"Is it morning?" she asked. He shook his head.

"Go back to sleep, Zel. Rest while you can," he said, caressing her shoulder lightly. She moved away from him a little, and rolled onto her side, so that they were facing each other.

"Why are you still awake?" she asked, a little concerned. 

"Just thinking," he replied, reaching over run a hand across her cheek fondly. She smiled.

"Don't think too much, else you'll never get any rest."

"You know me, never stop thinking about you," he joked. She laughed quietly.

"Oh Link."

"Well, it's true," he replied, smiling back at her.

"Come on. We ought to sleep. By tomorrow night, we might still be on a boat, after all, it's a longer distance up the coast," Zelda said. 

"Good idea," Link agreed. They cuddled up close in the darkness, each both hoping the ordeal would soon be over. 

***

  Mara glanced around the cavern, taking a deep breath. This was were it was all about to begin again, and she was to be the initiator. She smiled to herself, taking the potion from her pockets and uncapping it, inhaling its colourless aroma. She had built up to this for the past few years of her life, if not her whole life. It was what she had been born to do, it was the path chosen her by Fate himself, there was not another mortal on this Demiari who could perform the task she was about to do. She closed the vial again with its cork, then set it on the altar, picking up the bowl of blood that she had collected from the boy. She had set three stones in a triangle, and upon each stone, she sprinkled an amount of blood on the grey stones, staining them red. The bowl was now empty, so she cast it aside, and retrieved the potion back from the altar. Her heart was beating faster now in apprehension, the moment was so close. She removed the cork from the potion and began to chant the words that she had learnt so long ago,  sent to her in a vision, a dream.

  "Ph'nglui mglw'nafh Razne Vloi'd'eth wgah'nagl fhtagn! Efn'guhd nai! Efn'guhd nai!" she murmured, the words starting off low but slowly becoming louder and louder, into a scream. As she chanted she sprinkled the potion over the bloodied rocks, and it hissed, tendrils of white mist smoking up from it. It was working. "Gluhd fger nh'ethe, in'ci guhd nai!" Smoke hissed from the second stone, and Mara approached the third. "Et'her n'ver kndu eshk'ay!" she screamed, throwing the vial against the last stone, glass flying everywhere. The white smoke that emitted from the mix of blood and liquid began to snake upwards, the tendrils from each stone linking together in union. Mara, her whole body shivering, stepped back, and watched in awe at the unfolding events.  

  As the fingers of smoke met at the top of the cavern, there was a blinding flash of light as a dark portal formed under the arch of smoke. Mara watched unblinking, then quickly continued the chant, in an attempt to entice the entity from the portal.

  "Ph'nglui mglw'nafh Razne Vloi'd'eth wgah'nagl fhtagn!" she shouted clearly, and there was a strange shift in the whole cavern, as if something in the actual ether of the world had changed.    
  There was an explosion as the smoke ripped apart, and the portal became wider, a dark and menacing form emerging through. Mara almost laughed in glee, unable to believe that it had actually worked. There was another flash, and the portal had gone, the smoke dispelled. In its place remained a huge form, majestic in Mara's eyes. That of a great griffin. It turned to her, yellow eyes gleaming in the darkness, and a smile seemed to take form.

"Oh master Razne!" exclaimed Mara, falling to her knees.  

"Back from the dead I am," he murmured. He was indeed an awesome sight to behold, perhaps due to the fact that griffins now were so rare. He had the head, beak, and wings of a golden eagle, with immaculate feathers and yellow eyes that were alien to the eyes of a normal eagle. His body and legs were that of a lion, the feathers tapered out around his back, replaced by smooth, golden fur, and from his back emerged a serpent's tail, which looked strong yet lithe.

"Yes, indeed, you have me to thank for that, Razne," murmured Mara standing up. The griffin tipped his head to one side, studying her intently. 

"That name is so out of date my dear. I changed it aeons ago, to Enzar I believe," he commented, not seeming impressed by Mara in the slightest. Mara frowned a little.

"What's in a name? I think a little gratitude is in order," she murmured. Their first meeting had not been as she had imagined. Enzar gave a startled laugh, and shook his head.

"Gratitude? To a mere mortal? I don't think so, my dear," grinned Enzar. He began to stride about the cavern, looking unimpressed. Mara turned, watching him, placing her hands on her hips.

"I was the only mortal on this Demiari to have the power to bring you back. I also have the power to destroy you," stated Mara. Enzar laughed, amused by her threats.

"Why did you bring me back?" he asked, turning to look at her. Mara smiled. Now he was asking the right questions.

***

  The next morning, when Zelda awoke, maids were already in the room, opening the curtains and dusting the furniture. A little surprised at the early morning invasion, Zelda stood and politely asked them to leave while she dressed. She pulled Link up, kissing him gently, trying to rouse him.

"Link," she murmured, pulling on her travelling clothes. They were a far throw from the clothes she had been accustomed to, but they held with them the familiarity of Zelda's younger days when all she had been concerned with was adventure and to evade Link's affections. Link let out a loud yawn and rolled back over, but Zelda persisted in awakening him. "Come on, lazy," she said, a little louder.

"Zel..." murmured Link in a childish whine. Zelda smiled, whipping the covers from around her husband, making him hug himself to try and keep warm. He opened one eye and glanced over at his wife. "This early?" he questioned.

"The quicker we leave this place..." began Zelda. Link nodded and yawned again, sitting up. Zelda sat down next to him. He observed her, a lazy grin forming.

"Ooh, you look all sexy in your adventure gear," he teased, kissing her.  

"Link!" protested Zelda with a giggle.

"You know, I fell in love with you in those clothes," reminisced Link. He kissed her again, taking her into his arms and pulling her back onto the bed.

"These clothes? They're a mess!" laughed Zelda.

"Just how I like you," grinned Link, running his hands through Zelda's hair.

"You don't like me all neat and tidy?" she questioned.

"That too, but I like you in a mess as well," replied Link after some consideration. He leaned in to kiss her again, but Zelda pushed him away,

"You have to get dressed, we need to go as soon as possible," reminded Zelda getting up. She took a comb from the fireplace mantle and began to brush her hair straight.  Link pulled off his night clothes, and grabbed his shirt, when Zelda turned and saw him.  When she saw the dark bruises that were scattered across his chest and back, her happy mood crashed down, and she walked over to him. Link noticed her expression, and quickly hid the marks under his shirt.

"Zel, don't worry about it," he consoled. She sat next to him.

"Link, what did they do to you?" she asked, tears shimmering in her eyes.

"Nothing, nothing I haven't endured before," assured Link. Zelda didn't believe him.  They had beaten him black and blue, he had been unable to defend himself, or perhaps he hadn't even tried. She kissed him on the forehead.

"Link, get a few more minutes sleep maybe. I have something to do," whispered Zelda.  Link was tempted to make a joke of the situation, but reminded of what he had just been through, he didn't feel he had it in him. He smiled, and kissed her back.

"Okay," he murmured, before lying on his side and grabbing the covers, draping them around himself. Zelda stood and walked out of the room, found the nearest guard, and commanded they take her to Seline at once.

  "I didn't think I'd be seeing you again," murmured Seline, taking a sip of tea. She was seated before Zelda, already dressed as if she had been up for hours. The dress she wore was beautiful, a cream colour, with intricate white lined patterns covering the bodice and sides of the skirt. It also looked very uncomfortable and impractical, but then Zelda had already held that opinion for most dresses.

"I loved you like a mother once, Seline, why are you being so cold? I heard about your heir, he's Kokiri isn't he?" questioned Zelda. Seline looked at the liquid in her cup, her blue eyes turning back to Zelda.

"What if Robert is a Kokiri? I believe your husband is," said Seline.

"My husband has been beaten within an inch of his life by those who call themselves a Kokiri! I want to know what you're going to do about it! I want them punished!" said Zelda, a little angered by Seline's casual attitude.

"And they will be, accordingly. But it wasn't the whole tribe, and Robert has informed me that both men have wives and one has a child to support too," said Seline coolly.

"Not anymore! Fayzie is one of those men's wife. The child is hers and his," said Zelda.

"Well, no matter, I'm sure the situation will be dealt with," commented Seline.

"A situation like this could break the sistership of these countries!" exclaimed Zelda angrily. "Once my father finds out what has gone on, he will be most displeased."

"Hyrule is no sister country of Catalia. There is only ever one country which has ever bothered to come to our aid and that was Dalsona, ruled by a man who has more wealth invested in his palace alone than this whole country has invested in the coffers and purses of every man, woman and child in Catalia," said Seline, sounding bitter.

"Don't you dare question Nick's intentions, or my fathers for that matter. Hyrule, in case you didn't notice, has just been involved in a war, we have no spare resources to send to Catalia," retorted Zelda. Seline sniffed slightly.  

"There is a boat ready in Opela port, Robert will escort you there, and across the waters," said Seline.

"Don't change the subject, Seline. I'm grateful, I really am, but your treatment has been less than favourable," said Zelda, standing. 

"You always had the selfishness of your father in you. And the stubbornness of your mother," remarked Seline.

"Don't you dare insult my parents like that, or myself. And by the way, if you question Nick's generosity, perhaps you for one should start cutting the cost of your own clothing," muttered Zelda angrily before stalking from the room, furious by the Queen's non- complacent attitude.

***

  Kaibre awoke, feeling light headed and achy. He tried to sit up, but he heard someone hushing, and placing a hand on his forehead, easing him back down.

"Oh God," he muttered as he flinced in pain.

"Take it easy," murmured a soft voice. He swallowed, an uneasy task in itself, and his eyes turned to his bedside aide. He didn't recognise her at first, but slowly his vision cleared, and he coughed in surprise. "Do you need a drink?" asked Selina, filling a glass with water from a jug beside the bed. Kaibre waved away the offer, and tried to sit up again. "Come on now, you've been badly wounded, and poisoned, you can't wear yourself out so quickly," reprimanded Selina, yet in a gentle and tactful tone. Kaibre let out a defeated sigh and nodded.

"How long...?" he began, his voice hoarse. 

"You aren't as bad as we thought you might be, the poison your veins were infected with what could have been, and perhaps should have been, lethal," explained Selina. It still wasn't an hour. He looked at her imploringly. "A little over 36 hours, perhaps more," answered Selina finally. Kaibre shook his head. He could remember something happening, but what it was, he couldn't muster.  

"I can't...remember anything," admitted Kaibre, touching his temples with his hand.

"You can't? I suppose it's to be expected," said Selina, mopping his face with a damp cloth.

"What did...?" began Kaibre, coughing.  

"Someone attacked you," began Selina. Kaibre sat bolt right up. He turned to Selina, shaking his head.

"Ewan," he said sharply. He shook his head again, covering his face with his hands.  

"You were already poisoned, it's amazing you lasted so long with that vile liquid in you," said Selina. Kaibre looked at Selina again, a look of determination across his features.  

"Mara, that witch," he spat, tossing the blankets aside.

"Kaibre, you need to rest, you are still weak!" exclaimed Selina, as he rose from the bed.  

"I would rather be weak and doing something, rather than being weak and doing nothing," he told Selina, taking his shirt and pulling it on, his tunic over the top.  

"I can see there will be no arguing with you, but we already suspected Mara of being hand in hand with the disappearance of Ewan. Every knight in the kingdom is out looking for him...and her," Selina told him. He turned to her.  

"I can't believe this happened," he murmured, shaking his head.

"You can't blame yourself," assured Selina.

"I can, you don't know how much," muttered Kaibre. He had failed to protect Ewan, like he had failed to protect his own family. "I've never felt so useless, not since..." he continued, but his voice trailed of there. Selina looked at him with concern. "I never wanted to feel this useless again," he added, running one hand through his hair.

"You weren't useless, no one could have stopped her or known," comforted to Selina.

"She thought she would kill me, she knew things...not that it matters. Where would she take the boy?" mused Kaibre desperately. 

"The whole of Hyrule is being scoured," promised Selina, standing. Kaibre turned to Selina.

"I forgot to thank you," he said politely, bowing.

"There's no need," assured the Queen.

"You saved my life, there's every need," retorted Kaibre.  

"Maybe now that you know Ewan is being searched for, I can convince you to get some more rest," suggested Selina hopefully. Kaibre shook his head.

"I'm afraid not. Only when I know that he is safe, will I be able to rest easy again," said Kaibre softly, before turning on his heel and leaving the room.

"Kaibre!" called Selina, a little surprised at his exit. Despite her being the Queen of the richest, most powerful country in the world, he ignored her, and she didn't blame him.

  Kaibre walked out of the room, only to meet Drake, who had actually been coming to check up on his friend.

"Kaibre, you're up and about!" exclaimed Drake, looking relieved.

"Yes, indeed. I see you already found out who did it," said Kaibre.

"Mara?" asked Drake. He didn't want to believe it himself, not after how close he had been to liking the girl. He had always considered himself to be a good judge of character, but he supposed that thought was nothing but a myth now.

"Yes, she took Ewan didn't she? Only God knows what she plans for the boy. She's more than a healer, Drake, a witch perhaps. She wants that boy for something else other than ransom money," swore Kaibre.

"You think?" asked Drake curiously. 

"What are you doing here though? I would've thought you'd be out searching," questioned Kaibre.

"Yes, I was, but I needed sleep you know," began Drake.

"What can I do to help?" asked Kaibre.

"You..? Well I'm not sure, are you fit yet?" asked Drake unsurely.

"Ewan is missing due to a stupid carelessness that I am responisble for, I have to do everything in my power to make up for that mistake," said Kaibre.

"Not if you aren't fit you won't. Go back to bed, Kaibre, get some rest, man, she nearly killed you!" exclaimed Drake.

"Drake, let me help! I won't rest even if I am in bed because I'll be going over in my head what I should have done to stop this," said Kaibre.

"You can't do that, man! You'll go insane!" said Drake sternly.

"If I can't do something..." began Kaibre.

"What can you do? You aren't fit to go out there, you'd be a hindrance more than a help and you know it," retored Drake. He wasn't going to budge.

"If the situation was reversed, you'd be exactly the same!" accused Kaibre.

"Yeah, maybe I would, but I would expect you to make the right decision, and one that wouldn't get me killed at that," replied Drake. Kaibre sighed.

"Fine," he muttered.  

"You'll know I was right in the end," said Drake. He patted his friend on the back. "But I guess you'll still hate me for it," he laughed, before walking off down the corridor. Kaibre shrugged and walked back into the healers, but not to rest. He needed to find out exactly what Mara was going to do with Ewan, and where she was going to be.

***

  Seline wasn't present for breakfast, but instead Robert was there, seated at the head of the table.

"We will head to the port immediately after breakfast," said Robert, breaking the silence.

"Good, I don't want to stay in this damned country for another minute," said Zelda darkly. Robert looked insulted at the remark, but held his tongue.

"Zel," murmured Link. She shrugged.

"What?" she asked abruptly. Robert watched the two with interest. These were the two so much in love they had defied fate to marry one another? He wasn't sure if he had the right people. Aaron, Fayzie and Aden all remained silent, just eating their breakfast of fruit and pastries with minimum fuss. Link shook his head, and continued to eat.

"I want them both punished, you understand," said Zelda pointedly, turning to Robert.

"I assume you're talking about Aden and Derin," guessed Robert.

"Yes. Make sure Seline knows that, Aden and Derin of Gardarika town. If I had my way, I'd have them both put to death at once!" said Zelda. Link caught hold of his wife's hand.

"Zelda," he said, looking slightly troubled. Zelda realised that the small boy, Aden Junior, was staring at her.

"Mother? What has father done?" asked Aden, looking to Fayzie.

"Unforgivable things," murmured Fayzie, turning to look at Robert. Robert averted his eyes, not meeting her stare.

"I...I don't understand, do you mean when he..." began Aden, realising they were not alone. He fell silent again.  

"Robert, Her Highness is right. Derin and...they tortured Link. They wanted him dead, they wanted his wife dead, they even talked of killing his children. It's not right, it's evil," said Fayzie quietly. Robert let out a sigh.

"I am sure that the Queen will deal with them as she sees fit," said Robert, sounding rather aloof. Zelda finished her meal.

"Oh, I'm sure you will," she remarked a little snidely. He turned to Zelda.

"I don't really think that you are in the position to question your host's intentions. Some may even call your attitude in such a situation unwise," he said coolly, deliberately.

"Is that a threat?" demanded Zelda.

"No. Think of it as a piece of advice," said Robert, his eyes piercing Zelda's own like steel through skin. The rest of them finished their meal in silence, before Robert stood, and led them from the room.

  Opela was a busy place, and it was apparent Robert's importance was known.  However, Link, Zelda and the rest went relatively unknown, and he led them through the white streets to the port, which housed many a fine merchant ship, along with many not so fine crafts. Theirs was a craft of such quality of the latter, it looked old, and almost unseaworthy. Zelda was reluctant to board, but Link eventually convinced her, reminding her it was their only way home for now. She finally agreed, and Robert took them on board, leading them down to the place that would be their home for the next day and night. Zela wasn't happy about the accomadation, it consisted of a crew's quarters and a captain's cabin that Robert assured was his. She sat sulkily on one of the bottom bunks, whilst both Link and Aaron remained on deck, along with Aden and Robert. Fayzie was the princess' only company, and neither of them felt entirely sociable.

  "I'm sorry about what I said at breakfast," apologised Zelda, looking down at the bare, wooden floor.

"I don't blame you for saying it, it's just I don't think Aden needed to hear about his father," said Fayzie. She, too, was lying on a bottom bunk, situated across the room from Zelda.

"You're right. I'm truly sorry," said Zelda, also lying down.

"It's okay. He already knows what kind of a man his father is," said Fayzie. Zelda glanced across to the pretty Kokiri, tracing a sound of upset in her voice.

"You'll be okay in Hyrule. Both me and Link will make sure of that," promised Zelda, trying to comfort the woman in some way.  

"Thank you, your kindness means a lot to me," said Fayzie, somewhat shyly.

"As did your kindness to Link," replied Zelda. A soft smile went across Fayzie's face.

"I had to help him, how could I not?" she said. "Link had always been my friend when was younger, I'd still like to think that now...even after all this time," murmured Fayzie.

"And he is, how could he not?" said Zelda. Fayzie turned to face Zelda.

"I never really believed all those things Kylara said about Link and her," confided the Kokiri.

"But Kylara apparently did," said Zelda dryly.

"We were all left emotionally scarred by that attack, all of us lost someone we loved, a family member, a friend. It was horrible, some of us never learned to forget, and Kylara, well she tried to forget in her own little way... becoming obsessed with marrying Link was her way I suppose, although how she knew that Link was still alive was beyond me, and the rest of us. When she heard of the hero in Hyrule, whose name was Link, she was convinced it was him, our Link. She began to tell us of all these things, like what hers and Link's child would do for our tribe, country... some of us took her more seriously than others I suppose. When she killed herself, Aden become intolerable, always talking of revenge. He always did have a soft spot for Kylara I suppose, as did the rest of the men in the tribe. Except, of course, Link, who was the one man she wanted to marry," explained Fayzie.  

"It must have been terrible, to live through something like that. Link never talks about it, but I don't blame him," acknowledged Zelda sympathetically.

"I'm just glad that I'm alive, it was a miracle how any of us survived. So many of us lost our parents in the raid, it was lucky that the people of Gadarika were so accommodating," said Fayzie.

"Did your parents...?" began Zelda, stopping short of the word.

"They both did. I was only twelve, but I thought I was so independent for my age. I wasn't, it took me years to finally realise they were gone. I get so envious of those who complain about how overbearing their parents are, or how annoying... if only they knew what it was like to be without them. My parents were forever scolding me for leaving the village and exploring the woods that surrounded it, they cared, but I never realised at the time. I still miss them now, even though they've been gone for fifteen years," said Fayzie sadly.

"It never goes away, when you lose someone like that," said Zelda, her tone morose.  Fayzie glanced over to Zelda.

"You lost someone, too?" she asked.

"My mother, I was only six at the time so I never really got to know her. But I still had my father at least," replied Zelda.

"I suppose I at least got to know my parents. I never want my own child to go through what I went through...losing his parents, but I suppose I've already started the process.  If anything were to happen to me, Aden would have no-one," said Fayzie.

"Fayzie, you had to do what you did. You know that. And nothing is going to happen to you either, you'll both be safe at North Castle," assured Zelda.

"I hope so," murmured Fayzie.

  Link watched as the ship sailed away from the coast of Catalia, but he felt not one ounce of remorse at leaving it behind him. He never again wanted to set foot on his birth country's soil ever again. He was leaning on the rail of the ship, and he heard the creak of wood as someone came to join him. He turned to see Robert, whose dark hair was ruffled slightly by the sea breeze, his eye's as green as ever. Robert leaned on the rail also, looking back as his homeland. Link shifted slightly, uncomfortable at his presence.

"I never really knew much about you, Link, save for what Kylara told me. I admire you for what you have done for Hyrule, but did it never cross your mind that perhaps Catalia needed a hero as much?" questioned Robert. Link turned to the man, frowning.

"Perhaps I thought it could manage just fine on its own," said Link. He brushed his hair from his eyes and turned, looking at the ship structure instead.

"Barely," murmured Robert, still maintaining his position of staring out to sea.

"I'm not that kind of hero anyway. I'm Hyrule's destined hero, the only one who can kill the country's primary nemesis," said Link.

"I see you still haven't succeeded," said Robert, his tone somewhat smug.

"No, not yet, but he's captured, and I doubt he'll ever escape," retorted Link. Robert let out a short sigh.

"This is stupid," he declared. Link glanced at him warily.

"What is?" he asked.

"Us, arguing," answered the young heir.

"You started it," replied Link. Robert turned to him.

"Then I apologise," said Robert. Link let out a sigh. Robert offered his hand. Link took it, and shook it.  

"Fine," he said shortly.

"I still believe that what you did was wrong, but perhaps things won't be as bad as Kylara foresaw," said Robert. He gave Link a quick smile, and Link shrugged.

"I love Zelda, I loved her then, I love her now. Nothing will ever change that," said Link solemnly.  

"I can appreciate that, but, well, let's not get into this now," said Robert. Link shrugged.

"Have you ever been in love?" he asked. Robert glanced to the deck.  

"No...no I can't say that I have," he finally replied. There had been a long pause.

"Pity, 'cos then maybe you'd understand why I chose Zelda over Kylara," said Link. He was feeling a little better now that he was away from Catalia, and Aden and Derin and the rest of those people who seemed to hate him.

"Perhaps," agreed Robert.  

  Zelda awoke with a start, not realising that she had dozed off. She ran one hand through her hair and propped herself up on her elbows, wiping her bleary eyes. She glanced across the room to the bunk where Fayzie was, the Kokiri woman was apparently awake, reading an old, leather bound book.

"I didn't realise I'd gone to sleep," admitted Zelda. Fayzie turned to her with a smile.

"You must be tired, what with your journey from Hyrule right through to Opela. I'm not surprised you fell asleep," said Fayzie with a laugh.

"But surely you must be tired too, we all are," said Zelda.

"Maybe I am tired, but I can't seem to get to sleep. I've never been on a boat before, I guess I'm not used to the motion of it," said Fayzie.

"Well, at least you don't feel sick. I remember the first time I went on a boat, I was about five I think, I'd never felt so ill in my entire life!" exclaimed Zelda, laughing also.  

"You poor thing, that must have been terrible for you," said Fayzie with a smile.

"I got over it eventually," replied Zelda lightly. She got up off her bed and stretched with a yawn. "I'm going to explore this ship a bit more, do you want to come?" asked Zelda.  Fayzie shook her head.

"I don't know what I'll be like on my feet. I'm best off staying here and trying to get some sleep," declined Fayzie. Zelda shrugged and nodded.

"Okay then, I'll see you in a bit," she said. She quickly left the cabin and climbed up the grimy ladder that served as the only way up to the deck. Feeling a lot better after her sleep, she noticed Link standing by the side of the ship, talking with Robert. She walked over.

  "Hi," she said, smiling at the two of them.

"Greetings," said Robert politely, bowing slightly, Link instead took her hand and kissed it.

"Where's Fayzie?" he asked.

"She wanted to try and get some sleep...she isn't really used to the motion of it, she said," replied Zelda, giving Link a peck on the cheek.

"Robert was just telling me of his exploits in Catalia. Apparently I'm not the only hero to originate from the Kokiri tribe," said Link. Zelda smiled. So these two were getting on, it made a change, one that Zelda was thankful for.

"Hang on," she realised, and smiled at Robert.

"Robert, of course! My father has mentioned you, you're Catalia's finest general aren't you?" she recalled. At the time it hadn't registered, but now Zelda knew she must be right. That was why he was to be Catalia's next ruler. It was the same with Drake, if Zelda had not been around, the good knight would have surely been appointed heir.

"Well, I wouldn't go so far as to say finest, but I am one of the appointed generals," admitted Robert.

"I see you're as modest as Link," observed Zelda.

"Me, modest? Wherever did you get that idea from?!" exclaimed Link in surprise, kissing the top of his wife's head. Robert watched them thoughtfully, smiling a little. He was seeing a very different couple to this morning, but he supposed their love hadn't truly conquered all. Kylara was still dead, and their love was the cause of it. He idly remembered when he had heard of her death, he'd been devastated. He had lied to Link when he said that he had never known love, for he had, he had held such a feeling for Kylara, and he had freely admitted it to her at the tender age of fifteen. Robert rarely lied, but on this occassion he simply could not bring himself to admit the truth. If Link knew, he would probably be very sympathetic, and Robert could never tolerate sympathy in any form, least of all from the man who had as good as taken Kylara from him. Of course, she had told him that he couldn't love her, because she was meant to be loved by another. Link. That hadn't stopped him still loving her, but he had left Gadarika the very day after, heading to Opela to make his fortune. He had won a post as palace guard, and within the space of nine years, he had made his way from palace guard to Catalian general. He was responsible for every man in military service, the entire army of Catalia. He was only twenty five years of age, but he had the tactical thinking and experience of a man perhaps twice his age. The Tanolian threat was still rife, they never seemed to stop coming, but since Robert had taken charge of the army, the Tanolian attacks had become less and less effective. Link may have been known as Hyrule's hero, saviour even, but in Catalia, Robert held the exact same title with his own people.  Robert glanced at Link and Zelda as they leaned hand in hand of the rail of the ship, talking happily. He had wanted to kill Link when he had heard of Kylara's demise, but now, with the man stood before him, he knew it was something that he could not do, or that Kylara would want. Sighing, he decided to leave them to it, and go and check on the course of the ship. They would reach Hyrule by early morning.

  Fayzie shifted uneasily in her bed, looking at the bunk above her. No matter what she did, she couldn't get to sleep. She hadn't sleep easy since they had left Gadarika in that relentless rain, and then she could see a reason why she hadn't slept. For fear of Aden and Derin creeping up on them as they slept and doing unspeakable things. She turned again. But she should be able to rest easy now, Catalia was behind them now, as was Derin and Aden. She should be able to sleep. Letting out a sigh, she suddenly paused as she heard an unusual creak.      
The ship creaked anyway as it sailed through the water, but this was something different.  She sat up, looking around cautiously, before standing nervously and reaching for the door. As she did so a cold hand clasped around her mouth, pulling her back.

"You aren't going anywhere!" hissed a voice. Fayzie's heart plummeted in shock and despair. She knew that voice. Aden.

  She tried to struggle from his grasp, trying to protest, but he held on fast.

"What's wrong?" he muttered, dragging her before him, glaring at her. Fayzie had no idea how he'd got on board, but she had a nasty feeling he wasn't alone.

"Aden, please!" she managed before he slapped her across the face. She almost fell back from the recoil, but managed to stay on her feet.

"How dare you take my son from me! You ungrateful witch! I married you when no one else would, I gave you a home, you wanted for nothing!" growled Aden furiously.  

"Except maybe a little care and love," spat back Fayzie, equally irate. Aden moved to hit her again, but she ducked away. Derin stepped out from the shadows.

"Aden, just leave her, she isn't worth it. Let's tie her up and get on with it," advised Derin.

"Get on with what?!" demanded Fayzie, trying to struggle from Aden's grasp. Derin began to wind a piece of rope around her, binding her wrists and feet together.

"Do you remember the Princess' ship, and what happened to it? Something pretty similar is going to happen to this ship, except this time, you'll be on it when it happens," said Aden, smiling evilly.

"So will you," reminded Fayzie, still horrified at the thought. "And your son."

"There's a life boat, enough for six people. But only three will be using it, me, Derin and my son," retorted Aden. He gagged her then pushed her under the bunk, much to her protest. Derin began to tie the loose ends of the rope that bound her to the bed. She could only reply with muffled cries as she watched them leave the room and close the door behind them.   

  Aaron carefully climbed below deck, before patiently waiting for Aden to join him. The young boy had complained of being a little tired, so Aaron had offered to take him below deck to join his mother. Aaron suddenly heard a creaking behind him, and he turned, just in time to see the sharp end of a sword come flying towards him. Used to the underhand tactics of the Tanolians and the Gerudo during the recent war, Aaron's reactions had become sharper than they ever had been, and he had snatched his own weapon from his belt in no time, or rather just in time to block what could have been a deadly blow.  Puzzled as to his attacker could be, Aaron's confusion was soon answered when a familiar face stepped out of the shadows.

"Aden, stay up there...go and get Link, or Robert!" called Aaron hastily, swiftly blocking another blow.  

"Aden!" suddenly called his father, and the boy paused above deck. Aaron glared at Aden senior, and then stepped forward to attack. The thud of the running boy could be heard above deck, and Aden senior grimaced in discontent. "Little bastard. He always was like his mother," he muttered, surprisingly skillful in his defensive manouveres against Aaron.

"Luckily for him," commented Aaron, trying to again penetrate the man's defence. Aden again blocked, and delivered his own attack, which even Aaron found trouble in stopping.  He was grazed across the chest, and he staggered backwards in surprise.

"There's still two more men on this ship, even if you deal with me, you'll still be outnumbered," threatened Aaron. He felt a prick in the neck, and his heart sank as he realised Aden had not been alone in his attack.

"I don't think so, Hyrule boy. I' say you were the one who was out numbered," murmured Derin from behind him. Aaron looked to Aden, who wore a laughing gleam in his eye.

"Link could take on the both of you alone, and I do believe Robert is a man of quite accomplished skill," said Aaron, his fear not apparent despite the situation.

"Oh, I'm not so sure...Link didn't manage so well last time, and well, Robert learnt everything he knows from us," said Aden, stepping forward and disarming Aaron. Aaron felt the uncomfortable presence of a blade drop from his back, and he could hardly resist to retaliate, with Aden so close and obviously off guard. He caught the man with his foot, sending him sprawling to the ground, before he turned and grabbed hold of one side of the metal ladder, using it to swing across and kick Derin in the stomach. Before either could recover, Aaron quickly climbed the ladder, and stood on deck, just in time to meet a worried looking foursome.

  "They're down there, Aden and Derin," said Aaron, breathless. Link nodded and took out his sword, descending the ladder using one hand for support.

"Careful, Link!" called Zelda after him. Robert sighed and followed, Zelda turned to Aaron.

"How did they know?" she demanded. Aaron shook his head.

"Beyond me," he murmured. A sudden look of terror passed across Zelda's face.

"What if Robert is in league with them?" she suddenly whispered. Aaron's eyes widened.  Although he had never considered it, it was an entirely plausible explaination.

  Link looked into the gloom, swinging his sword from side to side. He looked up to Robert, who wasn't far behind him. The Catalian general jumped past the last few rungs of the lader an landed beside Link.

"Looks like our uninvited guests have decided to disappear," mused Robert. Aaron joined them. He glanced at Robert warily, then to Link.  

"They recovered fast," he commented dryly. Robert exhaled, scratching his chin.

"This ship is relatively small, we'll find them sooner or later," he summarised.

"I'm going to check to see if Fayzie's okay," said Link, quickly walking to the crew quarters.  

"Okay then, I'll check down this way, to the kitchen and my cabin, Aaron...take this," said Robert, handing Aaron a small knife. Aaron thanked him with a nod. Robert motioned to the ladder that led to the hull.

"You check down there," he motioned. Aaron nodded again, and began to climb down the ladder, when he paused and waited for a few minutes. Positive that Robert must be far from sight by now, he quickly and quietly followed, wondering if he would catch out the Catalian general consorting with the enemy.  

  Zelda paced anxiously on deck, wondering why they were taking so long. She looked down at little Aden, who looked equally worried. It had just began to rain, lightly at first, but now it was getting a little heavier. She began to wonder if her and the small boy she find shelter, but she was too nervous to leave the ladder hatch in case they might call for her help, or to warn her.  

"Link?" she called out, leaning over the hatch from which the ladder protruded. She couldn't see anything in the murky darkness, nor could she hear anything. When there was no reply, her stomach added an extra knot to the already mounding pile. "Where are you?" she whispered to herself. Suddenly, she saw the ladder shaking slightly, and sighed in relief as she realised it must be Link and the rest. But when she realised it was anyone but, she took a step back in horror.  

"Hello, princess," greeted Aden Senior with a smile. Zelda felt the man's son squeeze her hand slightly, he also had stepped back. Aden Senior looked to his son. "Hello, son."  Aden Junior looked up at him, evidently wary. Aden stepped forward, brandishing his sword, waving it menacingly at Zelda.

"Don't you point that thing at me," she warned. Aden grinned at her.  

"Oh, of course not, your Highness," he apologised mockingly. Derin appeared from behind him.

  "Come on, Aden, stop wasting time," he said coldly. Aden glanced at his son.

"I would've taken you with us, son, but you're nothing but a little turncoat. I don't like turncoats," he sneered.

"He's your son! How can you even talk to him like that?" demanded Zelda hotly.  

"I'm his father," retorted Aden simply. He turned and began to follow Derin to the side of the ship.  

"Stay here," instructed Zelda to the young boy by her side, before leaving him and following the two.    

Link turned from his current task of freeing Fayzie when he heard a scream. A scream he knew only to well to be that of Zelda's. He looked at Fayzie, whose eyes held a certain fear of what she couldn't even begin to think her husband was capable of. Link untied the last bond then stood.

"You'll be okay?" he asked. Fayzie nodded. Link looked above him, at the creaking ceiling, hearing thumps above deck. "If they are up there, they must have gotten past Aaron, or Robert," he concluded.

"Is my son up there?" asked Fayzie suddenly. Link slowly turned to her, nodding slowly.

"I thought they'd be safe," he replied before turning and running from the room.

"Wait Link!" cried Fayzie after him, but he had already left the room. Fayzie nervously began to leave the room also, wondering what Aden and Derin had done exactly to the ship they were all on. She hadn't seen the ruins of Zelda's ship, but she had been told by Aaron that it had been sinking when they got there, half submerged in water and pieces of it drifting all about. They must've damaged the hull somehow to make it sink, put a small hole in it perhaps. Fayzie wasn't learned on the tactics of sabotage, but that was about the only was she could think of, unless of course there was gunpowder about the ship. Neither Aden or Derin were cowards, but they weren't entirely stupid. Gunpowder would finish a ship off a lot more quickly, they couldn't have the guarantee of the time they would surely need to escape the ship. Fayzie shook her head and decided that as no-one else was about, she was going to have to check out the hull part of the ship herself.

  As Fayzie left the cabin, she saw Aaron running towards her.

"Was that you who just screamed?" he asked, panting slightly. Fayzie shook her head.

"No, it was..." she began. Robert appeared just behind Aaron.  

"What's going on?" he demanded, cutting off whatever Fayzie was about to say.  

"Zelda's in trouble," retorted Aaron, glad that Robert hadn't realised he was being followed.

"Up there?" asked Robert, pointing with his sword.

"Link has gone up already," said Fayzie. Robert pushed past Aaron and began to climb up. Aaron looked at Fayzie for a moment, then grabbed the ladder.

"Wait," called Fayzie, and Aaron paused, looking down at her.

"I think," she started. Her sentence was cut off once more, this time by another scream, and Aaron looked up.

"I better go and help, you just stay here," said Aaron, climbing upwards once more.  Fayzie watched hopelessly as she was left alone once more. She looked down into the darkness below the ladder, and carefully grabbed hold of it, slowly climbing down into the grimy, dim interior of the hull. 

  As soon as Link reached the top of the ladder, he spotted Zelda being edged to the rail of the ship by Aden Senior. Rain was falling quite heavily now, but it surprised Link. He had never noticed any dark clouds looming when he had been previously on deck, but now the sky was littered with the heavily darkened clouds. Aden Junior was nearby, pulling on his father's tunic, but he seemed to be having little effect. Sword already drawn, Link ran across, ready to make the man pay for everything he had put him, Zelda, Fayzie and anyone else through. Aden Senior turned to bat his son away, sending the small boy flying across the deck. Instead of turning back to Zelda though, Aden spotted Link and a grim smile passed across his face.

"Well, look who it is," he sneered. Link looked across to little Aden, who seemed to be recovering from his fall. He turned and saw Zelda who was watching him with frantic eyes.

"Link, watch out!" she cried, and Link turned just in time to see Derin advancing upon him, sword held in both hands ready to deliver what would have certainly been a fatal blow to the skull. Link side stepped the attack just in time and grabbed one of the man's arms, twisting it and throwing Derin over his shoulder and onto the deck. He let out a groan of pain and Link prised the sword from his hands and threw it far out of reach.  Zelda screamed again as Aden Senior grabbed her roughly by the arm, and pushed her roughly towards the rail of the ship. Link turned, looking from his wife to Derin, and he placed his sword at the man's throat.

  "Let her go free, and I'll spare your friend's life," began Link. Aden Senior just laughed through the rain, his clothes soaked.

"Do you really think I care about that pitiful man's life? Take it if you want, it makes not a blind difference to me, I'll kill this witch anyway," he told Link. Link exhaled and looked down to Derin, who looked not like a man who was fearing for his life, but a man who seemed entirely content. Suddenly Robert appeared on deck, and he surveyed the scene, trying to weigh up the situation.

"Look, Aden, you don't want her, you want me," began Link, ignoring Derin and stepping forward, his feet slipping a little on the wet deck.

"Drop your sword," spat Aden. Link obeyed, his sword falling from his hand and across the deck as the ship let out a groan and tilted on the waves. Aden smiled, grinning at Robert. Link turned to see Derin getting up and retrieving his sword, without Robert doing a thing to stop him. His heart sank. Was it true that Robert was as bitter as the other two men who faced him now, and had they done away with Aaron? His long time friend had not appeared yet, and he was beginning to wonder if he would at all. "It's good to see you again, Bobby!" called Aden. Robert seemed to flinch at the use of the name. Only Kylara had called him that. But the man returned an easy smile and a nod.

"Time to make the traitor pay," agreed the general. Aden nodded. He gripped Zelda a little tighter, pushing her right up against the rail. She attempted to kick him in the shins, but failed with little effect. Aden sneered and forced her neck so that she was staring directly into the hungry waves that crashed against the ship.

"Fancy a swim?" he sneered. Zelda struggled to leave his grip, but he was far stronger than she could ever have hoped to be.

"Let me go!" she demanded through gritted teeth. Aden laughed again.
"Don't think so," he muttered. Link was almost upon them now.

"Do as she says. You can have the pleasure of killing me instead," said Link boldly. Aden relaxed his grip on Zelda and turned back to look at the hero.  

"After you're dead, I'm going to have to kill her anyway," said Aden, mockingly apologetic in his tone. Link looked at Zelda. He stepped closer to Aden.  

"She hasn't done anything," said Link softly.  

"Yeah, it's all your fault she's going to have to die," said Aden cruelly, before pushing Zelda over the rail before Link could even react. Link watched in horror as his wife went flailing over the rail, hearing her scream split open his heart.

"Why you...!" began Link in fury, diving at the armed man and pushing him hard against the rail. He peered over Aden's shoulder and into the foaming waves, but he could see nothing. "If she dies..." continued Link, wincing as Aden stabbed him cruelly in the side.  

  Robert and Derin watched as the two fought, and Derin stepped forward to assist his companion. Robert reached out and arm and stopped him.

"I'll help finish him off," said Robert, drawing his sword and pacing forward across the rain soaked wooden planks of the ship. He watched as Link slid down against the rail, blood swiftly pouring from the wound Aden had inflicted. He closed in on them, Derin following. Aden looked at Link and laughed.

"Not much of a hero, are you?" he demanded. He reached into his pocket and dangled something before Link's eyes.

"Look, I even caught your faerie!" he sneered, Link's eyes widening as he saw Sprite desperately trying to escape from the small bottle she had been trapped in. Aden grinned then casually dropped the bottle over the side of the ship. Robert was now next to the two.

"No!" cried Link as he watched Sprite disappear over the side of the ship. He tried to get up, but Aden placed a boot at his neck.

"I could kill you right now, but I think I'd enjoy it more to watch you die slowly, don't you agree, Bobby?" asked Aden. He turned to Robert with a grin, but the Kokirish general didn't return the smile. Robert grabbed Aden by the scruff of the neck and held him up high, almost choking him. He threw him into an astonished Derin, and they both fell into a crumpled heap. Robert quickly kneeled down besides Link, examining the wound in his side. He murmured a few words that Link didn't quite understand and Link gasped in astonishment as he felt the wound heal.

"Zelda," he gasped, standing and looking over the side. He suddenly saw a flash of blonde amongst the waves and he dived over board, leaving Robert to deal with a very furious Aden and Derin.

  Link gasped in surprise as he hit the cool water, his body turning to ice. He swam upwards and resurfaced, gasping for air. Suddenly, a bright light appeared near him, and Link sighed in relief as he realised it was Sprite.

"How did you...?" he asked, too cold to finish the sentence.

"That bottle smashed on the side of the ship as it fell and I escaped. I thought I was a goner though! My whole life flashed before my eyes! There's so many things I haven't done!" exclaimed Sprite.

"Have you seen Zel?" asked Link frantically. Sprite nodded.

"She's okay, I think, she's just drifted out a bit," said Sprite, pointing out to sea. Link managed to spot his wife an he began to swim for her, Sprite following.

  When he reached her, Zelda grabbed his hand when she saw him, and Link quickly gave her a kiss, pulling her towards him in the rough water. 

"Forgive me," he begged.

"Link, I..." began Zelda, coughing a little.  

"Come on, you two, save it for when you're safely back on board, get nearer to the ship, I'll go and tell someone to throw a rope down," said Sprite, beginning to fly away.

"But what's the point, they'll kill us when we're on board," said Zelda, leaning into Link.

"No, Robert, he's on our side," said Link quickly, swimming nearer to the ship, holding onto Zelda.
"He is?" asked Zelda wearily. Link kissed her again.

"Yes."  

  Aaron by this time had reached the deck in the latter stages of Robert healing Link, and he had watched in mild confusion as he had seen Link dive from the ship. He saw both Aden and Derin advancing on Robert and ran across, prodding Derin in the back. Derin wheeled around, and Aaron clashed swords with him, leaving Robert with only Aden to deal with.

"You took your time!" commented Robert.

"Where's Zelda?" demanded Aaron. He had only been in the open for a few minutes and he was already drenched by the heavily increasing rain.

"Link's dealing with her," replied Robert, parrying furiously with Aden.

"Traitor!" spat Aden angrily at Robert.

"Call me what you want, it will never equal to the scum that you are!" cried Robert, neatly disarming Aden, flipping the sword over his head. At the same time, Aaron managed to disarm the heavily winded Derin, and the man fell on his back. Aden turned, realising he was stuck. He still sneered.

"You're all going to die anyway," he laughed.

"Everyone does. We're just going to live a lot longer than you," said Aaron.

"Not as long as you think," grinned Aden. Sick of his taunting, Robert stepped forward and stuck his blade through Aden's stomach.

"I would've aimed for the heart, but it seems you don't have one," he whispered in his ear, before letting him slide from his sword.   

"What about Derin?" asked Aaron.

"I'll deal with him. Throw a rope over the side for Link, Zelda," instructed Robert. Aaron nodded and quickly grabbed a spare length of rope from the deck before running to where he had seen Link dive from, and he threw the rope over, tying it to the rail. 

"Link!" he called, looking into the waves. He could see nothing except water and foam.  He watched and called again at the top of his voice. Robert emerged beside him, looking into the waves. Suddenly, they both caught a glimpse of green, and Link surfaced, grabbing the rope. Zelda was beside him, a flicker of light also appeared, it must've been Sprite. Zelda began to climb the rope, and Aaron took her hand, helping her onboard.  She collapsed by the rail, breathing deeply, while Robert checked her over. Link climbed up just behind, and he crouched by Zelda with Robert, looking a little surprised. He saw the bodies of Aden and Derin and glanced to Aaron, who just nodded reassuringly.  

  Fayzie looked around the hull desperately, trying to figure out what could be done. A store of gunpowder was in the hull, in a locked cage, a fuse running right towards it. She had spent the best part of five minutes trying to destroy the lock, it was beyond her how Aden and Derin had got in, unless they had the key. Her efforts however had been futile.  She suddenly noticed a large barrel containing some sloshing liquid inside it, and she sniffed it, confirming it could be nothing but water. She grabbed the corner of her dress, tearing off a large rag from it, before sipping it thoroughly into the water. She ran over to the cage and looked at the fuse. If she could just get the rag to land on the fuse which had not been burnt yet, she had every hope that the rag would prevent it from burning any further. She stepped back away from the cage and prepared to throw it over the top, praying to the goddesses that she would be able to manage it. She aimed and threw, and the soaking rag managed to go over the top of the cage and by some freak coincidence, the rag landed exactly on the tiny spark that was currently making its way towards the store of gunpowder. Fayzie sagged in relief, hoping that that had been Aden and Derin's only way of destroying the ship. Hitching up her skirt, she quickly ran back to the ladder that led upwards, and began to climb.

  Link helped Zelda to stand, checking her over anxiously, as he did so. 

"I'm okay," Zelda reassured, before coughing a little. "Ugh, salt water," she grimaced.

"Come on, we should get you out of those wet clothes," Link said.

"You too," Zelda smirked. They grinned at each other.

"We've got more important things to think about first, than your comforts, princess!" Sprite wailed loudly. 

"Well, I..." Zelda began, looking offended.

"Wait, Zel, she's right," Link said, looking across at Robert and Aaron, who were stood there, both looking sombre. 

"Where's Fayzie?" Robert suddenly questioned.

"And her child," Zelda added, looking worried. Link looked around, searching for any sign of the two.

"I hope Aden didn't..." he started.

"Shush! Listen!" Sprite said loudly. They all went quiet, save the crashing of the waves against the side of the ship. 

"I left him further up the deck," Zelda said.

"And Fayzie was down below..." Link added.

"Wait here, I'll go find them," Aaron said, dashing up the deck. Robert looked at the two bodies, then, without further thought, began to hoist up one of them, preparing to toss it into the water below.

"Robert, wait! You can't!" Link protested, although he didn't really know why. After everything the two men had done to him, Zelda, Fayzie and everyone else, he was only too glad to see them meet a watery grave. But his conscience told him otherwise. Robert paused.

"What else do we do? Leave them on the ship?" he questioned sarcastically.

"But they're our..." Link started.

"But nothing, Link," Robert interrupted. He flung the first body over, then the second, and stood over the rail, watching. Link walked over too, with a morbid sense of curiosity.

"I can't believe it... what about Miya? She and Derin were married," he said, guilty. After all, he would feel so terrible, if something had happened to Zelda, that she'd never come back. How would Miya feel?

"She'll live. Besides, like Fayzie, it was a marriage of convenience, I'm sure," Robert said dryly, watching the bodies become consumed by the angry waves below. He turned back to Link. "Feel grateful that that wasn't you and your pretty wife down there," he remarked. Link frowned.

"Yeah well, if I'd have to die, I'd do it with her. I couldn't live without her," he replied, letting his gaze wander over to his princess, who stood a few feet away, sopping wet, and looking anxious.

"Love," Robert stated, almost darkly.

"You could never understand," Link retorted.

"You'll never know how much," Robert said, in an enigmatic tone.

"Robert, you said you didn't love who you married," Link said, looking puzzled.

"I didn't," Robert agreed. At this point, he turned away, and strode off into the darkness. Link walked back over to Zelda, who was starting to shiver a little.

"Come on, we should get dried off," he said. Suddenly, Aaron appeared, Fayzie and her son in hand. He walked over to Link, his expression serious.

"They tried to sabotage the ship, but Fayzie found the fuse just in time. I think we should check the rest of the ship, just in case," he said.

"Won't they stop at anything?" Zelda asked angrily. 

"Zel, you go get dried off. I'll come and make sure you're alright after I've checked the ship out with Aaron," Link said. She nodded.

"Okay," she said. Link and Aaron walked off again, looking for Robert. Zelda turned to Fayzie. "Are you alright?" she questioned.

"A little shaken up, but fine. What happened to you?" Fayzie asked, seeing Zelda's wet clothes and hair.

"Nothing much, don't worry. Come on, let's get back to our cabins," Zelda said, heading towards the hatch. Fayzie followed, Aden in tow. 

  A short while later, Zelda was waiting up for Link, partially dried off. She was out of her drenched attire, but her hair was still soaking, and she sat shivering upon her bunk, the thin blanket pulled around her. Fayzie had fallen asleep on the opposite bunk, little Aden cuddled up to her. The boat rocked and lurched, and Zelda knew it was unlikely that she'd get any sleep that night. But soon, they would be in Hyrule. It took almost day to get there from Opela, and in a few hours, they'd be upon her home shore, where they could camp out for the night, before heading back to North Castle the following morning, or whenever they felt rested enough. If Link came in, they'd have to be very quiet. Link and Aaron were sharing the other cabin, while Robert persumably had the captain's quarters. She eased herself into a sitting position, waiting. Presently, the door creaked open, and Link peered round. She beckoned him to come over, he was looking a little drier than her, she noted. As he approached, she rose, meeting him in a warm kiss.  

"Oh Link, surely it's all over now," she murmured, her lips barely leaving his. He slowly drew away, his gaze still holding hers.

"Somehow, I have a feeling that I'll never be forgiven," he said, in a shaky voice. 

"You didn't kill them," Zelda argued softly. Link changed the subject.

"Are you okay?" he questioned, his anxious expression returning, as he ran a hand gently across her face.

"Yes. Just a little cold, that's all," Zelda replied, leaning in for a hug. The both sank down on the bunk, clasping each other's hands.

"If only I could stay with you," Link said, somewhat wistfully. Their gaze travelled over to the sleeping bulk of Fayzie.

"We'll have to be very, very quiet," Zelda said playfully. Link smiled a little, leaning forward to kiss her. 

"I couldn't believe he pushed you over," he whispered, letting his fingers entwine in her damp hair.

"Me neither. I thought I was going to drown," Zelda replied.

"I wouldn't have let you," Link stated seriously. Then he grinned slightly. "Although, it's too bad that I didn't get to give you mouth to mouth resuscitation."

"Oh Link, honestly," Zelda giggled. "Sometimes, I think kissing is all you ever think about," she added, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

"I'm a guy, what d'you expect? Besides, when there's someone as gorgeous as you around..." Link smiled.

"Shhh, we don't want to wake Fayzie," Zelda warned.

"I can be quiet. The question is, can you?" Link grinned.

"Link!" the princess exclaimed, pretending to be annoyed. He chuckled softly, pulling her close once more for another kiss. They collapsed, in a fit of giggles, shortly after. Fayzie stirred a little, and they attempted to stifle themselves.

"Remember when your dad came in that morning, after the first time we stayed together?" Link reminisced mischievously. Zelda felt a small blush creep up into her cheeks, as she thought about it.

"Don't remind me, that wasn't funny, goodness knows what he thought!" she exclaimed quietly.

"We were married... well kind of," Link smiled, gently fingering the lace on her night dress. Zelda smiled back. 

"Weren't we bad?" she whispered, grinning. 

"Oh, very," Link agreed, meeting her in a small kiss. "If only we were alone... it's too bad Robert got the best room, but this is his ship," Link sighed, before kissing her again. Eventually, he drew back. "I'd better go, else I'll lose my soul to you, beautiful maiden," he grinned.

"Oh, shut up," Zelda laughed. 

"Well, if you're going to be like that..." Link began. Zelda grabbed hold of his hand, and pulled him back to her.

"You aren't going anywhere, my handsome hero... or at least, not without me," she smiled. He smiled back.

"Come on then, let's go up onto the deck and look at the stars," he suggested. 

"You make it sound so romantic," Zelda commented, slightly sarky. Link pulled her towards the door.

"Stop complaining, princess," he grinned, closing the door quietly behind them.

***

  "Oh gosh... it really is..." Fayzie began, almost awestruck. The group halted their mounts, all looking gratefully towards North Castle, less than a mile away now. "Look Aden, see the castle!" she said to her son.

"Wow, that's real big!" Aden exclaimed, looking excited. "It's even nicer than that other castle we went to... do you really live there all by yourself?" he asked, looking at Zelda. She laughed.

"Oh no, lots of people live in a castle! Not just me!" They all smiled at each other, happy to be finally at their intended destination. Far away from the horror of Catalia...

"What a fine home you have, Princess. Seline often spoke of your castle's beauty, but I never imagined it to be so," Robert remarked, in his usual, cool tone. 

"Well, you have witnessed it for yourself now," Zelda replied, glancing over at Robert somewhat warily. She still wasn't sure about him, something between them didn't seem to click, there was a small amount of tension. 

"I'm just glad to be finally home. Back, away from all that awful business," Link stated.

"Yes," Zelda agreed, suddenly remembering her own unpleasant experiences back at the castle. She bit her lip, suddenly wondering about her children. "Come on, we'd best ride down," she said, urging her mount forward.

"Yep, I can't wait to see young Timmy and Aimee, not to mention sampling Milona's delicious cooking once more!" Aaron exclaimed, setting Jet off at a lively pace. Everyone else followed, as they rode down the hill and into the valley, back to North Castle.

  Minutes later, they had all crossed the drawbridge and dismounted their horses. Aaron offered to stable them all, while the rest headed inside. 

"Almost in time for dinner," said Link, smiling a little. Zelda smiled back at him.

"Plenty of time to freshen up," she remarked.

"You really don't mind that..." Fayzie started nervously.

"It's my castle, and you're my guest!" Zelda interrupted, smiling pleasantly. Fayzie relaxed a little, taking young Aden by the hand. Robert stood to one side, toying with his kingdom ring, looking somewhat aloof. Zelda turned to him. "You have our hospitality for as long as it is needed," she offered.

"How gracious of you, Princess," he replied, his gaze still cold. 

"Come inside," Zelda said quickly, heading towards the main doors. Everyone followed, and they walked into the Great Hall. As they stepped inside though, upon noticing the travel weary group, Drake rushed forward, his face a picture of absolute distraught.

"Zelda, Link!! Thank goodness you're back!" he cried, grabbing the princess, and enveloping her in a huge hug. Zelda stepped back, surprised.

"What, what's the matter?" she questioned nervously. Drake looked at her, then over at Link, then back at Zelda again.

"It's..." he started. Several other people had drawn about them, also looking immensely worried.

"What's going on? Has something happened?" Link demanded, remembering Zelda's 'feeling' a few days earlier. Had she been right after all? 

"Princess, we don't know how to say this, but..." Nick began.

"Tell me! Now!" Zelda cried, her expression growing more upset by the minute. 

"It's young Ewan," Drake said, running a hand through his hair, and looking more sombre than usual.

"What about him?!" Zelda demanded, gazing from the knight, to Nick, to the other friends all stood around them.

"He's gone missing, Zelda. We're..." Drake started.

"What?! Missing?!" Zelda exclaimed, her expression now horrified.

"How? Where? When?" Link questioned, equally sickened by the knight's words.

"How could this possibly happen? I had Kaibre watching him!!" Zelda said.

"Kaibre is out making amends, searching. We have as many sources as possible scouring the country for him, believe me!" Drake informed.

"Oh, he'll have to make amends, alright!" Zelda snapped.

"How long as he been missing?" Link asked, a little calmer than his wife. 

"A few days," Drake sniffed.

"A few days?! And he hasn't yet been found?!" Zelda shrieked, more angry by the minute.

"We think it was kidnap," Nick said quietly, laying a hand on the princess' shoulder. Zelda's face whitened.

"Kaibre said..." she let her words trail off, before suddenly dashing out of the room into the back passage.

"We're so sorry, Link," Drake said, looking at his friend sadly. The hero looked down at the floor, a knot forming in his stomach. If anyone had harmed his beloved son...

"Brianna! Is she okay?" he questioned worriedly.

"She's safe," Selina verified, speaking for the first time. 

"Thank the goddesses," Link replied softly. He turned back to Drake. "Any ransom note?" he inquired.

"No, nothing at all," Drake replied apologetically. At this point, Aaron walked in. He looked surprised to see everyone's worried expressions.

"See to my guests," Link said quickly, pointing over at Fayzie, Aden and Robert. Then he quickly walked out in the direction of Zelda, a lone tear running down his face.

  Zelda was lain on the bed, face down, weeping openly. As Link entered the room, she barely looked up, still crying.

"Oh Link, Link... what did we do?" she wailed.

"We've done nothing... it's just awful luck on our part, that's all. We should know that our son would be a target for such a malicious attack... he is the country's heir, after all. It's common," Link said, trying to remain calm.

"I had a trained boyguard protecting him! This shouldn't have happened!" Zelda exclaimed, sitting up and looking over at her husband.

"What?" Link asked, surprised.

"Kaibre Lainge," Zelda said shortly. A blush suddenly reddened her features as she spoke his name. Link didn't seem to notice.

"Who?" he questioned.

"I was afraid for Ewan's safety... so I had Kaibre stationed to protect him. Evidently, though, this wasn't enough," she said.

"But why? Why were you afraid?" Link pressed, confused.

"I..." Zelda began. "I just was," she said, not explaining further.

"Zel..." Link started. She really didn't want to tell him what had happened while he'd been away.

"It was nothing, I was just wary about leaving him," she said. Link didn't look convinced.

"Zel, something's been going on around here, hasn't it, and you aren't telling me," he accused.

"Nothing's going on," she tried limply.

"Tell me, if you don't I'll find out somehow. I'm sure other people in the castle will know," Link replied. 

"Occupy your time with something more important! Like finding our son!" Zelda retorted.

"Zelda!" Link said, finally loosing his temper. Zelda stood up, eyed him angrily, and walked off to the other side of the room, folding her arms. 

"If you loved him, you would have been out of those doors looking the moment you heard!" she remarked. Link glared at her, equally mad.

"Don't you dare question me not loving my son!" he said, in a low tone. "Now, you'll tell me what went on here while I was away, before I say something to you I might regret!"

"Not when you speak to me like that!" Zelda replied stubbornly. 

"Stop avoiding the subject!" Link snapped. 

"Nothing's wrong!" Zelda insisted shrilly. 

"Of course it is! You're lying, if something wasn't going on, why did you leave someone watching Ewan?!" Link questioned.

"I had my reasons, isn't it enough just to know that?" Zelda asked. 

"No! Of course it isn't! Zelda, we're married, we shouldn't keep secrets, and you know it," Link replied.

"I'm not keeping anything from you! I was just worried about leaving our son while neither of us were here to protect him," Zelda said. 

"There's something else to this, and I'll find out what," Link finally stated.

"You'll find our son, that's what you'll do," Zelda retorted.

"And you? What will you be doing?" Link questioned, finally meeting her gaze.

"I'll be helping, of course," Zelda replied uneasily. She ran a hand through her hair, turning away.

"Where can I find this Kaibre?" Link asked. 

"Why do you want to talk to him?" Zelda immediately questioned, turning back, slightly flushed. This time, Link noticed.

"To find out what he was doing, when Ewan was snatched away," he muttered, noticing as her blush spread further across her cheeks, a sure sign of some sort of guilt. She wasn't just red from crying. 

"I don't know, ask Drake," Zelda murmured, quickly looking away again. Link scratched his chin, puzzled, then turned away from her sadly. He would wonder about her strange behaviour later. Right now, he was more concerned about his son. 

  Zelda stood mournfully in the courtyard, her heart seemingly sinking in her chest with each passing moment. Link, Drake and the others had ridden out minutes before, in charge of another search party. She chewed on a nail worriedly, still thinking. Kaibre had told her it might happen, so why had he even let down his guard? He'd 'promised' her... To come back from the nightmare of Catalia to this seemed so cruel. Another punishment bestowed upon them by the apparently unforgiving goddesses. A tear slid down the Princess' cheek. She'd never been religious at all, neither had Link. Her mother, on the other hand, had sat in the chapel almost everyday, although she had been following the Eight Virtues of Sosaria, rather than worshipping Hyrule's Holy Trinity. Being Hyrulian, Zelda herself had been brought up on Hyrulian beliefs, though she never thought about them, even during the Trinity celebration. Sighing, Zelda fiddled with the kingdom ring that adorned the ring finger of her right hand, the gold Hyrulian crest embellished upon a setting of a smooth, purple amethyst. Another tear dropped. Why did she and Link always have such horrible luck? They'd never done any crime, except to love each other, and because of that, something always went wrong somewhere. If it wasn't Ganondorf returning, it was Link being attacked by his once tribal kin. If it wasn't that, it was their children being kidnapped. Snatched away, by goodness knows who. She let out a small sob, realising that she might never see Ewan again. I've been such a bad mother, the one thing that means so much to me has been taken away, she thought guiltily. All the times she had been so selfish, putting herself before her children. She never had been cut out to be a mother, it wasn't in her nature. She was too wild and unruly at heart, always wanting to do things just for herself. But she'd tried her best, anyway. Despite her sometimes bad choices, her children loved her all the same. At least, she hoped they did. Didn't notice her failings. Link, in contrast, shone as a father figure, as if it were the one thing he'd been born to do. But then, unlike her, he wasn't self-centred. Always, in their arguments, she would belittle him, and pull rank, but deep in her heart, she knew he was a better person than she could ever hope to be, and she sincerely hoped that their children would be more like him in nature, than herself. Maybe she deserved this. But Link certainly didn't. She wiped a tear away, and brushed away the strands of hair that had fallen across her face. As she looked up, an unwelcomed figure approached. Zelda sighed, even more depressed. Fayette.

  The Sosarian strolled over, a seemingly sympathetic smile upon her lightly tanned face.

"Why Zelda, I'm terribly sorry about what has happened. If it had been one of mine... gosh, I'd have been in dire straits!" she announced. Zelda scowled.

"Oh, and you think I'm not?!" she snapped.

"I never said that. Really, sister, you shouldn't jump to conclusions like that," Fayette remarked in a sugary tone.

"You don't care," Zelda said shortly, looking down at the ground. Fayette raised an eyebrow.

"Excuse me, but I happen to care for my nephew a great deal!" she said. Zelda didn't reply, instead pointedly ignoring her step-sister. "I was only going to offer some sisterly support, but I can see you're not in the mood. Especially after the frosty way you sent poor Link off. Anyone would think that you'd blame him for this!" Fayette finally said. Zelda shot her a cold look.

"Of course I don't! Besides, Kaibre is the one to blame!" she exclaimed angrily. Fayette smirked languidly.

"Oh, your beloved Kaibre. I suppose now that he's failed, your little midnight... trysts... shall be over," she said. 

"Excuse me?" Zelda demanded, looking even more angry.

"You know what I mean. Of course, it would have been difficult anyway, now that Link's..." Fayette started. 

"Don't you dare even imply such a thing! You're so pathetic, Faye! Like I would even look at another man, while I am happily married!" Zelda interrupted.

"Well, whatever went on, which I'm sure it did, it wasn't really Kaibre's fault. You see, he got poisoned!" Fayette said, quite informatively.

"What?" Zelda asked in surprise. 

"He was poisoned somehow, and attacked by the kidnapper. It weakened his reflexes, he almost died! He's still not even fit, but he's out looking for poor Ewan," Fayette replied. 

"Oh," Zelda said, looking down.

"We all know it was that healer girl. Never did trust her," Fayette continued, in a gossipy tone. Zelda snapped to attention again.

"What? The new healer took my son away?" she questioned. Fayette shrugged. 

"Who knows? Alls I know is, it was the first name Kaibre said, and she's been missing ever since. Very funny business, if you ask me," she replied. Zelda bit her lip.

"If only I'd checked her references more thor..." she started.

"Well, I always say, never trust a peasant. They have no morals, you know," Fayette interupted. Zelda looked annoyed.

"Excuse me, Fayette! You'll take that back right now!" she demanded. 

"Oh admit it, Zelda, you know I'm right. Besides, she was such a wench, I heard she'd been going to see Sir Drake in the late hours..." Fayette said, lowering her tone.

"Oh really?" Zelda asked, folding her arms. 

"Maybe she and that Kaibre even had something going, you never know. Maybe they were in it together, and she betrayed him at the last minute," Fayette continued gleefully.

"Shut up, Faye! You don't know anything, so just stop making stupid guesses!" Zelda cried.

"Oh listen to you! All upset about Kaibre!" Fayette smirked. "Whatever will Link think?" she added.

"He'll think nothing! Especially if you keep your mouth shut!" Zelda retorted.

"I can't help it if my tongue slips at the wrong moment. Especially when Link might happen to be around... besides, he deserves to know, I think. Needs to know what he's up against," Fayette said in a syrupy voice. Zelda wanted to slap her.

"How dare you," she said in a low tone, her green eyes flashing with hatred.

"I always thought he was too good for you," Fayette remarked coolly, obviously enjoying herself.  

"Don't you dare say anything to upset him, else I'll kill you! He had a bad time in Catalia, and to come home to the news that his son is missing... if you tell him these lies about Kaibre and I, it'll finish him off!" Zelda said, her tone still quiet. 

"Lies? What lies?" Fayette asked innocently.

"If you mess things up with me and Link again..." Zelda warned.

"It's not my fault that they're already rocky!" Fayette replied shrilly. 

"Hardly! You just make things worse with your lies, Faye! I know you're jealous of what we have, you just can't help yourself, wanting to ruin it!" Zelda exclaimed. They both eyed each other angrily. Finally, Fayette gave in.

"I hope that Ewan is returned safely, but only because I love him so much. I have no sympathy for you!" she snapped, before stalking off, her head high in the air. Zelda stared after her hatefully, watching as the woman strode back into the castle. After a few minutes, she followed, heading towards the nursery, wanting to make sure her other remaining child, her beloved daughter, was safe.  

  As Zelda walked across her room, with her child in her arms, she spotted a bright light flaring against the glass of the French windows, and she walked over to investigate, realising it was a faerie. She didn't think it was Sprite, she had faithfully gone with Link, so she supposed it must be one of her friends. She opened the door with one hand and stepped back as the faerie flew in. She recognised her immediately to be Felicity, or 'the clever one' as Sprite might have put it. Two more faeries followed, Carrie and Tiffany, although Zelda could never remember which was which.

"We came as soon as we heard!" exclaimed Tiffany, the blonde haired one. Zelda watched them strangely. She supposed they were talking about Ewan.

"If we'd known sooner," began Carrie.

"I don't really see how you could have helped," remarked Zelda shortly, walking over to Brianna's cradle and placing the child into it carefully. She turned to the trio of faeries.  

"We saw Sprite and Link and a few others out searching, that's how we found out, but that doesn't matter anymore, it's who might've kidnapped Ewan," started Felicity.

"Yes, that healer. I can't believe it, if she's done anything to my son..." said Zelda angrily, feeling a little tearful at the thought of her son alone and afraid with that woman.

"She may have been more magically adept than she let on," blurted Carrie suddenly.  Zelda stared at the three.

"How do you mean? She was a healer, plain and simple," said Zelda, sitting on the bed.

"We saw her collecting some black ivy from Mido graveyard," continued Carrie. Zelda shook her head.

"What's this got to do with her kidnapping Ewan?" she asked, slightly confused and annoyed .

"Black ivy is a powerful dark reagent, only really used in black magic. It's certainly not an ingredient for any healing spells or potions I've ever come across. The point is, black ivy is only used in a few spells, like raising the dead," explained Felicity, her last line coming out a little slower than the rest. She paused a second, watching Zelda's expression closely. Although all three of them had no intention to make her worry even more about her son, but if Mara was planning to cast such a spell, it would be best to be prepared for whatever she was planning to raise. Felicity continued. "The thing is, Mara may have kidnapped Ewan for a more important reason than just money." Zelda frowned.

"What do you mean?" she asked, feeling she wasn't going to like the sound of whatever the faerie was going to tell her.

"In more potent black magic, there's a spell that requires something described as 'blessed blood'," said Felicity, she didn't really want to continue, but Zelda had to know.  The princess looked horrified at this latest comment. Ewan, with the power of all three triforces within him would surely have this. 

"You mean...?" she asked, her voice shaking a little at the thought of harm coming to Ewan. She quickly regained her composure in time to ask another question. "What spell?"

"Divine resurrection," murmured Felicity gravely. Zelda didn't like the faerie's tone, and stared at her, a creeping feeling of uneasiness gripping her.

"Which is exactly?" she questioned.

"You doubtlessly remember Leigh Temple and her magic," Zelda frowned at the mention of her name, "she had the power of resurrection. She brought Nick back from death, and others, Divine resurrection is used to restore life back to something the caster can't even see. They only need to think who they want alive again...although she could be simply trying to bring a relative, friend, lover back to life, the spell can be put to far sinister uses. It is possible that Mara, if that is her name, is trying to resurrect some long dead demon for whatever uses she may wish. She will have the entire power to destroy whoever, whatever, she brings back to life, thus giving her entire control over what they do," said Felicity. Zelda became paler with each word Felicity spoke, and when the slight faerie had finished, she stood from her place.

"She could be trying to overthrow Hyrule?" she asked.

"Possibly," said Felicity. Carrie flew around the room agitatedly.  

"This is terrible!" she exclaimed dramatically, even though she had already known the situation well before they had entered the princess' chamber.

"She can't resurrect Ganon at least," consoled Felicity.

"Then who?" asked Zelda. She picked up Brianna once more. "Is there anyway you can help?" 

"Perhaps, there is a spell I know that could help me sense where Ewan went, but I have no idea how effective it will be. If I had known sooner..." said Felicity.

"Try it by all means, anything that could even help me find him in the tiniest way," said Zelda. Felicity nodded.

"He was in the nursery last?" asked Tiffany, inputting the first useful comment of the conversation. Zelda nodded.

"Yes, that was the last time anyone saw him," she sniffed.

"And Mara...she was in the healer's quarters?" presumed Felicity. Zelda nodded.

"If you see Impa, you should perhaps tell her what you told me...she might know something that could help," said Zelda wearily. All three faerie's nodded then flew from the room, leaving Zelda alone with her daughter. She closed the French windows, glancing fearfully through the glass, then stepped away. She carefully left her room, and headed to the castle chapel, where she could be alone, and pray for the well being of her son, and for Hyrule.  

 ***

  "For a mere mortal, you certainly possess some...insights that most of your kind would never even manage to dream of," commented Enzar thoughtfully as he paced the cavern, his wings clicking together with a distinct metallic click as he walked.

"Perhaps now you will consider me seriously," said Mara, satisfied with herself.  

"Perhaps," murmered the Griffen, rearing on his back paws and opening his wings, before settling again. Mara stared at him in distaste. Perhaps? He was meant to say something like 'of course'. Mara hated it when things didn't go her way.

"Yes, of course, the Triforce. It should be quite easy to get hold of, really don't see why Ganondorf never managed it. I always knew he was an incompetent fool," said Enzar, veering off the subject.

"The Triforce is very well protected, Zelda has a very strong magical will, I don't think it should be as easy as you seem to think," pointed out Mara, as she remembered the sickening dizziness she had encountered when she had first entered the Triforce tower.

"Her magical will, as you might call it, is nothing compared to the vast quantities of magic that I can endure, store and summon. Although I do suppose for a mortal she is quite competent," mused Enzar. Mara let out a short sigh.

"As I do recall, you've been defeated before by Zelda and that husband of hers, what makes you think this time it will be any different?" questioned Mara, her words an attempt to humble the apparently not so mythical creature. Enzar turned to her, towering over her and frowned.

"Yes, perhaps I have been defeated before. But it was not Zelda or Link who vanquished me, it was that dratted Dalsonian prince whose family and kingdom had dealt with me before. He remembered a certain weakness of mine. I relied too much on the power of a certain organic substance known as Hagner's rock, but this time, I shall be reliant on nothing but myself," he growled. Mara nodded a little, taken aback. Then she smiled.

"Dalsonian prince? Perhaps you mean King Nicolas of Dalsona?" questioned Mara. Enzar frowned again.

"I took care of him, dragged him into the dark realm with the last of my powers. Teach a mortal to mess up my plans...and anyway, he was no King, his father was still on the throne," said Enzar, grinning a little as he remembered his handywork.

"Well, there is a King Nicolas and his wife Selina staying at North Castle this very minute, he rules Dalsona," said Mara silkily. Enzar glared at her.

"You mean to say he isn't dead?" he demanded.

"He looked very much alive to me," replied Mara. Enzar let out a snort of discontent.

"Don't tell me he married the damn healer!" he cursed aloud, beginning to pace about more ferverently, his black talons clicking off the cold cavern floor.

"Why, I do believe he did," recalled Mara. It looked as though Enzar himself would prefer to deal with those two, which suited her just fine. Enzar let out a roar of anger, his wings spreading to their full width.

"How long have I been away from this place?" he snapped, suddenly seeming a lot more aggitated.

"I believe your last appearance was in 4545, about eight years ago," replied Mara. He let out a grunt.  

"Eight damn years. It's not so long I suppose," decided the griffen. "I want to see the boy," he suddenly demanded. Mara smiled.

"Yes, the boy. Although he may be quite afraid of your presence," said Mara. Enzar laughed.

"What mortal isn't? Griffen's are very in touch with their emotional surroundings, I'm sure you'll know, I can sense fear in every human, living or dead...even you hold fear of me somewhere," said Enzar with a grin.

"The boy sees me as a friend, I don't think your presence will consolidate his feelings that I can be trusted," replied Mara, ignoring the creature's insinuations.

"You have taken the boy from his home, his parents and he still sees you as a friend? Either he is decieving you, my dear, or the boy who possesses the essence of the three has sacrificed his common sense for such a privilege," said Enzar smoothly, grinning at Mara, revealing dozens of bright, white, sharpened teeth housed in that ebony black beak of his.

"No, the boy's parents were not in the castle, they had both abandoned him. I managed to convince him he was more in danger at the castle than he would be here," said Mara.  Enzar raised an eyebrow.  

"How do you know he has the power of the Triforce in him?" he suddenly questioned.  Mara smiled.

"When you see him, you shall also know," she promised.

"When I see him? I was to understand I was not allowed to see the boy, due to my terrifying visage," laughed Enzar. Mara did not look amused.

"The boy is going nowhere, there will be plenty of time to see him. Meanwhile, I believe we both have more pressing matters to attend to," said Mara pointedly.

"My, we are a bossy little mortal aren't we?" asked Enzar patronisingly. Mara frowned again.

"I believe you have many things to be thankful for, and all because of me," she reminded. Enzar nodded.

"Perhaps. And I'm sure you shall be richly rewarded in due course, as long as you remember you are currently still a mortal, a status at which you shall remain unless a) you die, or b) I decide that you are worthy enough to become immortal," said Enzar in a business-like tone. Mara nodded, looking pleased.

"I'm sure you will come to the inevitable decision sooner or later that I am indeed destined to become immortal," she said. Enzar yawned.

"As for now, a griffen does need his sleep, especially after the tiring process of being resurrected. I shall bid you a good day...night? I'm sure there are plenty of places in this old place to sleep," said Enzar, before leaving the dank cavern. Mara smiled as he left, and immediately began to make preparations for the plan they had both so carefully discussed in the previous hours of darkness.   

  ***

   It was late when the search party returned. Zelda watched them come in, from her vantage point in the gallery, and at once, spied Kaibre. He stood there, his head hung, and Drake spoke a few words to him. Eventually, the sellsword headed up the stairs, and walked straight past the princess, seemingly not noticing her. She followed him, grabbing his arm.

"Kaibre!" she exclaimed. He looked at her, his expression sad.

"Your Highness..." he started. 

"You promised me, Kaibre, you promised you'd keep my children safe!" Zelda cried angily.

"I have failed you, I know, and nothing will ever make up that fact. Fire me, if you wish, but I shall search for your son night and day, until I have returned him to you," Kaibre stated solemnly. Zelda stared at him, and their eyes met for an instant, before they both quickly looked away. Zelda let go of his arm, blushing.

"Yes, do that," she said, trying to keep up her royal demeanour. Damnit, why am I so attracted to him? she wondered, watching him out of the corner of her eye. She was trying to be angry with him, and yet, she found she couldn't be. It was almost disconcerting. Kaibre bowed slightly.

"Anything you wish, Your Highness," he said quietly.

"Zelda," she corrected, then wished she hadn't. They looked at each other again.

"I am glad your husband is back safely," Kaibre commented. Zelda quickly nodded.

"Yes, yes. But to return to this..." she began. 

"I know, and I cannot tell you how sorry I am. I have made a dire folly, and I hope that someday, my sins shall be repented," Kaibre said, his head hung. 

"I heard that you were poisoned," Zelda murmured.

"Yes, but I do not know how. The fiend of a healer must have somehow slipped it into my food," Kaibre said, looking a little angry.

"So, it definitely was her?" Zelda asked.

"Yes, the whole time. She as much as admitted it to me. Obviously, she did not forsee that I might live," Kaibre said. 

"You are cured?" Zelda asked hopefully.

"I can only hope," Kaibre said.

"You look tired... you should rest," Zelda suggested, laying a hand on his arm without realising.

"No. I am going to see the healer now for a draught that will give me more strength, and then I shall go back out, searching again. Do not try to stop me," Kaibre said, in a stubborn tone.

"No! You must get a good nights sleep, I insist!" Zelda ordered. "Remember, I am your employer, you will do my bidding," she added. Kaibre looked down again briefly, then cast his eyes in her direction again.

"If you insist, then I have no choice," he stated. 

"I do," Zelda agreed. He slowly walked away, and as Zelda turned to watch, she noticed Link stood nearby, a questioning look on his tired face. Her heart sank. He knows, she thought worriedly. Fayette must have said something... He turned and walked off, leaving her stood in the gallery, more ashamed than ever. 

  Nick walked into the room where he and Selina were staying during their visit to North Castle and sat down on the bed. Selina was not anywhere to be seen, and Nick guessed that she would be working in the healer's quarters, for any men that might need her help. He let out a sigh and leaned back, kicking off his boots. They had searched every inch of Ruto mountain range, but to no avail. He was tired, but he felt guilty for just feeling it, when his best friend's son was in so much potential danger. Nick knew in a way how Ewan would be feeling, he himself had been kidnapped when he was younger, it was something he had seldom thought about for years, but this had brought it all crashing back. He felt uneasy, but he had a feeling it wasn't just Ewan's disappearance that was fuelling this apprehension he had. There was something else going on, he couldn't put his finger on it, but two days before, the day that Ewan's disappearance had been reported, during that evening, Nick had felt a strong sensation pour over him, like something was being disturbed. He couldn't quite place it, but he had only been filled with a force of foreboding, like something was going to happen, soon, and it wasn't going to benefit anyone. He let out another sigh, staring up at the ceiling. He had considered in confiding this to his wife, but he didn't want to worry her unnecessarily, or anyone else for that matter. It wasn't like he even knew what was going to happen, it was just a feeling.  

  Robert looked up at the mountain range, quietly impressed. The search party had only reached it now, and the head of the party had suggested, no, ordered that they rest for the night. Despite his trail all the way from Opela to this place, Robert wasn't tired. He hadn't volunteered to do night watch though, because he was planning to make his way to the mountain alone, and although if he'd been on watch it would've given him the perfect opportunity, he wouldn't risk the group like that. He was planning to sneak away, he just had to wait for the right time. He couldn't wait to get away from the company of men, who were sloppy compared to his own men in the Catalian army. Also, the captain repeatedly talked down to him, Robert of Catalia, despite the fact that he himself was a general. He hated being talked down to by anyone, especially anyone who was a lower rank than he was, but he had stayed quiet and obeyed any instructions given out, like a good soldier. But not for much longer, he may as well explore this Death Mountain himself, he was positive he could get in and back before the company even awoke to explore the mountain themselves. He watched furtively as the one man watch was momentarily distracted by a crackle of twigs nearby, and he quickly rose and melted away into the darkness, heading to the mountain. He had decided to set down a bed near the outside of the camp, he doubted he would be missed, and he didn't really care if he was, he didn't have to answer to anyone as far as he was concerned.

  It didn't take Robert long to find the concealed entrance the group captain had spoken of, it was hidden by a mess of thorns and coarse, thick vines of ivy, or some other plant. He pushed it away with one hand, poking his sword in, then walking forward into the gloom. He quickly lit a torch and glanced around the dank, cramped passage. Death Mountain, the name sounded ominous, Robert supposed the mountain had been called that for a reason. What dark secrets lay between these walls, what horrors had gone on, vile acts committed? He shuddered slightly as a cold wave of air penetrated the passage, the flame on Robert's torch flickering. Sword in one hand, torch in other, Robert proceeded to move down the corridor, his boots snapping on some old bones of some long dead creature that Robert had no time to even contemplate how it had met its fate.  He could feel something about this place, something in the dank, murky air. It had been disturbed recently, that he knew, being a Kokiri, he had highly attuned senses. Like Link.  He and Link and the rest of Link's now dead family had had the purest blood, tainted by nothing. And Kylara, her blood was the purest of all, that's why she'd had to marry Link, have his children. Robert ran one gloved hand through his short, black hair, continuing to walk forward, disturbing recently woven cobwebs that were interlaced with struggling insects, flies, centipedes... He pushed them from his face using the back of his hand, when he heard a noise behind him. He whirled on one foot, only to receive a burning pain between his eyes. He staggered, dropping the burning torch to his feet, his sword clattering to the ground. He clutched at his forehead, and put out a hand to find the stable balance of the wall.

"Wh-?" he began in a mutter, looking up. He could see nothing, the passageway eerily lighted by the still lit torch at his feet. He let out a dry cough, wondering if it had been a low flying bat, a loose piece of rock... It didn't wash with him, Robert knew he was a strong man, such a pain to him could only be caused by a strong hand, or magic. He bent down, retrieving his sword, still holding his head with the other. The torch on the ground burned furiously, bathing Robert in a sickly light, and it suddenly caught onto the veil of spider silk that coated the place, streaking up the wall, almost scorching Robert's face.  He moved away, the flame licking everything with its tongue of heat, lighting up the entire passage. Before Robert knew what was happening, still dizzy from the blow he had received, he was surrounded by the mocking flames. He let out a cough, standing straight and glancing from side to side, he began to back up the corridor when he stumbled and fell. He let out a muffled cry of surprise as he hit the ground, and he was consumed by pain as he hit his head off the hard stone floor. He bit his tongue to stop from yelling out loud, and tried to get up, blood seeping from his mouth. He spat angrily to the side, hot flames caressing his face and struggled to get up, an alien wave of darkness clawing at the edges of his vision, his mind. He let out a defeated sigh and lay back, slipping into a thick mire of sleep.

  When Robert awoke, he wasn't in the happily crackling corridor of flames anymore, but on a soft mattress of straw, covered with his own cape. He let out an unhappy groan, reaching a hand to his head. As he did so, he felt the unfamiliar touch of new skin against his hand, soft skin, a woman's scent. He opened his eyes and looked up to the owner of that hand, and saw a woman of natural beauty, a face soft with kindness and humbleness, hair that was an unusual, yet beautiful shade of blonde, and green eyes that glittered with concern and sincerity.  

"Shhh," she murmured, with perfectly formed lips, taking his hand and lifting it back to his side. Robert had never been captured by a woman's beauty quite so since...since Kylara. He swallowed nervously, his aquamarine eyes meeting hers in an unconfirmed glance. "You were lucky I was around, or else you could've been killed," the woman said softly, bathing Robert's temples with a soft cloth. He opened his mouth to speak, but his voice got caught in his throat. He'd never had the silver tongue when it came to talking to women, except with Kylara. Everything with her had seemed so natural, so right. She put a finger to his lips. "You mustn't exhaust yourself, you've had a nasty fall and a horrible cut, although how you managed to cut open your forehead when you were lying on your back I don't know," said the woman, smiling at Robert ruefully, her voice so mild and soft. Robert tried to speak again, failing for another time and she smiled at him.  "Here, have a drink," she murmured, offering him a small beaker of water, placing her hand on his shoulder and helping him sit up. He drank it gratefully, the cool water soothing his parched throat. He handed her back the empty glass, her hand still resting on his shoulder. He smiled at her thankfully.

"Thank you," he said, his voice no louder than a murmur. She stood, and smiled down at him.

"I couldn't very well leave you there to die, could I?" she asked, the smile growing.  Robert smiled back. 

"I suppose not," he said lightly. She turned to leave, but he spoke again. "You can't save my life only to leave me without a name," he said. She turned and crouched down, meeting him eye to eye. As he gazed into her, she looked down, her face suddenly a picture of sadness.

"I think it might be best if I don't tell you that," she said quietly. Her gaze was averted now, so Robert took her hand with his.

"Why not?" he questioned. She looked back to him.

"You're with one of the search parties, aren't you? Looking for the boy?" Robert was suddenly jolted out of his curiosity to know this woman, when he realised and remembered why he had been here in the first place. Her hand slid from his. 

"Yes..." he said slowly. Was this her? The woman who had seen fit to take his kin's child?  The woman fiddled with a decorative ring that was on her left hand, Robert watched her carefully.

"I never took him," she said, her gaze back to Robert. Robert frowned. Mara. This was her? Were they still in the mountain?

"Why are you hiding then?" he asked. His head was beginning to pound, a dull, thudding ache.

"The man who Zelda appointed to look after her son..." she started. Robert remembered the man quite clearly. He knew him in fact, he had served Seline awhile, protecting her from those Tanolians. His wife and child had been killed while he had been looking after Seline. Robert had felt no sympathy for the man, he was no real soldier. Sell swords, he hated them all. Kaibre, that was his name. He and Robert had had many a disagreement, the man fancying himself as quite the tactician. Robert had been charge, not Kaibre.  

"Yes, Kaibre Lainge," acknowledged Robert, snapping from his thoughts.

"Yes, him..." trailed off Mara.

"He's out looking for Ewan this very moment," said Robert. Mara looked slightly surprised at this statement, but the look soon passed. What she had wanted to ask was if he was still alive, but the fact that he was, made it even more convenient for him.

"He was the one who took Ewan! He wanted a replacement for his own son, but he needed someone to blame, so he chose me. He never liked me, I don't know why, but he became convinced I was trying to harm Zelda! That night, I heard something in the corridor, and it was Kaibre, skulking around, I followed him into the nursery and he saw me. He told me what he was going to do, but he was going to blame me, he tried to kill me. He said he would kill me, hide my body then tell everyone it was me who kidnapped Ewan. He said he would take some poison, mess the room up perhaps, then when he woke up he would tell everyone it was me. I managed to get away from him, and I just ran. I know it was stupid, if I had stayed I might've been able to prove myself innocent, but now, I just look all the more guilty," explained Mara, her words soft but sharp, tears staining her face. "I don't know what to do," she said, sounding upset. Robert wrapped one arm about her shoulder in a half hug, and hushed her.

"Do you know where Kaibre might've taken Ewan?" he asked.

"I don't know..." murmured Mara, sounding miserable.

"Look, come back to the camp with me, if the others heard your story, they'd be sure to believe you," said Robert chidingly.

"No, I can't, I have to stay here. Perhaps if you found Ewan, then he would tell the truth, what really happened, then maybe I could come out of hiding, but I just look too guilty right now," said Mara, her words struggling against the emotion that was threatening to throw her. Robert saw the tears shining in her eyes, and stepped closer, hugging her tight. He hated seeing people upset, especially those who deserved it least. 

"Don't worry, I'll sort this out for you," he pledged. Mara looked at Robert, he noticed a hint of longing in her eyes, and before he could say otherwise, she leaned closer to him, and kissed him. She seemed so subdued to Robert, but her kiss was so sweet, yet strangely intense. As she slowly moved away from him, their eyes locked, and Robert dropped his hand to her waist, leaning forward and kissing her again. He'd never been kissed by a woman like she had just then, and he'd never kissed a woman like he was that moment. He couldn't help but think of Kylara as his lips brushed hers, they had shared kisses when they had been younger, fourteen perhaps, but Kylara had told him quite sternly that it wasn't right. They weren't supposed to be together. Why had she relied so much on fate's way? Link never had, and he wasn't dead. Kylara was. He leaned back slightly and Mara pushed him back onto the straw, falling with him.

  Selina came in later that night, tired and worried about her missing godson. Nick was lying in bed, fully clothed save for his boots which lay at the other end of the room. She walked over and sat by him, looking down at him. He smiled when he saw her, and she lay down beside him, placing her hand on his chest, watching him. He turned to her and kissed her softly, taking her hand in his.

"You didn't have to wait up," she said, smiling at him. He smiled back.

"You would've done the same for me," he said softly. Selina surprised.

"Would I?" she teased. Nick just let out a soft laugh and turned back to gaze at the ceiling. "You need to sleep," added Selina getting up and beginning to undress. Nick turned to watch her.

"How do you expect me to sleep when you're around distracting me like that?" he questioned with a grin. Selina grinned back, throwing her dress at him. He caught it as it landed in his face and pulled it away. He admired her quietly and she turned her back to him, putting on her nightdress. Despite being pregnant, her figure was still perfect, right down to the modest bump in her stomach. She got into the bed beside him, and looked at him, smiling, a little sad. They couldn't truly enjoy themselves while they both worried about Ewan's welfare.

"Now you've had a chance to oogle me, perhaps you should extend the same courtesy," said Selina, poking him in the chest. The clothes he wore bore no mark of his true occupation, he wore a loose black shirt with a brown tunic over the top, with black trousers too. But when you looked at his face, you could tell who he was. He had the face of a king.  

"I wasn't oogling you," he protested, sitting up on the edge of the bed and removing his tunic, then his shirt. When he was finished, he got back in the bed, his hand finding hers under the covers.

"Happy now?" he asked, smiling. She leaned over and kissed him. After a few moments, she paused.

"Nick, is something worrying you? Something else?" she questioned, sensing a tenseness in him that she had rarely seen him display. He looked across to her.

"No, just Ewan...that's all," he murmured. She squeezed his hand and leaned against him, blowing out the lamp by his bedside. He rested his head atop hers, and they both drifted off into a deep, but troubled sleep. 

  After standing rooted to the spot for what seemed like an age, Zelda finally gathered her wits, and headed quickly after he husband, although she really wasn't in the mood for anymore confrontations. Perhaps she could persuade him that what Fayette said was untrue, Link would believe her. He knew what Fayette was like. She rushed up the tower steps to their room, hoping that he would be there. She flung the heavy oak door back, and entered the bedroom. A lone candle was lit by the bedside, but Link nowhere to be seen. Then she heard the sound of running water, and realised that he must be in their small bathroom. Zelda quietly pulled the door shut, and on afterthought, bolted it. Although Mara must surely have been the one doing all those horrible tricks, the princess didn't want to take any chances. Eventually, the water stopped, and silence filled the tower, giving Zelda an ominous feeling. All of a sudden, there was a crack of thunder, making her jump. A mighty flash then lit up the sky, and the heavens opened. The silence was gone. Taking it as a bad sign, Zelda swallowed, then began to undo the ties on her dress, and change into her night clothes. Where was Ewan? She hoped he was safe, and sheltered from this dreadful downpour. Worry washing through her like a wave upon the shore, she sank down onto the bed, bursting into tears. Tears for Ewan, tears for Link. They fell as freely, and as frequently as the rain outside.

 Minutes later, Link came into the room, freshly washed and shaved. Upon seeing Zelda, he rushed over to put an arm around her, to comfort her.

“Zel, don't cry, don't," he said softly, kissing her on the cheek.

"How can you forgive me so easily?" Zelda wailed, guilt taking over now.

"I shouldn't," Link remarked, remembering their outburst from earlier, and her blatant ignoral of him, only a few minutes ago. "But we need to stick together," he added.

"But after how I treated you over Leigh!" Zelda wept, confusing him a little. What had Leigh to do with all of this, he wondered, wishing she hadn't brought it up. It just made him feel even worse than he did currently. 

"Stop crying, please don't cry," he said, rubbing her shoulder a little. 

"Oh but Link!" Zelda exclaimed, looking up at him. He didn't look particurlarly angry, she noted. Maybe he didn't know... "Why did you walk off before?" she questioned. Link looked down.

"I thought you were ignoring me," he said simply.

"I wasn't! Kaibre and I were just... er... um... talking!" Zelda stammered, trying not to blush in shame.

"Oh, so that's Kaibre," Link remarked. They both went quiet, neither speaking a word. The tension seemed to build up, like the lighting in the storm.

"Yes," Zelda finally agreed.

"Your... bodyguard while I was away," Link said slowly. "Am I correct?" Zelda let out a small gasp.

"Who told you?" she asked.

"It doesn't matter. But now I know that something did go on, and it involved you. Why the hell didn't you tell me, Zelda? Why?" Link demanded, his tone suddenly growing angry.

"I didn't want to upset you... not after all you'd been though!" Zelda replied, fairly truthfully.

"We used to tell each other everything. Everything, Zel. What's changed?" Link questioned. 

"Maybe we've changed," Zelda said quietly. 

"Don't give me that excuse! How much more are you keeping from me?" Link snapped. 

"Don't yell at me like that, don't you dare! Just because we're married, it doesn't mean..." Zelda began. 

"And don't you start with that, either! You really hurt my feelings when you talk like that!" Link interrupted, glaring at her. Zelda stared at him.

"Maybe Fayette was right after all," she remarked sarkily. 

"Oh jeez, sometimes, I can't believe I married you. Maybe I should have ridden away that day, and ignored your pleas for me to come back. I probably would have been a damn sight happier without you, and my Kokiri kin wouldn't be dead," Link said hurtfully. Zelda looked ataken back at his outburst. 

"You don't mean that," she said. Link remained quiet. "You loved me," she tried.

"I'll never stop. But not even words can convey how much you've hurt me. I only want my son back, my beloved son. And my wife... I want her back too. Like she used to be," Link said. 

"Oh shut up," Zelda snapped. They lay there in silence, and the storm blew on...      

  Mara smiled to herself as she watched Robert leave the mountain through the now scorched entrance. He had been a very handsome specimen, she had almost found it hard to control herself. Almost. She turned and began to walk down the passage, which still bore the stink of the smoke that had filled it a few hours before. The smell clung to the floor, the ceiling the walls, thick and an unpleasant odour which made Mara grimace.  She needed to go and collect Ewan, hide him. Robert had indeed been a stroke of luck, a very convenient one at that. And the fact that he was attracted to her made the situation even more pleasing. She had to go and collect Ewan, hide him from the prying eyes that would be soon to arrive. She had assured Robert she knew a place where those others would never find her, he had told her he would come back for her. She smiled, wondering if he believed in love at first sight. She didn't. She had known he was important as soon as she had seen him. His clothes were fine and well tailored, and he had an aura about him that suggested he was held high in esteem somewhere. When he had been awake she had been able to see what he was thinking, like an open book. Kylara had been a very prominent name in his thoughts. Mara smiled a little. A lost love from the past perhaps who Robert was frightened of betraying? She couldn't see every person's thoughts, but most she could. Kaibre had been the same, as had Zelda and many others in the castle. She could never quite recognise what Ewan had been thinking though, or Drake, strangely enough. She let out a small chuff at the thought of Drake, a man very much behind her now. She wondered if he felt a fool for being taken in by her charms, she wondered if he thought she hadn't done it. Robert had eagerly believed her story, but then she had saved his life... the fact that she was the one to endanger it in the first place didn't need to be mentioned. She would have to tell Enzar to keep quiet too, he would probably get into a rage if any of those men came poking around where they weren't wanted, but this was hardly the time to have a confrontation. She had made a complete exploration of the mountain in the short time that she had been there, and already new every one of its passageways quite intricately. Something else inhabited the dark caverns of the mountain, but whoever, or whatever did had failed to yet show themselves. She turned down another dark corridor, the stench of ash and smoke clinging to her but fading hopelessly as she walked on. Robert had certainly been an interesting distraction she supposed, but she hoped he wouldn't be back often, she couldn't risk him knowing the truth, although she supposed if he did find up she wouldn't have much trouble in keeping him quiet. She knew he was strong, she had struck him with a bolt of kill, and he had survived it. She had been surprised, but as she had closed up on his stumbling figure, it was then she realised how useful he could be to her. And her thoughts had been right. She smiled again as she turned into another corridor, and another, drawing closer to where Ewan was. She had to admit, Robert knew how to treat a woman, not like that Drake. Drake had been nice she supposed, but he'd been more bothered about someone who had died months before than about her. She flicked a piece of straw from her hair onto the floor. She supposed she had gotten a little carried away, but it had cost her nothing, so she supposed it didn't matter. She came to the room where she had left Ewan, an old prison cell, and unlocked the door. She stepped inside, closing the door again, lighting a torch on the wall. The bright flame lit up the dark interior of the room, and Mara turned to the bed which she suddenly saw was empty.  Her heart leapt to her throat and she ran over, casting the rumpled blankets aside. Had the boy somehow escaped? She shook her head, getting down on all fours, pressing her chest to the floor as she squinted under the bunk. She let out a hiss of frustration as she stood, dusting herself off and looking around. There was nowhere in the room from where he could have escaped, no loose paving block, no concealed door, Mara had been careful to make sure of that. She searched again, none-the-less, but came up no better than she had been before. If he had escaped, he would tell everyone, she couldn't allow that. Then she remembered the search party. Robert had left the party to come and look for himself, what if another member had had that idea. If that was the case and someone had found Ewan, they would be coming in here now to look for her and give her a lesson.  She let out a scream of frustration, kicking the wall and turned to leave the room when she remembered the door had been locked. Only she had the key, so how had someone got in, let alone locked the door on their way out. Her thoughts suddenly turned to Enzar.  He could've taken the key, even magically duplicated it. He had wanted to see Ewan, she knew, what if that was what he was doing. She doused the torch and ran back out, through several more twisting corridors until she arrived at Enzar's allocated den.

  There was nothing there, save a bunch of griffin feathers that glittered in the gloom. Enzar had taken Ewan, but where and why? Mara sighed angrily, knowing she could do nothing about it for now because the place would soon be crawling with that search party of Robert's. She had to hide, and hope that Enzar would bring Ewan back no worse for wear. Whatever happened though, she would make sure Enzar got an extremely painful reminder of who was in control. She quickly brushed up the feathers and made them vanish with her magic. A waste perhaps, but Mara didn't want anyone to know of their presence in Death Mountain. She smiled calmly to herself. Not just yet anyway...

  Link woke after little more than an hour of sleep. He couldn't sleep, and apparently neither could Zelda. She was lying beside him, staring up at the ceiling, eyes wide open. He turned on his side to look at her. He remembered the angry words they had exchanged earlier, and he immediately regretted everything he had said. He got up and out of bed, and Zelda turned to watch him, surprised.  

"Link?" she asked. He was busy pulling on some boots and a tunic.

"I can't sleep while my son is out there, in the hands of some goddamn maniac, who is thinking the goddesses know what about what they're going to do with him. He must be scared to death," said Link, the words rushing out, fast, because if he tried to speak any slower, he might succumb to breaking down in his true feelings that had been threatening all day long. And he didn't want that to happen, not now. Zelda got up also, walking over to him, placing a hand on his shoulder.  

"I know," she murmured, close to tears herself. Link turned to her, and hugged her tightly, saying nothing. No words needed to be exchanged between the two, they both knew what the other was feeling, thinking. Link leaned back and gave her a small kiss.

"I'm sure Drake and the others would go with you," said Zelda softly. Link shrugged, his hands dropping from her sides.

"Perhaps," he agreed, kissing her again, before stepping completely back.

"I won't sleep 'til you return, with Ewan," said Zelda solemnly. Link managed a wry smile.

"You always were my favourite little insomniac," he half joked before promptly leaving the room. Zelda watched as he left, a cold feeling creeping into her stomach. Link would be fine, she knew; it was Ewan she was worried about.

  Link was just about to leave the castle via the recently lowered drawbridge when he saw a commotion at the outer gate. He spurred his steed on, jogging up to the crowd of three guards and a single man, who held a child in his arms. Link's heart leapt as he saw the dark reddish brown mess of hair that adorned the child's head, and he dismounted from his horse, jogging up, drawing his sword.

"What's going on here?" he demanded. The guards turned to him. One was about to speak, but Link ignored him, pushing past to face the man who held the child. "Who are you?" demanded Link, glancing at the child in the man's arms. A brilliant white smile flashed across the stranger's face as he held out one hand to Link.
"My name, good sir, is Kendar Hartrend. This, I do believe, is your son," introduced the man. Link stepped forward, carelessly dropping his sword and taking the child from the stranger, looking down at him.

"Oh Ewan," he murmured as he turned the boy to face him, seeing his son's face, so pale, so weary.

"Father?" asked Ewan, his voice thin. Link hugged him tightly, then turned to Kendar.

"How did you come across him?" Link suddenly demanded, stepping away from the man.  Kendar smiled again.

"A stroke of luck, I was hunting in the woods not far from here-," began Kendar. One guard interrupted him.

"You need a permit for that, King's land." Link shot the guard a look of annoyance before turning to Kendar and allowing him to continue. Kendar smiled briefly.

"I was chasing a beautiful deer, stalking it, you know...well, it ran to a cave where once it entered I lost it. But here was your boy, lying badly bruised at the entrance. At first I did not know whose child it was, but I went to the nearest town, Saria I believe it was called, and asked for assistance. I was told straight away that this was the son of Royalty, and straight here I came," explained Kendar. His manner was certainly not that of a Hyrulian, and his skin was a shade darker than most anyway. Link could not even begin to wrack his brains for even a guess of this man's nationality.

"Well, I thank you most sincerely, you couldn't even begin to know how much me and my wife had been worrying," said Link, hugging Ewan. Kendar smiled.

"No, I have no children of my own. But it appears you and your wife were not the only ones worried about that young man's welfare. I believe that every soul in Saria was stricken by the news," said Kendar. Link looked to the guards. He glanced back to Kendar.

"Do you have a place to stay for the night?" he asked. Kendar shrugged.

"Well, if those woods do belong to the King, then I believe that my camping there will not continue to be appropriate. I do assure you though, I was not in the knowledge that those woods belonged to the King. Such customs are not adopted where I hail from," said Kendar. Link nodded.

"Well, it is the least we can do to offer you shelter for the night, and breakfast. I'm sure an agreeable reward will be decided in the morning," said Link. Kendar smiled again, this time a more wry expression upon his lips.

"A reward? I believe I have already had it in knowing that this young boy was lost through another mean rather than that of abandonment." Link heard a disbelieving huff from behind him, omitting from one of the three guards. He ignored it and nodded.

"You saved my son's life, that I will never be able to repay you for. There is no price on Ewan's life, it would be impossible, but we will none-the-less attempt to reward you in some small way, starting with a bed for the night," said Link, an indescribable feeling of ease passing over him as his young son clutched at his neck. He turned. "Come," he gestured, and Kendar humbly agreed and followed, head bowed. The three guards glanced at one another before two stepped back to their posts, the third following both Kendar, Link and his son back to the castle.

  Zelda had seen the burning torches by the outer gate, and she had seen Link as he had left his horse to seemingly converse with the quartet stationed by the gate. When three men had turned back to the castle, one seemingly Link, she had left her room and gone to the great hall at the front of the castle, awaiting Link's return, full of questions, none yet answered.

  Two men soon arrived at the main entrance, and Link had been one of them. He had rushed up to Zelda upon sight, and she soon saw that it was her son that he held.

"Ewan!" she cried, hugging both husband and son, all the creeping feeling of uneasiness that had so recently taken hold of her soon washed away in a wave of pure joy. The man who had accompanied Link to the castle hung back shyly, watching as the couple embraced. When they stepped apart, Link motioned to Kendar.

"This is the man who found our son," he introduced, and Zelda turned her gaze on him, caught off guard by how handsome the man appeared to her. Jet black hair and a smear of stubble across his lip and chin made him seem well-travelled, a wanderer perhaps. He had dark skin, tanned perhaps, it was lighter than that of a Dubation or Dalsonian, but something suggested he certainly didn't come from these parts. He had a fine bone structure, and a beautiful mouth and eyes that seemed capable of nothing but sincerity.  He had a broad but lean figure, and his clothes were certainly not customary of Hyrule.  A long maroon shirt and dark blue pants were his uniform, with a black leather belt at the waist, fastened with an engraved silver buckle that perhaps bore his family crest.  Zelda only just prevented herself from gasping at his mere presence.

"Kendar Hartrend, my lady," he introduced. Zelda managed a small smile, not wanting to risk much more.  

"Thank you," she said gratefully.

"For my name?" asked Kendar with a grin. Zelda promptly averted her eyes, not even risking a smile.

"For rescuing my son," she replied. The grin remained on the man's face.

"I said he could stay for the night," said Link, looking at Zelda, thinking she was being a little rude. 

"Of course," said Zelda dismissively. She looked down at Ewan, stroking his cheek, and then took him from Link. "I'll take him up, I'm sure you can show Mr. Hartrend to a guest room," said Zelda. Link nodded, and Zelda left the hall quickly without so much as another glance. Link turned to Kendar.

"We will never be able to thank you enough," he said sincerely. Kendar just nodded.

"No one deserves to lose a person they love, it must have been a terrible experience," he said sympathetically. Link nodded.

"It was, but now that's over. Come on, this way," motioned Link, leading Kendar out of the hall and up the grand staircase, searching for an unclaimed room to house the man for the night.

  Zelda swiftly arranged for a messanger to be sent out to every town in Hyrule to alert everyone of Ewan's return to safety. She also hoped that by doing this it would deal with any others who were still out searching for the now returned boy. Including Kaibre. She had taken the tired Ewan up to the nursery and to a grateful Impa who had seemed almost as relieved as herself at the boy's return. He had been too tired to even hug her good night, now, she had decided, was hardly a time for questioning. Everyone in the castle by this time was now alerted, and even Fayette had seemed genuinely pleased at the news. The princess was now sitting on the bed, awaiting Link's return. She looked down at her worry wringed hands glad the ordeal was now over. A small sigh escaped her as she contemplated on what had happened to Ewan while he had been away. His clothes had remained the same since he had disappeared, and they had been disheveled along with his general appearance. She heard the click of the door as it opened and looked up startled. It was Link. Well who else had she been expecting? He smiled at her as he walked across the room.  

"How is he?" he asked of his son.

"Tired. I took him up to Impa, to the nursery where he could get some sleep. We'll both talk to him in the morning," explained Zelda. Link sat down beside her.

"The goddesses must've been smiling down upon us tonight...I thought we'd never see him again," said Link quietly, taking one of Zelda's hands and holding it in his own.  Zelda nodded in agreement.

"I had a feeling too, that something terrible had happened," admitted Zelda.  

"We owe that man a lot," Link murmured reflectively. Zelda leaned against his shoulder, closing her eyes.

"Perhaps this will be it now. We've had our share of pain, heartbreak, suffering...perhaps things will get better from now on," she mused hopefully. Link let out a yawn.

"But we've had our good times too, Zelda, you can't deny it," retorted Link, turning to look at his wife.

"I never would, but recently..." said Zelda, trailing off.  

"Come on, we both need some sleep. We can talk in the morning," said Link, planting a kiss on top of Zelda's head. He pulle her down onto the bed and pulled the covers across them, closing his eyes in content as she rested her head on his chest. Whoever had done this to them, might still be out there, but Ewan was now safe and sound and Link had a feeling he might get the first good night's sleep in weeks.    

  The following day, Robert and the party he had travelled with returned. They had searched Death Mountain every last inch, and it hadn't been until they were returning that they heard of Ewan's safe return. It was late afternoon before they returned, and Robert headed straight for Link as soon as he laid eyes on him.

"Robert," exclaimed Link as he saw his kinsman approaching.

"Kaibre Lainge, where is he?" demanded Robert. Link looked at Robert, an expression of surprise at his attitude.

"Well, I assume he returned with the others," said Link. Robert stood closer to Link.

"It was him," said Robert quietly. He spoke sharply, he sounded angry.

"What?!" asked Link, lowering his voice also. They were in the drawing room, and Zelda, Nick and Selina were all present, along with Kendar Hartrend who was being closely attended to by none other than Fayette.

"Look, I know him. He worked in the court of Queen Seline a while," explained Robert.

"And he came highly recommended," interupted Link, remembering Zelda's words.

"While he was there, the Tanolians killed his wife and child," continued Robert.

"Really? That's awful," gasped Link, looking down at his feet.

"He took Ewan to replace his own son. He took your son, and tried to frame someone else!"

Link looked at Robert.

"Do you have anything to back that accusation up?" he inquired. Robert moved his gaze from Link for the first time as he noticed the stranger in the room.

"Who is that man?" he asked.

"Answer my question and I'll answer yours," said Link.  

"I found her," sighed Robert, turning back to Link.

"Who?"

"Mara. I found her in Death Mountain, and she was so distraught. Link, Ewan wasn't there, we searched the whole mountain, she was telling the truth!" insisted Robert. Link frowned.

"But Kaibre was near death, she attacked him. He couldn't have taken Ewan, he was injured himself," retorted Link. Robert shook his head.

"When was he found? Morning?" Link frowned once more.

"Yes, but..."

"Then he had all the time to kidnap Ewan, deposit him somewhere else, and get back to the castle and be found," growled Robert, angered that Link would question him. He wasn't used to people questioning him. He grimaced as he saw Zelda approaching, the Queen of Hyrule placing her hand on her husband's shoulder.

"What's going on?" she questioned. The two had been in close conversation for a while now, and she wasn't going to sit and watch.

"Nothing," dismissed Link.

"She should know," contradicted Robert, his eyes locking onto Zelda's.

"Know what?"

"That Kaibre Lainge was the man who kidnapped your son," spat Robert, glaring at Link.

"Give me evidence and I will believe you," said Link. Zelda glared at them both.

"Kaibre Lainge is not a man capable of such a deed. It was Mara Hespara, the despicable witch, if it hadn't been for Kendar, we may never have seen our son again," she whispered harshly, defending Kaibre with a passion for him she didn't know she had.

"Kendar?" echoed Robert.

"The man you were inquiring about before," said Link. Robert nodded.

"I'd like to know why you think Kaibre took my son," demanded Zelda, annoyed by the sidetrack.  

"It's already obvious where your loyalties lie, your majesty," said Robert darkly.  

"Pardon?" asked Zelda. Link knew that tone, it was a dangerous one. He placed a hand across Robert's chest, forcing him to back away.

"Ignore him," advised Link, speaking to his wife.

"No. He obviously has an opinion. I wish to hear it," retorted Zelda, staring at Link. Link stepped away, bowing his head. He was confused. He was weary, and emotionally drained. These last few weeks had been far from kind, he had yet to recover. The last thing he wanted now was to be in an argument. He wanted to spend time with his son.

"I'll go and see to Ewan," he said quietly, before leaving. Zelda watched as he left, feeling slightly angry with herself. After what her husband had been through...she promised she would apologise to him later on. She turned back to Robert, who had laid his intense gaze on her, his green eyes burning right through her.

"Explain your words," she instructed. He let out a sharp snort and smiled.

"I pity Link."

"What?" demanded Zelda, her eyes narrowing.

"You. What he says or thinks means nothing to you. You're all your own person. And you'll never change, he thinks one day you might change, but he's wrong, isn't he?" accused Robert. Zelda frowned.

"You know neither me or Link. You're hardly in the position to start making judgements about our marriage."

"Kylara was infatuated with Link. She loved him unconditionally," started Robert.

"She wasn't sane," bit back Zelda. Robert glared at her hatefully.

"Link would have been better off with Kylara. She would never have betrayed him."  Zelda gasped at the implication.

"How dare you!" she snapped in a whisper.

"Kaibre Lainge, you seem strangely loyal to the man," retorted Robert.  

"He saved my life."

"It was his job."

"You had best leave this castle. I desire to no longer have you a guest," said Zelda shortly.

"Kaibre Lainge framed Mara Hespara. Think. How did he recover? Very convenient if you ask me? He was in charge of Ewan when he disappeared, it's obvious!" hissed Robert.

"What do you know of Mara?!" demanded Zelda.

"That it was not her who took your son," said Robert, before turning to leave. Zelda caught his shoulder.

"Wait!" she called, and he turned back to her. "Do you know her?"

"No. But I know Mr. Lainge. He is not to be trusted," replied Robert. Then he left. Zelda turned to see a concerned Nick and Selina watching her from across the room, and then she left.

  Link looked down at Ewan, who was asleep in his parents bed. He sat down beside him, and ruffled his hair a little. He stared and looked up into his father's concerned face, and gave a sleepy smile. He was looking a lot better than the night before.

"How you doing?" asked Link softly. Ewan nodded.

"Okay," he said. Link gave him a small hug.

"You had us really scared there," murmured Link. Ewan nodded again.

"But, where were you?  And mother? She went again," he asked meekly. Link let out a small sigh.  

"I'm sorry," he apologised, giving Ewan a tighter hug. "I'm sorry." Ewan looked up at his father, his skin was pale, and he looked tired, exhausted. Link looked down to him.  

"Who did this, Ewan?" he asked. Ewan shook his head, his lower lip trembling.

"I can't remember," he admitted. He dove into his father's chest, trying to choke back a sob, and Link just held onto him, trying to comfort his son in whatever way he could.

"Shhh. Come on now, don't worry. It doesn't matter," he assured his son, just hoping whoever had taken Ewan wasn't going to try it again.  

  Zelda walked along the castle corridor towards her tower, when she spotted Kaibre coming out of his room. She walked up to him, and grabbed his shoulder, making him turn to her.

"Your Highness," he gasped in surprise. Zelda met his eyes with hers, and held the gaze, searching for something, anything, that would suggest he had taken her son.

"You should be thankful that Ewan was returned safely," she stated. Kaibre broke her gaze, hanging his head in shame.

"You don't know how relieved I was to hear the news," he murmured in a husky voice.

"No. I don't. Look at me, Kaibre, what is happening here? How did Ewan disappear?" asked Zelda. Kaibre looked at her again.

"Mara. She had infected my blood with some poison that reacted to an amulet she held. I was able to fight it off but.."

"Why didn't you call the guards?" demanded Zelda.

"I tried. Just before I fell, I called for the guards. Anyone who could have heard me was dead," sighed Kaibre.

"What is to say you didn't kill them?" questioned Zelda. Kaibre stared at her, blinking.

"Surely you don't believe..." he began.

"What is to say you haven't killed Mara?" Kaibre stepped back at this remark, shaking his head.

"When I heard Ewan had been kidnapped, I went out and searched, despite my health. I searched harder and longer than any man in the land, so desperate was I to make amends. I thanked the Gods when I heard he had been found, and I composed this, to give to you," said Kaibre, handing Zelda an envelope. She accepted it and opened it, taking out the letter. She quickly read it, and when finished, she looked to Kaibre.  

"You resign? A coward's path," accused Zelda. Kaibre shook his head.

"Maybe so. But it is plain to see I am not able to continue my post. I am in no correct mental state. I was a fool to even accept the job," said the man. Zelda stared at him evenly.

"You can resign, but it makes you seem all the more guilty."

"Or what? I can stay and be presumed guilty?" asked Kaibre, his anger evident.

"No. You can stay and prove yourself innocent," replied Zelda. Kaibre looked at her.

"Who told you I was responsible for Ewan's disappearance?" he inquired. Zelda lost his gaze for the first time.

"It doesn't matter. What does matter is that you find Mara, and you prove to me that those who claim it was you are wrong," she said quietly. Kaibre watched her carefully, and nodded.

"Then I will. Please, look at me," implored Kaibre. Zelda obeyed his request, and met his eyes. She knew he hadn't taken Ewan. But she knew others might not agree, including her husband. Kaibre reached forward and gingerly touched Zelda's cheek, and she looked sharply towards him, yet made no move to brush his hand away.

"I'm sorry you feel this way," he admitted, moving his hand away. Then he moved away down the corridor without turning back. Zelda swallowed as he left, touching her cheek where his hand had been. Shaking her head, she quickly turned and walked into her tower, where she ascended the stairs to her room.

  When she got inside her room, she closed the door and turned around to witness Link in an embrace with Ewan. She ran over and sat beside him, hugging them both.

"Link, Ewan, I'm so sorry," she murmured, kissing Link on the cheek.

"It's okay," accepted Link softly. Zelda turned to him, her eyes beginning to fill with tears.

"No, it isn't. I've let you both down," she sobbed, and Link leaned forward and embraced her, kissing her on the forehead.

"It's all over now. It doesn't matter!" he insisted, Ewan clinging to his side.  

"It does, Link. Oh, I've been so awful to you both. I've never cared for anyone but myself," said Zelda, her forehead creasing in anguish.

"No, no, that isn't true, Zel, you've always been wonderful," contradicted Link, trying to crack a smile amid the tears. He pulled her further onto the bed, and lay down, picking up Ewan and placing him in the middle of the two. Then he put his arm around Zelda, and smiled at her. "I love you both," he said. Ewan hugged his mother, and she leaned forward to kiss Link, so grateful to have him for a husband.

"I don't know where I'd be without you, Link. If I ever lost you..." she began. Link hushed her.

"You won't," he promised.          

  Robert was skulking about the castle grounds when he saw someone leaving the castle.  He waited and watched, realising he recognised the figure to be none but Kaibre Lainge. He jogged over to him, beckoning him to stop. Kaibre turned as he heard Robert's voice, and stood waiting.

"Kaibre Lainge. So we meet again," greeted Robert with a short bow. Kaibre stared at him.

"Robert?" he asked.

"Yes."

"What are you doing here?" questioned Kaibre.

"I accompanied Zelda and her husband back to Hyrule."

"What do you want of me?"

"I want to know why you took the Royal couples son," replied Robert. Kaibre shook his head. 

"So it was you who planted those ideas in Her Highnesses head," he presumed with disgust. Robert smiled.

"So, she did take stock in my words after all. For a moment there, I feared she may have had certain...loyalties to preserve," retorted the Catalian General. Kaibre glared at Robert.

"Be careful with your words, sir. I may take offence. You know I never took Ewan," warned Kaibre.

"Then who did?" questioned Robert.

"Mara Hespera. She was the castle healer, but it turns out she is no more than an evil witch!" answered Kaibre.

"Where is your proof?"

"I have none. But when I find her, I shall prove it was her and not me who took Zelda's son," pledged Kaibre.

"What makes you think you will find her?"

"I will find her." 

"Well, I wish you good luck, friend, for it is hard to search when you are dead," informed Robert, drawing his sword swiftly, and pointing it at Kaibre. Kaibre reacted quickly though, his sword was drawn no more than half a second later, and he nimbly deflected what could have been a fatal blow. Robert laughed as he fought off Kaibre's own attack, amused by his efforts.

"If Seline were to realise your true intentions..." began Kaibre, Robert's sword scratching his face. "She would never have made you next in line."

"But she loves me like a son, Kaibre. She wants Catalia to be great again, and she knows I will achieve that," replied Robert, catching Kaibre across the chest with a glancing blow.  Kaibre backed off, a groan emitting from his lips, and stared at Robert from under his brow.

"At the cost of how many lives?" he asked.

"Everyone in the Catalian army are prepared to fight for their flag. They will live by the sword, and they will die by it with honour," answered Robert. Kaibre was a good fighter, but he could never claim his skills to be superior to Robert's. And he had had so little rest recently.  

"You are insane," stated Kaibre, dodging another strike. Robert grinned, his green eyes glowing.

"Insane? How so?" he quizzed.

"You want to rule the world. I know that is your ultimate aim. You want it all, forever.  But we all die, Robert, you could fight for years and win it all, but you'll die before you can even enjoy it. And even if you didn't, with such blood on your hands, could you enjoy it?" asked Kaibre. Robert growled in fury and smashed his sword against Kaibre's, sending both blades flying. He dove on top of Kaibre and pushed him to the floor, his elbow pushed against his throat.

"You want to find Mara Hespara? You want to prove your innocence? Then search no further than Death Mountain, for that is where I found her, and that is were she told me that you were the one who took Ewan."

"She's lying. I thought you had calmed down Robert, but your ambition is as overblown as ever, I see. I will warn Zelda of your intentions, and then I will find Mara and bring my name to justice."

"How can you do that if I kill you?" asked Robert ironically, grasping his dagger from his belt and poising it at Kaibre's throat.  

"I can't," admitted Kaibre. Robert took the dagger away and stood up.

"Nothing you could tell your beloved Queen could help her. I can guarantee that if you do, I will return to Catalia this very day and announce war. No country is prepared for what Catalia has planned, nor will they be when the time comes," informed Robert.  Kaibre stood up, dusting himself up. 

"When the time comes? I assume you mean when Seline dies. She would never let Catalia go to war with any country over greed," said Kaibre. Robert smiled.

"If you are so sure," he acknowledged with a nod.  

"Yes, I am," retorted Kaibre. Robert just smiled, then walked away, back to the castle he had been banished from. Kaibre watched him leave wondering what he should do. If he were to tell Zelda of Robert's ambition plans, then he had no doubt that Robert would carry out his threat. It would be best to say nothing for now, he hoped.

  Early the next morning, as Zelda left her tower, she was confronted by Drake.

"Drake?" she asked, not quite sure it was the knight in the dim light. He stepped forward, and bowed to her. She watched him, then asked him what he wanted.

"I wanted to speak with you about Mara," began Drake. Zelda frowned.

"Yes, actually, come to think of it, so do I," she said. Drake paused, looking a little unsure. "Go on," she prompted him. He continued.

"I'm not altogether sure about her being the villain of this crime," he admitted. Zelda's frown deepened.

"You would question Kaibre's words? I had come to understand you two were old companions."

"He could've been easily mistaken. I got to know Mara during her stay, and she didn't seem that way...inclined," said Drake. Zelda thought for a moment, running one hand through her hair.

"You got to know her? In what way?" she asked. Drake looked to the floor at this question, scratching the back of his neck.

"We talked a few times," he began.

"Anything else?" asked Zelda sharply. 

"All that I am saying is that I don't feel Mara did it," said Drake, looking directly at Zelda.

"If not her, then who?" finally asked the princess. Drake shook his head.

"I wish I could tell you." Zelda did not seem satisfied by this answer.

"If she didn't take Ewan, then where is she now? It seems very odd that she left the very night Ewan disappeared," she pointed out. Drake shrugged.

"Perhaps she was taken too," he lamely suggested. Zelda exhaled a short breath, then spoke.

"I want men out searching for her. Once we do locate Ms. Hespara, then we will be able to determine all the more easily her innocence." Drake nodded.

"Certainly. I shall see to it straight away that she is found," promised Drake. Zelda nodded and he left, walking down the corridor with some purpose. She stood there in a daze for what must have been a minute, then realised she had come down here in such early hours for a reason. She turned and walked down the passage, intending to carry out her intention.

  Kendar awoke later on in the morning, and smiled as he realised where he was. He couldn't believe the friendliness of the Royal family, how willingly they had accommodated him. Speaking of accommodating, Lady Fayette was certainly that. She was the one that had insisted he stay another night. He hadn't refused, he would have been foolish to. But he knew he had to return home sometime, if he could call it home. But he would return, certainly. If they would let him, that is. He could not deny that he was attracted to the Queen-to-be's step-sister, and he was sure she felt the same, but he knew she was unsure. After all, she knew him to be nothing special, just some wandering adventure, searching for something he himself wasn't sure of. He rose from the comfy refines of the bed, and quickly dressed and washed, packing his little belongings in a small knapsack. He supposed he should stay and thank the castle for their hospitality, but he decided he'd just pay a visit to Fayette, perhaps let her thank the castle for him later on.

  Fayette woke with a start. She blinked in the dim morning light, and slowly sat up, glancing around warily. Something had woken her up. Her whole body tensed as she remembered that whole affair with Zelda, hoping whoever it had been hadn't grown bored of Zelda and decided to target her instead.

"Hello?" she asked, suspecting it could be one of her children, crept in for a prank of some sort.

"I hate to intrude..." spoke a deep, masculine voice. Fayette jumped as a figure stepped out of the shadows, and into the morning ight that was filtering through the heavy drape curtains. "But I couldn't just leave without saying goodbye," he finished. He sat on the bed beside her, smiling.  

"Kendar?" questioned Fayette, feeling slightly groggy.

"It is I," confirmed the man. Fayette smiled a little. Then she realised his words.

"You're leaving?" she asked in dismay. Kendar looked down or a second, before raising his eyes to hers.

"For now. But if you wished me to return..." he said, his words fading. Fayette swallowed a little, nervous in the man's presence.

"If you wish to return then do so," she encouraged. Kendar smiled, and reached forward, taking Fayette's hand. She eagerly let him do so, a sharp, tingling sensation jumping from his hand to hers.

"Last night I told you I was looking for something," he leaned closer, "I think I may be close to finding it." Fayette smiled at his words, and swallowed again, nervous with excitement. Could it be true that this man, this incredibly attractive, handsome brave man was interested in her? Despite the fact he knew she could never be anything more than a mere princess, and that she had five children in tow? "I would stay longer, but I must return home for a short time. I would stay to thank the rest of the castle, for their hospitality, but I thought perhaps you could do it for me. I do not wish to be rude, but I am already late in returning, I do not wish to be any later," explained Kendar. Fayette just nodded.

"Certainly, of course," she obliged. Kendar kissed the back of her hand tenderly, then stood.

"Then I shall be going," he announced, but Fayette stood with him, grasping the sheets of her bed and wrapping them around herself.

"When will you return?" she asked.  

"Soon, if that is what you wish," replied Kendar.  

"Yes, please, soon," affirmed Fayette. There was a short pause of silence between the two, and Kendar stepped closer to her, and seized both of her hands in his strong ones, causing her to reveal herself in nothing but a thin night dress. He smiled at her, then leaned forward, gently touching her lips with his in a sweet kiss. At that moment, a crash came at the window, and they leapt apart, shocked by the noise. Kendar ran to the window and pulled back the drape, looking outside, Fayette expectantly waiting by the bed. Kendar frowned as he peered out of the window and turned back to Fayette.  

"I can see nothing," he told her. Fayette's heart slowed at his words, having leapt at his touch, and even more so at the crash at the window. Kendar strode back over to her and kneeled before her, kissing her hand and then standing. "'Til we meet again," he bid goodbye, and Fayette nodded to him before he left. She sat back on the bed dazed by the man's effect on her. She was normally much more forthright with men, but there was something about Kendar Hartrend that made her come over all timid. Not that it did any harm. In fact, she was sure he found it all the more appealing. She leaned down and grabbed the bed covers, hauling them over herself, and slipping back into a more blissful sleep.

  Zelda paused outside the doorway into Impa's quarters, unsure. She desperately needed to talk to someone though, and her old nursemaid was the only person she felt she could turn to right now. It was times like this, that she still wished her mother was alive. But even her memories of her were becoming hazy, maybe she couldn't have helped. The princess fingered the door handle, letting out a small sigh. And Fenella. Fenella was her step-mother, but they would never be able to talk. They never did. Zelda treated Fenella with about as much fondness as she would hold for a moblin, and Fenella treated her exactly the same. They would never share a mother-daughter bond like her father wished them to. Thus it was Impa who took on that mother role, she always had done. Impa would help her out, Zelda was sure. She would at least help her make sense of her feelings, anyway. Taking a deep breath, Zelda knocked upon the heavy oak door.

"Come in," called the nursemaid's kindly voice. The princess pushed open the door, and stepped around it, closing it quietly behind her. Impa was sat over by the fire, knitting some small article. She rose as Zelda entered, and smiled warmly.

"Hi," Zelda said softly, walking slowly over towards one of the overstuffed chairs.

"I've been waiting for you, princess, since you returned for Catalia. But with all the business over little Ewan..." Impa started. Zelda nodded. 

"I'm so glad it's... over," she said, pausing slightly. It wasn't, really. 

"I think we all are," Impa agreed. "But anyway, let's not discuss such a dire subject. How about some of my herbal tea, and some home-baked gingerbread?" 

"Yes, please," Zelda said, smiling a little. Impa always had delicious treats on hand, and even as a grown-up, both Zelda and Link loved to have them. Impa wandered over to a cupboard, and took out a tin of biscuits, and set about making the tea.

"So, princess, how fare you and Link?" she questioned conversationally. Zelda swallowed nervously.

"Both well, as always," she replied, somewhat truthfully. They had made up their previous arguments, and got on as well as ever. But Zelda was still worried over her feelings for Kaibre, and everything else that had happened. She hung her head, golden strands of hair dropping in front of her eyes.

"Why do I sense it's not quite so perfect?" Impa questioned, turning to look at Zelda. Zelda looked up, a guilty blush spreading across her cheeks.

"Oh Impa... I'm such a... such... I..." she trailed off, looking away again. A single tear slid down her cheek remorsefully. Impa shuffled over, and handed her a warm mug of tea.

"Here, get this down you, you'll feel better," she promised. Zelda accepted the cup gratefully, and sipped it. Regaining her composure, she looked up again.

"Link and I... we really are fine. I love him so much, I always will, but Impa, I'm such a hypocrite!" she said sadly.

"In what way?" Impa asked, not in a nasty way, but far more caring. Zelda felt glad that Impa would never judge her unkindly for her actions, whatever they were. It gave her some reassurance.

"I..." Zelda started. She looked down into the cup, watching the liquid swirl for a moment. Then she glanced back up. "I think I feel something... for someone else," she said, not daring to look at her nursemaid. By this, Impa looked shocked.

"Oh Zelda..." she murmured, sounding disappointed. Zelda gave a small sniff. 

"I never meant it to happen, I didn't even want it to!" she defended weakly. Impa came and sat down in the opposite chair.

"Sometimes, Princess, sometimes we do feel such emotions. You're only human, after all," she said kindly.

"But Impa, I hated Link for even looking at another! Any girl, it didn't matter who she was! And after the way I acted with Leigh... I'm so, so horrible, I never deserved Link, I didn't deserve his love. Not after the way I've treated him!" Zelda wept.

"Hush, don't cry, Princess. We all make our mistakes, and I know you've learnt from yours. Don't let the past trouble you so," the old nursemaid consoled wisely.

"That's the whole part of the problem though!" Zelda wailed. "If Link knew, he'd never forgive me, never!"

"But, is there anything he should know? How far has this infatuation... gone?" Impa questioned. Zelda sighed, and ran a hand through her already tousled gold hair.

"Too far," she murmured.

"Zelda!" Impa said sharply. The Princess looked up again.

"I don't love him, Impa, not like I love Link. It's just, when we're together... I feel... something," she tried to explain.

"Then you must fight it, Princess. You can't risk what you have with Link, just for the sake of some feelings that probably would fade in time," Impa replied. 

"I've tried! We both have! But it's not as bad as you think! We haven't acted on them, barely. I love Link too much for that, I wouldn't, I couldn't! Only, it's tearing me up so much, the guilt, and I'm just so afraid that Link will find out!" Zelda interjected.

"I don't agree with keeping secrets, but after what that poor young man has been subjected to in his home country, I don't think this is the right time to tell him," Impa stated. 

"But he suspects, I just know he does!" Zelda exclaimed, more tears beginning to pour down her cheeks. Impa shook her head. 

"Link would never think bad of you, Zelda," she said. Zelda's lower lip trembled.

"No," she agreed. "He wouldn't." With that, she suddenly got up, and made a dash towards the door, unable to control her tears any longer.

  Impa rose slowly from her chair, shaking her head to herself. "Princess, wait!" she called after Zelda's retreating figure. The golden haired heir paused, but didn't turn to face her old nursemaid. 

"I didn't want this!" she said. 

"Of course you didn't, and don't, I hope," Impa said. 

"I would never intentionally hurt Link," Zelda replied, looking round. Her blonde hair hung in disarray, and her eyes and cheeks were stained red from crying.

"I'm sure he knows that," Impa soothed. 

"But after the way I treated him over Leigh, how could I possibly expect him to be fair with me?" Zelda asked, her face clearly pained. 

"Link is one of the fairest people I know," Impa replied. Zelda pouted slightly. 

"I..." she started. Impa ushered her back into the room quickly, and shut the door.

"You are not the first woman, and you won't be the last to feel like this, I assure you. But you have to get past it, for the sake of your marriage," she said. 

"I won't have one soon, at this rate," Zelda muttered darkly, turning away again.

"No! Don't you dare speak like that, Zelda. You won't give up, you're going to repair the damage you've done. Starting tonight," Impa remarked sternly.

"What, how?" Zelda asked, her eyes wide. 

"You'll spend time with your husband, and show him how much you love him. And in doing so, you'll prove to yourself that this other man means nothing. Nothing at all," Impa replied.

"He does mean nothing!" Zelda snapped.

"Then it should be easy, then," Impa answered. Zelda broke down again.

"I'm such a terrible person, I hate myself!" she cried, weeping once more.

"No, you are just a confused young woman, who has had too much responsibility too soon," Impa stated wisely. She laid a hand on Zelda's shoulder gently. 

"I..." Zelda started. Impa didn't allow her to finish.

"You fell in love so young too, only one lover, you have a right to be curious, perhaps. But not that curious, Zelda," she said. 

"I wasn't curious! Just..." the princess protested. 

"You're going to put this behind you, put it down to experience, and nothing more. And you'll put it right, as I'm sure you can. I have every faith in you, Zelda. I know that you can do this for me, for Link, for yourself. And you children," Impa said. Zelda let out another sob. She let Impa hug her.

"I love Link so, so much," she wept. 

"I know you do. And you're going to show him that," Impa said. Zelda wiped her eyes, and nodded.

"I'm going to try," she said.

"You'll do more than just try," Impa said, her tone still austere.

"I promise," Zelda replied. Impa smiled.

"Well, off you go, then!" she said. Zelda took a deep breath, and nodded.

"Thank you," she said sincerely.

"Anytime," Impa replied, smiling again. Zelda smiled back faintly, then quickly walked out, banishing all thoughts of Kaibre from her mind.

***

  Link looked up with relative surprise when Zelda entered their room.

"Zel, where you been?" he inquired, noting that her eyes were a little reddened.

"Nowhere," she replied dismissively, walking across to the bed where their son still lay, sound asleep, one arm wrapped greedily around the edge of the blanket. Link nodded, pulling on a dark green tunic to accompany the white shirt and trousers he was already wearing.

"You look like you've been crying," he said quietly, still a little hurt at her reluctance to discuss things with him. "I thought we got that all out last night." Zelda took her eyes from her son, and placed them on her husband.

"We did, I just..." she began, trailing off, her eyes wandering from her husband's concerned face. He walked over to her.

"If something is still worrying you, then please, just tell me," he pleaded, grasping both of her arms in his hands, trying to look at her. She returned her gaze to his and smiled.

"Really, Link, it's okay. I was just a bit upset that's all. I think everything is really sinking in now," she explained. Link didn't look convinced, but he nodded anyway and let go of her.

"I love you, you know. No matter what," he reminded, before walking out onto the balcony. Zelda quickly checked on Brianna, then followed her husband outside.  

  When she saw him, she couldn't help but notice his slumped posture over the balcony, and his hands hopelessly rammed in his pockets.

"So do I," she replied, joining him at the rail. He stood up and turned to her.

"I look at you everyday, Zel, and wonder what it would have been like if you'd never returned my feelings. I mean, I'd still probably be working at the castle, and I'd see you everyday with your husband, some prince I suppose, and wondered where I'd gone wrong. But I'd know really. It'd be because I was never good enough for you. Because you deserved better. Or at least that's what I'd be allowed to think. But when I see you upset like this, I still think the same thing. Where did I go wrong? And I wonder if your life would have been better if you'd married someone else, someone who deserves you," started Link. Zelda silenced him suddenly with a hand on his chest, and a tear in her eye.

"Link, how could you even think that?" she asked. He hung his head.

"Because maybe it's true." Zelda shook her head.

"No it isn't, Link. Without you, my life would have been miserable. When you went to Catalia, and when I saw you in that cell, I realised how much I love you Link, how much I have always loved you. If it's anything, it's me who never deserved you. You've saved my life a dozen times over, and not just from some evil maniac, but from some other life that would have never been half as happy and eventful as ours. And I don't deserve it, I never did. All my life I have been selfish and arrogant, with hardly a thought to how anyone else would feel. No wonder there were others that loved you so much, even when you never reciprocated the feeling. How could anyone blame them? And Link, if I was standing here alone right now, I could hardly blame you, or anyone else but myself. The way I've treated you, and others throughout my life is shameful. And I will never forgive myself for that. But Link, I love you so much, just sometimes, I know I don't show it enough," replied Zelda, her eyes glistening with tears. Her last words were cut off by a sob, and Link wrapped his arms around her, pulling her cose to his chest, stroking the back of her hair with one hand, her back with the other. After a few minutes they slowly parted, and Zelda placed one hand on Link's chin, gazing at him longingly. "I've missed you so much," she choked, and he leaned down to kiss her, long and lingering. The kiss slowly became a longing embrace, and it was all either could do from stepping inside to continue. Link especially acknowledged that Ewan would be non too impressed by being witness to the passionate cinche of his parents, and they were soon interupted by a call from below, the voice of Fayette.

"Really!" she exhaled as loudly as her lungs possibly could. "It's only just gone eight! There is a time and a place for that sort of thing, you know, and it isn't early morning on the balcony!" Link smiled at Zelda, emitting a low chuckle.

"She's just jealous," he whispered, and Zelda nodded, parting from Link's arms and leaning down over the balcony.  

"Oh, we're dreadfully sorry, Fayette, we quite forgot where we where," apologised Zelda stifling a giggle.

"Hmmph, I for one agree," joined in a second voice, close to Link's ear. Link jumped as he recognised Sprite beside him and gulped.

"Where were you?" he asked. Sprite smiled.

"Wouldn't you like to know," she mused.

"Yes well, one would appreciate it if you kept yourselves to yourselves in the future," called Fayette haughtily from the balcony below. Zelda nodded.

"Of course," she agreed.  

"Acting like a pair of newly weds. I don't know," stated Fayette before disappearing back inside. Sprite frowned.

"Hmmm, me and...erm, my last husband never acted like that when we were newly weds. He was practically a stranger!" exclaimed the faerie. Zelda smiled.

"Come on, let's go back inside," she suggested to Link, ignoring his companion. Sprite frowned once more.

"Well, I for one am coming with you. Just to make sure you aren't late for breakfast," she said quickly. Laughing, both Link and Zelda walked back inside, Sprite shorty behind, seemingly a whole heavy load had been lifted from their shoulders out in the morning air.   

  Breakfast at North Castle was a jovial affair, the relief evident in not only the royal couple, but all those around them that things were finally settling back into routine.  Athough Drake assured Zelda quietly beforehand that Mara was being searched out that very minute, the events of the last few months were happily forgotton.  

"Has anyone seen Kendar this morning?" asked Zelda, as she served herself some more of Milona's poached eggs. At this point, Fayette, who had been relatively quiet, spoke up.  

"Oh yes. He told me to give the castle his thanks, he was expected home, and had to leave," said Fayette, the look of smugness that spread across her face almost unbearable to witness. Zelda raised an eyebrow.

"Really?" she asked, wondering if the smug expression of her step-sister had anything to do with the possibility that her son's saviour had said more than just goodbye to Faye.  Fayette took a piece of toast and buttered it, nodding.

"He didn't even ask for a reward," commented Link, cleaning off his plate. Drake was second to finish his meal, and nodded.

"No, and we never found out much about him either," he commented.

"All I now is that we'll both be eternally grateful to him," said Link, putting one arm affectionally around his wife's shoulder.

"I think we all will be," seconded Nick. The King nodded and took his glass, raising it in a gesture.

"To Kendar!" he toasted.

"To Kendar," the rest of the table echoed. After everyone had put down their glasses, Drake again opened the conversation, speaking specifically to Link and Aaron.

"I was wondering...neither of you have paid a visit to the hold in a while. Since the kingdom seems at peace, now would be a perfect opportunity to visit, and perhaps to bring along young Ewan and Tim," suggested the knight. Link paused, placing his knife and fork on his plate, and then looked up.

"I can't say I'm sure. I mean, Ewan is still pretty shaken up," he said. Drake nodded.

"Of course, I understand, but perhaps this could be the thing to take his mind off what happened," said the knight. He turned to Aaron, who nodded.

"I think it's a good idea, and oppurtunity. You can count me in." Drake looked around the table.

"Anyone else who is interested is invited to come, Nick? Your Highness?" he said. Selina smiled.

"Oh, and the ladies at the table don't get an invite?" she asked, mock offense tinging her voice.

"Hmmph, who would want to go? It's all that way and for what? A miniture version of North Castle with less luxurious rooms. No thank you," said Fayette emphatically.

"Oh, I don't know. All those young knights training..." started Zelda with a michevious grin. Fayette scowled.

"Really!" she exclaimed. Drake turned to Fayzie, who had been silent throughout breakfast.

"You have a son, don't you?" he inquired. She smiled. 

"Yes, Aden," she replied quietly. Zelda noted Fayette's expression of distaste as the knight conversed with what Zelda was sure Fayette would think her - a 'mere peasant'.  

"Well, he is welcome to join us on our little excursion, as are you," invited Drake with a pleasant smile.

"Why thank you, Sir Knight," said Fayzie, smiling shyly across the table at Drake. The King suddenly stood and nodded to the rest.

"I think this meal is finished," he announced, and Fenella stood with him, both leaving.  

  Zelda stood along with Link, as did most of the rest whom were present. Selina walked over to the couple straight away, an excited smile on her face.

"I think we should all go," she said.  

"To Valour Hold?" asked Zelda. She nodded.

"Oh no, I see what's coming," sighed Link.

"What?" asked Selina, a look of innocence on her face. Zelda watched the exchange, noting the natural banter that both seemed to exchange so well.  

"I think it's a good idea. We can get away from here for a while, and from Fayette! And protocol," said Zelda, nodding in agreement. Selina suddenly left, and caught Fayzie by the arm as she prepared to leave, leading her over to both Link and Zelda.

"I believe we haven't been introduced," said the Queen on Dalsona pointedly. Link nodded, and took Fayzie by the hand.

"Fayzie, this is Selina Rowen...well, no Selina, um, Queen of Dalsona," introduced Link cheekily. Selina just smiled.

"Pleased to meet you, milady," said Fayzie, curtseying before the Queen.  

"And the same to you," said Selina, giving the woman a geniune smile. She continued.  "Listen, you must come to the hold with us. It's simply beautiful," she pressed. Fayzie paused, giving Link a nervous gaze.

"Well, I suppose it would be an honour," she finally replied.

"And you shall bring your son?"

"Of course." Selina looked to Link and Zelda.

"Please say you will come," she implored. Zelda looked at Link, who finally nodded.

"Fine. I am tempter. And I'm sure Ewan will be eager to attend," he relented. Nick walked over and smiled at Selina, noting Fayzie's presence. Link noticed, and quickly introduced her.

"It is a pleasure to meet thee, Fayzie of the Kokiri," he greeted amiably, taking one of her hands and kissing it on a bent knee. Selina noticed her flushed expression.

"Oh ignore him, he does that with every woman he meets," she dismissed. Nick turned to Selina.

"So what is this gathering about?" he questioned.

"We're all going to Valour Hold," she told him. He raised his eyebrows.

"Really? All of us?" he asked, grinning. Selina paused.

"Yes, you are, aren't you?" she assumed. He grinned at Link.

"Well, I suppose I could hardly pass up the chance of going to one of the most beautiful sites in Hyrule, in the company of both the Royal couple and their delightful friend, could I now?" he said, chuckling. Selina smiled.

"Then it is arranged. Does anyone know when Drake plans to leave?"

"You need only ask him," answered Drake, creeping up behind Selina. She turned to him and swatted him.

"When do you leave, Sir Drake?" she asked. He paused, looking to be deep in thought.

"Well, sometime this week at least.  I had thought tomorrow to be apt, but now we have all these women attending, we shall have to wait another week at least to allow them to pack their cases," he joked.

"Yes, quite," Nick agreed. Zelda frowned.

"No, you forget. That would only be if Fayette was coming!" she insisted.  

"Did someone mention my name?" the princess suddenly intervened. Zelda let out a groan as Fayette sidled up to them. She looked at Fayzie, casting her eyes up and down, when Link quickly introduced the two.  

"So, what do you do?" she asked Fayzie.

"Well, I don't actually hold an occupation, milady," began Fayzie. Fayette nodded.

"Well, I suppose at least you aren't a BAR WENCH. Now that really is the most degrading occupation," she said pointedly, glaring at Selina.

"Yes, a job so degrading that fate saw it fit to make one a Queen," noted Selina, a small smile playing about her lips.  

"I did make a point of inviting Mr Hartrend to the hold, to which he agreed most eagerly," mentioned Drake casually, observing Fayette for a reaction.

"Oh, really?" asked the Sosarian in a small voice. "Then perhaps I will accompany you to the hold," she added, before promptly leaving.

"Drake!" cried both Selina and Zelda.

"What?" he asked.

"Why on earth did you tell her that?" asked Zelda.

"Looks like your sister-"

"Step."

"-okay, STEP sister has a thing for Kendar Hartrend," observed Drake with a grin.

"Well anyone could have told you that," said Selina.

"Look, with any luck she'll bring that sod of a son, Roderick, and we can get him into proper form," retorted Drake.  

"I suppose," sighed Selina. She turned to Zelda. "Should we go and pack?" she inquired.  Zelda nodded, and looked to Fayzie.

"You've been here two days and we still haven't sorted you out with any proper clothes. We'll go and see Aimee first, Aaron's wife, and get you some decent attire," said Zelda.

"Oh really, Your Highness, there is no need," began Fayzie. Zelda frowned.

"Please, you helped my husband when no one else did," she said in a low voice, "And I intend to thank you in whatever small way I can."               

***
  Mara glared as the huge Griffin paced before her.

"What do you mean?" she demanded. What he had just told her, she didn't know if it were true, but if it was, she did would be more than extremely angry.

"The boy got away from me." 

"How?" asked Mara, the realisation sinking in. She had nothing to bargain with Zelda now, and the boy, well, he had the total power of the Triforce. If she could have ever harnessed that power, she would have surely been invincible. "No. In fact, where were you taking him in the first place?" she asked. The Griffin paced.

"I was taking him to retrive the power of the Triforce from him. There is only one place in the entire Demiari where such an exchange in powers could take place. That is in the ruins of the Great Palace in the desert. Unfortunately, I found myself mislead by an ancient map, and I became distracted by a great legion of Darknuts. The boy escaped whilst I was distracted," he admitted. Mara glared at him. 

"You are not an incompetant human!" she spat. "Mistakes such as this are uncommon in a creature of your power. Where is the boy!?" Enzard glared at her.  

"As I have already told you, I do not intend to repeat this again. I do not know where the boy is. Where do you think I have been all this time?! Searching for the wretch! He will not survive in the passages of the underworld for long though. I fear some rogue creature may have already slain him." Mara strode up to him.

"You insolent fool!" she screamed, causing Enzar to take a step back.  

"We no longer need the boy. He was only required for my resurrection, and that, as you can see, is complete," he dismissed, turning his back to her.  

"He would have been invaluable!" snapped Mara. Enzar turned to her, his golden eyes gleaming.

"Perhaps. But we cannot afford to dwell on such thoughts. There are more important matters to attend to," retorted the Griffin. Mara paused, her breathing slowing a little.  

"Yes, there are," she conceded. Enzar waited, silence filling the gap. Mara stared at him.

"I have been otherwise occupied to realise the events at North Castle. Have you heard anything?" questioned the Griffin. Mara sighed.

"No. But I have a reliable outside contact who will doubtlessly inform me of any goings on," she answered. Enzar nodded.

"Well then. I suggest we begin. Hyrule will soon be ours, and when it is, we can concentrate on other...matters." Mara nodded in agreement.

"Yes," she murmured unsurely as the Griffin retreated into the shadows.  

  Robert looked about himself uncertainly in the darkness of Death Mountain, hoping that he could somehow locate Mara before Kaibre did. He had ridden all throughout the night to get here, and it had only been just as the sun had risen that he had entered the old lair of Hyrule's last primary nemesis. He smiled. It was funny how things went around in circles he supposed. Once his own plans were revealed, he would be the main concern of the Hyrulian knights and soliders. He faintly recalled the passages that Mara had led him down when he last left this place, he only hoped she wouldn't be in hiding. Of course, he couldn't call out her name for risk of Kaibre hearing. Although Robert had never seen Kaibre since the previous night, he knew that the sellsword would be near. He felt his way down one of the rocky subterranean passages with one free hand, the other a hold of one flaming torch he used to light his way. Suddenly in the dim light ahead, he spotted movement, and he paused, wary of his next move.

"Who goes there?" he called out, his hand leaving the wall and resting on the hilt of his sword.  

"Robert?" questioned a female voice. His hand left his sword and he stepped forward, showing himself. It was Mara and she smiled when she saw him.

"I knew you would come back. I was drawn here, obviously our meeting was meant to be," purred the sorceress placing one hand on his shoulder. He nodded.

"I knew I had to return. There is something...something that tells me our lives are inextricably linked in some way, though I do not yet know how," said the Catalian General. Mara stepped closer, and lowered her voice.

"I know what you want, Robert." He looked at her in the flickering light. How could she possibly know what he did not himself? "Immortality," she whispered, looking up at him with a smile. Robert touched his forehead, and looked to his feet.

"Immortality?" he echoed. Mara nodded.  

"Yes, Robert. You know it, your heart does, so does your soul, you just haven't thought of it yet," she told him.  

"But even if I do, there is only one way to achieve it, and it doesn't mean living forever.  I shall be remembered for who I was by all, especially in my homeland," vowed Robert, clutching a fist to his chest. Mara shook her head slowly, watching the man carefully.  He frowned at her. "You disagree?" he questioned.

"No, Robert. You could achieve it that way. You will. But I know how we can both live forever on this Demiari, eternally," claimed Mara. Robert stared at her, and let out a short laugh.

"No mortal can live forever," he snorted. Mara shook her head again.

"Perhaps you should first listen to my words before you make such a judgement," she warned. She held Robert's gaze for over a minute before he nodded in agreement.

"Okay, then tell me," he said. Mara smiled once more, that seductive smile she held for certain occassions.

"Perhaps we should go somewhere more private. Who knows what roam this long empty corridors," she suggested. Robert nodded, silent, and then followed her as she turned and led the way with his torch. 

  Kaibre let out a small grunt as he dismounted his horse outside Death Mountain, and looked up in awe at the natural landmark. He dusted off his cloak and gloves, then made his way to the base of the mountain, in the knowledge that, somewhere around here, there was a secret entrance lurking. To his surprise, as he drew closer, he noticed there was already one entrance visible, far from concealed at all. He cautiously approached it, unwanting to be caught off guard, and peered inside. Darkness was all he saw. Taking a step back, he kneeled down and took off his pack, digging through it until he found a torch. He pulled it from the pack and laid it out on the rocky ground, before hauling his pack back over his shoulders, taking the torch and standing once more. He quickly lit it, then held it before him, into the dark mouth of the cave. Nothing but cobwebs distracted his view of the long passage that stood before him. Drawing his last breath of untainted air, he stepped inside the dark passage, intending to discover Mara Hespara and bring her to justice for her crimes.

  He hadn't been going long, when Kaibre came across an unusually scorched section of passageway. Soot clung to the walls, which were now bare of the ever present cobwebs.  There was the faint smell of smoke, which made a change to the usually musty odour, even if it weren't a welcome one. Kaibre briefly considered that this could be the work of a dragon perhaps, but judging by the size of the passage it certainly could not be a very large one. Nonetheless, the last thing he wanted was to be confronted by a flame exhaling beast in such narrow conditions, no matter how small. Taking a brief pause to take a sip from his canteen, Kaibre soon trudged on, beginning to wonder whether his old colleague had sent him on some kind of wild goose chase or not.    

  Robert followed Mara into the small cavern she had made her home. It had obviously been something else previously, carved out into rock for some purpose or other. Perhaps a treasury of some sort.

"Please, take a seat," encouraged Mara, and Robert obliged, although his eyes never left her.

"The young prince has been found. I thought I ought to find you," said Robert earnestly.  Mara stopped.

"Found?" she echoed. Robert nodded, and Mara sat beside him on the stone bench.  

"Yes, a man, a stranger found him and returned him to the castle. I wasn't there long. I only saw him briefly, his name was Kendar Hartrend," the General told Mara.  

"Kendar Hartrend. Now that is a name I have never heard," mused Mara quietly. But she continued. "Then my name is perhaps cleared?" she asked, her expression hopeful.  Robert shook his head.

"I'm afraid not. Zelda, she seems to have a bias towards Mr. Lainge. She threw me out when I dared suggest he was anything to do with her son's disappearance," answered Robert. Mara frowned.

"I thought as much. I could swear something was going on between those two," she said in a low voice. Robert placed a comforting hand on her slumped shoulder.

"No...but, I was thinking. All the time I was on my way here, about what you said before.  About immortality. I didn't realise, but when you said, it made me realise why I am here," confided Robert. Mara turned to him, interested. Robert took his eyes from her for the first time, looking down at one hand. Then he looked back to her, swallowing.

"As you know, I hail from Catalia. I am a man of status in my country, a general," he began. Mara looked surprise.

"But you look so..." she started. Robert nodded.

"I am a young man. Not old enough to hold such a position some think, but the things in my life I have gone through... men double my age have yet to experience what I have," murmured Robert, his head hanging again. He chewed on his lip for a minute, and Mara leaned forward, touching his shoulder, causing him to look back up.  

"What is it?" she asked, concerned. He frowned a second.

"Link. The man has everything. A beautiful wife, a son, a daughter, and a country that calls him a hero. We came from the same tribe, the Kokiri and someone else in that tribe, well, she loved Link. But he never loved her, never. And I loved her with all my heart, yet she persisted her heart was meant for Link. It was not to be, though." Again Robert paused, fighting to keep hold of himself. Mara leaned closer.

"Kylara?" she questioned. His head shot back, and his eyes met with Mara's.  

"What?" he asked. Mara let out a sigh.

"Robert, I can sense things. It's a gift...or a curse, I suppose. She's always in your thoughts," she told him. Robert's face cracked and he squeezed his eyes shut.

"I loved her so much," he confessed.

"She's gone, Robert. You and her, you were never meant to be," Mara told him softly.  He opened his eyes.

"How could you ever possibly know?" he asked angrily, although even he knew she spoke the truth. Mara leaned forward and kissed Robert gently, then parted from him. He still looked angry, but when he saw her expression, that anger faded. "I hate Link. He abandoned his own family, his own country, his duties as a Kokiri... all to live in the lap of luxury with his princess wife who will one day rule. But he has never showed any signs of offering aid to my country, which was for years ravaged by the Tanols, who killed Links own family. He seems to have forgotten everything. And while Hyrule grows fat on its own prosperity, Catalia grows poorer and poorer. But we have managed to grit our teeth and gain our strength, and now Catalia has an army that could rival any in the Demiari. I want immortality, Mara, and I want revenge. My army is ready to move on my command," whispered Robert, pausing to kiss Mara's hand. She put a finger to his lips.

"Not yet. First we shall weaken them for your army. Then together, Hyrule will be ours," she assured. Robert smiled.

"You are so taken with this, I thought you would be shocked," he murmured. Mara frowned.

"As you well know, I have my own quarrel with Hyrule," she reminded him. Robert again nodded in agreement.

"Yes, that is true. But you are a mere healer, with what would you weaken them with?" asked Robert. Mara gave him a small smile.

"I have my ways," she assured.  

"Care to elaborate?" he inquired. The short second of silence between them was interupted by a rattle of stones against rock. Mara turned.

"Someone stalking the passage ways?" asked Robert, his hand on his sword, preparing to stand. Mara stopped him, thinking it could be Enzar. She couldn't let the two meet, not yet.

"I shall go," she said, standing. Robert stood with her.

"No. It won't be safe," he protested. Mara ignored him and walked outside, but Robert followed anyway. As she stepped outside, she was confronted by a flaming torch, and she drew back, shielding her eyes.

"Mara," whispered a harsh voice. She turned and saw Kaibre, a smile creeping across her face.  

"I thought you were dead," she exclaimed. She heard Robert behind her. Kaibre drew his sword.

"I came here to bring you to justice," he stated. Mara heard Robert draw his own sword from behind her. Kaibre paused, and Mara stepped out to reveal Robert.

"Kaibre. You took your time," greeted Robert.  

"I hope you know what you're getting yourself into with this woman, Robert," said Kaibre in a low voice. Robert smiled.

"Hyrule will be made to pay for their mistreatment of Catalia," promised Robert. Kaibre frowned.

"Hyrule never mistreated Catalia. Besides, what do you intend to do? A witch and a general versus an entire country?" questioned Kaibre. Robert's calm smile remained.

"I am a general, Kaibre, of an army, who would obey any command."

"Seline would never allow you to attack Hyrule, or any other country for that matter," contradicted Kaibre. Robert smashed his sword towards Kaibre who neatly deflected it away.

"That's what you think," growled Robert, moving forward with his sword, Kaibre still defending himself.

"Don't do this, Robert," warned Kaibre, hitting back with his own weapon, catching Robert across the arm. Robert glared at him.  

"Do what? Kill you?" he asked, glancing his blade across Kaibre's.

"Get taken in by her. Put your men to use by eliminating the Tanolians, not conquering countries you don't need," pleaded Kaibre, stepping backwards to avoid Robert's weapon.

"The Tanolians will give up when we demonstrate our power," retorted Robert, swinging his sword back, then bringing it down across Kaibre's shoulder. There was a sickening crack and a spray of blood erupted from Kaibre's shoulder, sending the man falling backwards, cursing in pain. Robert stood over him, and brought his sword down, Kaibre rolled out the way just as the sword struck the stone floor. Mara reached out and stopped Robert, one hand on his shoulder.

"Wait!" she said sharply. Robert paused, turning to her questioningly. "Let's not kill him...yet," she urged. Robert looked down at Kaibre, who was holding his shoulder.

"Why not?" he asked. Mara smiled.

"The Princess has a soft spot for him. We may be able to use him to our advantage," Robert smiled, nodding, realising her words were true. He flipped his sword in his hand, then closed in on Kaibre, slamming the hilt across his head, sending him across the floor.  Mara began to walk down the corridor, motioning for Robert to follow. "Come. I know a place where he can be kept secure," she said, and Robert obeyed, sheathing his sword and leaning down to grab Kaibre's heels, dragging the fallen man down the passage way.  

***

  Link's mood didn't match everyone else's joviality later that evening. Drake, Aaron and the others were clustered around one of the tables, starting a card game, Zelda and Selina were sat together chatting quietly. The hero stood to one side, surveying the familiar scene, hands in his pockets. Presently, Drake appeared to notice he wasn't joining in with their usual past-time, and arose, striding over.

"Not playing tonight, eh?" he questioned, stratching his chin somewhat thoughtfully.

"Not in the mood," Link admitted. Drake raised an eyebrow.

"Ah, you're just scared that you can't match up to the poker master here," he laughed, jabbing a finger proudly into his chest. Link managed a small smile.

"You know I can beat you hands down anytime," he replied. 

"Well, why don't you come over and prove it, eh?" the knight challenged. Link considered it.

"I..." he started.

"Come on, stop looking like ya got the weight of the world on your shoulders, come and have some fun for once!" Drake interrupted. The hero shook his head.

"I dunno, I think I want some time alone," he finally said. Drake frowned slightly at him, his blue eyes becoming concerned.

"You know, if you ever need..." he started.

"I know, and thanks. I appreciate it. Just I don't want that right now," Link interrupted. 

"Fair enough," Drake conceded, shrugging. He glanced round, his gaze settling on Zelda for a moment, before turning back to Link. "Is this to do with Catalia?" he asked.

"I'd rather not discuss it," Link replied, rather sharply. Drake gave up.

"Well, you know where we are, if you decide you want to lighten up," he said, before turning and walking back to the table. Link sighed, and looked over at Zelda for a moment too, quietly admiring her golden beauty. How lucky his was to have her, his beautiful Princess. Zelda listened. But she could never possibly understand how he felt. Like a failure. He'd gone back to Catalia to repair the damage that had been done so many years ago, hoping to exorcise the demons that sometimes upset the balance of his otherwise happy existence. But instead of fixing things, they'd just been made worse. At least he was back in Hyrule, though. Back where he truly belonged, with his family and friends. Back with the most important things in his life. Perhaps the upcoming trip to Valour Hold would help clear his head once and for all. It wasn't like him to ever brood or worry over anything, but the whole situation was starting to get to him. He'd gone to Catalia confident... and returned hurt, confused and ultimately betrayed. Shaking his head to himself at the thought, he figured perhaps an early night was in order. Unnoticed by anyone, he trudged silently out of the Great Hall, and towards his tower.

  His room was dark when he reached it, but Link didn't really care. He kicked his boots off, pulled off his belt and tunic, and flopped down on the bed, clad in only leggings and a shirt. The darkness was soothing, and he lay there for a while, not thinking about anything in particular, only savouring the peaceful solitude, and how good it felt to be lying in his own bed, everything settled once more. A few moments later though, a bright light suddenly flying in front of him caused him to wake up from his semi-conscious state. It was Sprite. His faerie companion alighted on one of the bedposts, folding her arms and smiling prettily.

"Ooh, I get you all to myself, huh," she giggled. Link rubbed his eyes, and gave her a wry smile.

"Sprite, go away," he said, though his tone remained good natured. Sprite's smile became more mischievous, and she danced excitedly along the foot of the bed. 

"You don't want me to go, of course you don't, how could you possibly resist my charming company?" she giggled. 

"I suppose I can't," Link grudgingly admitted. He sat up, and yawned slightly. 

"If you're coming to bed, shouldn't you be a little more... shall we say... unclothed?" Sprite commented wickedly. Link pretended to ignore her, but she simply giggled, and flew up closer, landing on his lap. 

"I was just having a little... rest. Yeah, rest. I'm not going to sleep yet," he protested.

"Good," said Sprite, smiling again. "I'm glad that Zelda isn't here," she added, smirking.

"Hmmm," Link said, unconversationally. 

"Yeah well, she takes up waaaay too much of your time, in MY opinion!" Sprite continued cheekily. Link swatted at her playfully, but she flew away quickly, higher up, shaking a tiny fist at him. 

"She's my wife," he stated. 

"Don't remind me," Sprite retorted darkly. She flew back down, her expression turning more serious for a moment. "Enough of the jokes though, Link, I'm worried about you, you just aren't your normal self!" she exclaimed. 

"I'm fine, really, I am," Link protested. 

"After everything you've been through though... first Catalia, then the incident with Ewan. Really, some guardian I am! I'm meant to protect you!" Sprite continued.

"Sprite, you do fine. You couldn't help anything that happened," Link said truthfully. The faerie's pretty features seemed sad as she gazed at him.

"I know, but... well, you never deserved any of it. I hate seeing you sad!" she said.  

"I'm not sad. Just... well, you know," Link replied. 

"I'm gonna make sure I take real good care of you from now on. Maybe Navi was right after all. I AM a lousy guardian faerie!" Sprite cried, pulling on her curls a bit dramatically. 

"Sprite, honestly, I think..." Link began. 

"I don't care what you think! I've made up my mind now, I'm gonna do better! Starting right now!" the faerie vowed. 

"Aww thanks, but you don't need to," Link replied, smiling at her. Sprite fluttered around a little, before alighting once more. 

"I do and I will! You know me, Link, always stick to my word," she stated. Link gave out a yawn.

"Jeez Sprite, I'm pretty beat," he remarked, running a hand through his hair. 

"I'm not going to take offence to that... actually, yeah, you go to sleep. You need your sleep, lots of it! I'll have to tell Zelda to be extra quiet when she comes up, so as not to wake you," Sprite exclaimed enthusiastically. 

"Mmm, yeah," Link agreed. Sprite grinned. She fluttered over, and kissed him lightly on the cheek.

"Goodnight, sweet dreams," she whispered, before flying outside. The faerie headed in the direction of the Great Ruto Forest. There was some business she needed to attend to, and it involved her friends. While Link was away relaxing at Valour Hold, she would get them to play detective. They would find that evil healer, and put an end to her wicked plans. 

***

  Zelda headed up the tower stairs later that evening, a slight feeling of apprehension overtaking her previously more relaxed mood. She'd spotted Link leaving the Great Hall earlier on, which puzzled her a little, since he was usually one of the last to leave the room. She was worried about him. However, she'd been so relieved to return from the hell of their Catalian ordeal, only to discover that their beloved son had been taken whilst they were away, that she'd never had time to think about how he might be feeling. She'd just assumed he was fine, as per usual. But she had noticed he was a little more downhearted than usual. Pausing at the top of the stairs, she swallowed guiltily as she considered her deception involving Kaibre.

My life's never normal unless I have some sort of personal crisis going on, she thought to herself, slightly morosely. Sometimes, the princess wondered how she'd ever got so messed up in the first place, and wished she could be more like her friends, without a care, or problem. At least, thats how it seemed from her viewpoint. Talking to Selina that evening had put the point across, as Selina, deleriously happy, had excitedly discussed how much she was looking forward to going to Valour Hold, how excited she was about having children, and what a wonderful husband Nick was. Zelda had felt jealous of her friend slightly, wishing she could be as equally carefree and happy. It wasn't that she wasn't happy, she was. She just sometimes wished for a more peaceful existance, that was all. Quietly, she opened the door, and stepped into her darkened bedroom, taking care not to wake Link. She undressed in silence, and slipped beneath the warm covers, cuddling up to her husband. He shifted slightly in his sleep, murmuring something the princess couldn't quite make out. She tried to get to sleep for a while, but something seemed to stop her. Eventually, she lit a candle, and sat up in bed, gazing down at her beloved hero.

 He remained oblvious to her presence, peacefully dozing. She had no doubt that he was dreaming something nice, and yet, there was something else in his contented expression that immediately convinced her that he wasn't entirely at ease. Gently, she pulled back the bedcovers a little, to see how well his battered body was healing. She knew the pain was still there, despite how well he tried to hide it. Link never let anyone know when he was suffering, he was far too brave for his own good, sometimes. Tears sprang to her eyes as she noted the bruises and marks upon his otherwise perfectly toned chest. Why anyone would possibly want to hurt Link... she let out a sob, thinking about it.

"I've done it too, Link, I'm so, so sorry..." she murmured quietly, the tears sliding down her cheek. She let her gaze travel back up to his face, immediately wishing that she could drown herself in his deep blue eyes. How could she have even considered looking at someone else? The guilt was getting too much to bear. Leaning down, she placed a gentle kiss upon his cheek. Valour Hold would be the perfect getaway for them, she decided. Of course, it wouldn't be that private, but that wouldn't matter. It would just be them, their closest friends (excluding Fayette, of course), and their children, ready to have some fun and relive the old times. She would even be able to get some archery practise in, and no doubt plenty of riding, and playing games with the children. It would be a lot of fun, the perfect way to take their minds off the recent events. 

***

  "So, let me get this straight. You, Tamara of the Fey, are going on a holiday to the delightful Valour Hold, and while you are enjoying yourself, you expect us to go and find some kidnapper witch?" asked Carrie, raising an eyebrow at her friend. She was sat in a private glade, along with Felicity and Tiffany, who had all been called together by the Queen of the Fey herself. Sprite smiled brightly. 

"It'll be fun!" she exclaimed.

"It'd be more fun to go to Valour Hold," remarked Tiffany, combing her long golden hair with her fingers. Felicity crossed her arms, a thoughtful expression on her face.

"She was the one we saw in the Mido Graveyard, wasn't she? Collecting the black ivy?" she questioned. Sprite nodded.

"That's the one!" she assured her friend.  

"What has that got to do with anything? I'd rather stay here in the Fey, or go to Valour Hold. I hate Death Mountain, it's full of moblins...and tektites and..." at this point Tiffany let out a visible shudder, refraining from finishing her sentence. Carrie nodded in agreement.

"Why should we trail all the way to Death Mountain to look for this witch? Hasn't Zelda got soldiers doing that?" asked the faerie. Sprite gave her two resisting friends a visible look of disdain.

"Well yeees...but what chance do mere mortals have against a witch who can harness the powers of substances like black ivy?" reminded Sprite.  

"She does have a point," agreed Felicity reluctantly. Sprite let out a sigh upon the sight of Carrie's and Tiffany's as of yet unconvinced expressions.

"I'm the Queen of the Fey. You have to do what I say!" she exclaimed impatiently.  

"Why don't you just send Fleur, and her little following. They love casting magic, they'd love to cast it against a mortal even more so than... well, whatever they normally cast their magic on," suggested Carrie, taking a bite from a plump berry she had just extracted from the tangle of the jade green bush behind her. Sprite rolled her eyes.

"But what if she succeeded? Then she'd get all the glory and I'd never hear the end of it!" retorted Sprite. She had, by now, made it plainly obvious she wasn't going to budge on the subject.

"Well, I wouldn't mind going," said Felicity quietly. Carrie and Tiffany both laid their gaze on their friend accusingly. Once Felicity agreed to something, chances are, she normally persuaded the rest to follow along. She stared back. "What?!" she questioned indignantly. Sprite hugged her friend.

"Ah, I always know I can count on you, Flic!" she said happily.  

"Not so fast. I may agree with going to see what this Mara is up to, but the fact is, how come you get to go swanning off and leaving us behind to do all the work?" said Felicity sternly. Sprite frowned.

"Hmmph, I should've known it was too much to expect my bestest friends to do me just one tiny, teeny favour without resistance," she moaned.

"Come on Sprite, even you can see why we'd think it unfair," protested Tiffany, flicking her hair.  

"But I have to go to Valour Hold, to uh, protect Link. It is my job, you know. I can't shirk my duties just because there's a witch taking residence in Death Mountain," said Sprite haughtily.

"Oh no, Sprite, don't go using that line!" scolded Felicity, "I could quite easily point out that you are blatantly shirking your duties as Queen of this Fey to go protecting some mortal." Sprite scowled.

"But Link is the hero of Hyrule. I can't not protect him just to rule this place. It's very low maintenance, you know," argued Sprite. She folded her arms, a pertinent spreading across her face. It didn't last long as her friends met her with equal expressions of stubbornness, and her own face soon cracked into a pleading one. "Pleaaaasssse!" she practically begged. Her three friends all swapped wry expressions.

"Well, what's in it for us?" probed Carrie, her hands folded neatly across her lap. Sprite looked confused a moment.  

"You know, reward wise?" added Tiffany. Sprite paused a second, before a conclusion jumped to her.

"Anything you wish!" she declared. Felicity let out a short laugh. 

"I doubt that's a promise you could fulfil," she joked.  

"Well, anything I can give you," re-worded Sprite after a second of thought.  

"We could probably think of what our reward could be on our way there," said Carrie reluctantly. Sprite let out an inward cheer.

"Yes, yes, that's what you can do," she agreed, slightly over-enthusiastically. Tiffany let out a sigh.

"I take it this means we're going," she groaned. Felicity and Carrie shrugged.

"It'll be something to do," put forward Carrie lamely.  

"Exactly, and while you're doing all exciting exploring and stuff, remember to spare a thought to poor old me, to bound by her duty such that to accompany her dearest friends is simply impossible," said Sprite in a woeful voice.

"Well, I'd gladly take over your duty, and you could got to Death Mountain. Some of the mortals in the castle are extremely handsome," piped up Tiffany. Sprite stopped her self-pitying wail and stuttered out a response.

"Ah, well, that wouldn't be right would it? To place all the responsibility on you, it'd be very erm...un-friendlike," she said quickly. When she saw the playful glance Tiffany nimbly shot to her other friends, she slumped in relief as she realised they were going to carry out her wishes.  

"We'll get started straight away," promised Carrie, filing out of the glade, Tiffany shortly behind her. 

"I'm eternally in your debt!" Sprite called after them. Felicity finally rose from the patch of grass she had chosen to be her seat, and flew past Sprite.

"See you, Sprite...and remember, when you see Navi, be sure to give her my love," commented Felicity. Sprite shot out an arm and grabbed Felicity.

"What?!" she demanded. Felicity was the picture of innocence.

"You didn't know? I assumed that was why you were so eager to go the hold in the first place. Navi is living out there in the woods, with a group of her, how should I put it...followers. She has been for a while now...I thought it was common knowledge," said Felicity, her tone deliberately slow and hesitating.

"You are kidding me!" demanded Sprite. Felicity shook her head.

"No. I'm afraid not. But who knows...maybe you two will patch things up," suggested the faerie wickedly. Sprite frowned at her, before breaking into an easy smile upon realising her friend's true meaning. Her smile dissolved however as quickly as her frown, and she stared at Felicity earnestly.

"Be careful, around her. She's killed people, and she's ruthless. That's why I wanted all three of you to go along...I really think you can deal with this." Felicity was a little surprised by the solemnity in Sprite's voice, but she nodded, a relaxed smile on her lips.

"Hey, since when has any mortal out matched us faeries when it came to the magic stakes?" she questioned confidently. Sprite nodded.

"Just, you know, be careful...maybe don't even confront her, just find out what she's up to," suggested Sprite.

"We'll do what is necessary. Death Mountain, right?" Sprite nodded, recalling the conversation she had overheard between Robert and Link about Mara and Kaibre. She had heard every word, and was glad she had. She hadn't trusted Robert, not for a minute. He was too much like his other kin, Aden and Derrin, but his remorselessness when he had killed the two had been zero, which made her believe he would not think twice about striking down other members of his clan. And his obvious trust of Mara, well it only made her suspect the worst.

"Death Mountain," she assured, with a nod.
