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Chapter 1

The Princess of Hyrule wondered if she'd ever felt quite so despondent as she did now. The sun was shining brightly outside, but it did not lift her heavy heart as it should. A solitary tear rolled down her cheek, then down onto the bed upon which she lay. It was early morning, she had returned back to North Castle the previous evening. Not many of the court were aware of the emotional turmoil their princess was suffering, but no doubt it would soon be known. She let out a small sob, just thinking about it, her mind replaying the events of the past few days. Link, legendary hero of Hyrule, and her husband of almost eight years, said he did not love her anymore. Her beloved Link. The man she had wronged so much over the years through her own selfishness. The only man she had ever loved. Now, it was all over. Sighing, she sat up, and gazed around the room. Without Link there, the tower suddenly seemed so empty and cold. Last night she had tossed and turned, lonely in the large four poster bed by herself. A future life like this did not even bear thinking about. 

  Zelda could not stop replaying in her mind the final scene of realising that her relationship had descended into nothingness. After their row in the council room, where Link had insisted on their separation, removing his wedding ring, telling her that their marriage was over. She could still remember their parting kiss, the way he had held her close, as she fought to change his mind. But it had not been enough. In despair she had run from the room and cried her heart out in a forgotten corner of the hold. After a time, she had headed to find him, to beg him to reconsider. Now she wished that she hadn't bothered. A guard had pointed out the room he had seen Link enter earlier, and when Zelda had opened the door, nothing could have prepared her for what she saw on the other side. Her husband, in a passionate embrace with another woman. The colour had drained from her face, and for once, she had been unable to speak. It was Link who spoke instead.

"Yes Zelda, this is EXACTLY how it looks," he had said, his voice cold, his normally warm blue eyes full of hatred for her. The woman, Fayzie, had become flustered and looked guilty.

"Your Highness, I was just..." she had started. Fayzie was not a liar, Zelda could tell. For a moment hope had swelled in her heart that Fayzie was merely only comforting Link. But from the look on Link's face, she couldn't believe it. 
"Zelda, I think you should leave," he had spoke. She had been too shocked and mortified to do anything else. They had not exchanged a word since. Her husband had forsaken her for another, just like she had always feared he would. 

  At that moment, there came a knock upon the door. Zelda sighed to herself, the last thing she felt like was having visitors. Before she could even answer, however, the doors opened and there stood Link, looking as handsome and dashing as ever. The only difference was, he did not smile upon seeing her. Zelda had never seen Link look like this, so cold and unfeeling. However her heart skipped a beat. Maybe he, too, missed her as she missed him. She rose from the bed in greeting to his entrance. 

"Link, I had been hoping..." she started. He cut her off.

"Zelda, we need to talk."  Zelda nodded and eagerly walked over to Link.

 "Yes, yes, I agree! Oh Link I..." before she could reach him however he stood back and folded his arms coldly. It pained her to be so near to him, and yet know that they were not as close as they once had been. That they might never be that close once again.

I might as well get to the point," Link interjected. Zelda blinked in surprise. Usually he wasn't quite so forthcoming. 

"And that would be..." she ventured, her eyebrows raised. 

"You've heard about Seline, no doubt," cut in Link. At the mention of Seline's name, Zelda felt her heart grow heavy. Of course, the death of Queen Seline. A long time ago... a long time ago, Seline had been like the mother that Zelda had never had. But that was well in the past, only now, years later, Zelda could still not unravel why Seline and her father had ceased to be as close as they once had. That was something they had not wanted Zelda to know.

"Of course... Catalia has declared war upon us," murmured the Princess. She could still barely believe it. Catalia, the sister country of Hyrule for an age, now Hyrule's most bitter of enemies.  

"I'm going to Catalia. It may be the only way to stop him," announced Link, referring to Catalia's new ruler. Robert. He had demanded that Hyrule either hand over Link, or suffer the consequences. Hyrule had chosen the latter response of course, Link had done too much for Hyrule to just be sent away to what was bound to be certain death.  

Zelda stared at Link as he spoke, her face draining of all colour at his cold words. 

"Wha...what? But... you can't! You can't!" she exclaimed in horror.

"I can, and I will. I can't stay here in this country. I won't put it at risk like that. If Robert wants me, he can have me. But he better damn well expect a fight, because he will get nothing less," he stated coldly. Zelda stepped forward, putting a hand on his arm.

"But Link, if you go to Catalia, Robert will have you killed! Hyrule needs you here, Link. This is where you belong!" she exclaimed, thinking about Mara again. Link pushed her hand away and stepped back. 

"No, Zelda Catalia needs me which, I might remind you, is actually MY country."

"Hyrule is your country, we need you!" Zelda argued. Link shook his head, his face a frown.

"Hyrule is not my country," he said quietly. 

"You are Hyrule's hero, not Catalia's!" snapped Zelda. "What about Mara? And this entity she's released? Don't you even care?"

"It was you who didn't care, when you took us all away to hide at the hold!" Link retorted, raising his voice in anger. Zelda winced with guilt.

"I didn't know... I didn't know she was so powerful!"

"I'm going back to Catalia," Link said firmly. 

"Link, please! If not for me, for Hyrule!" Zelda pleaded. Link looked down at the floor.

"Sometimes Zelda, I don't think you realise how strong you are with the Triforce. You never exercised your full potential. Maybe now is the time to learn it, and stop relying on me. And you've got Drake, and Aaron. Even Nick. You don't need me. Catalia needs me more than you ever did," he stated. Zelda swallowed uneasily, and stepped back, fighting to control her emotions.

"Forget Hyrule... I... I need you Link," she whispered, a single tear rolling down her cheek. The hero folded his arms, remaining impassive. 

"I've made a decision, and I'm sticking to it. Me and you... it's just not the way it used to be," he said bitterly, turning his back on Zelda and putting his hand on the door handle. Before he could leave, Zelda spoke once more.

"Going back to her, are you? Your beloved Fayzie?" Her voice, which had been only a moment ago desperate and wavering had become tinged with animosity. Link paused, then turned back to Zelda uncertainly.  

"Leave her out of this, Zelda," he warned, his voice low. Zelda stood before Link, her arms folded.

"Why?  Why should I? It's because of her that you're being so foolish. It's because of her that I don't have a man to call my husband nor a father for my children," spat Zelda, her eyes narrowing vehemently. Link smiled as Zelda spoke, but it was not a friendly smile.  

"It might surprise you to know, Zelda, that it was Fayzie who asked me to come here.  She asked me to come and talk to you," began Link, his voice cold and empty. "She thought that we could talk, maybe resolve a few things. I didn't come for Fayzie, and I certainly didn't come for you...because unlike Fayzie, I know you. You were never one to be reasoned with, and I should have realised that a long time ago. I came out of courtesy. You ought to know that I'm leaving. And I had to say goodbye to the two people who are going to suffer the most in all of this, because of our mistakes," continued Link, his blue eyes like pools of frozen water. Icy and cold.  

"Ewan and Brianna," realised Zelda slowly. Link nodded. Zelda frowned. "And what about Fayzie? If you are going to Catalia, is she going with you?" demanded Zelda.  Link looked at Zelda, his gaze changing for the first time. He looked ashamed.  

"She doesn't know." Link admitted. Zelda smiled at Link's reply and shook her head.

"She doesn't know? The woman you gave up everything for doesn't know?" she questioned, her voice feigning concern. Link shook his head.

"No. She doesn't. I wish things hadn't turned out this way. But maybe Kylara was right. We were never meant to be together, and now we're paying for that mistake. Goodbye Zelda." And then Link left, although it pained him to do so. Being so near to Zelda, as he had been then, had been painful to the point that he felt breathless. But he knew he couldn't turn back the clock. And he knew that he had to go to Catalia. It was Hyrule's only hope.

***

  She was furious. First, she had lost the child. And now the sell sword. Both of her bargaining tools - gone. The chains which had held the sell sword lay empty, unused.  A cry of rage escaped the witch's lips, this time, she was unable to contain her anger.  She turned on her heel and strode from the prison, convinced she knew of the culprit.

  "Enzar!"  Mara cried aloud, beside herself with fury at the creature's latest stunt.  

"Enzar! Show yourself to me at once!" she screamed, her green eyes flashing with anger. She stormed into the griffin's lair and screamed out his name once more.

"Enzar! You will answer me!"

"No need to raise your voice, mortal. I am here." Mara turned, her heart in her mouth, to see the majestic beast staring at her, with his amber eyes, from the shadows.

"You!" Her voice was low and loaded with contempt. Enzar smiled at her in a way that only a griffin could. Mara licked her lips, trying to regain her breath. She had run to the lair of the griffin without pause, something for which she was now paying for with laboured breaths.  

"Well? I would have a reason for why I have been summoned." Enzar began to circle Mara, his talons clicking off the stone floor as he did so. Mara watched him, her eyes narrow with evident distrust.

"I would have a reason, slave, for why you have released my prisoner!" Enzar let out a displeased snarl at Mara's words and turned his back on her.

"I am no-one's slave!" he growled.  Mara wrapped her fingers around the hilt of a dagger that hung at her waist and smiled.

"Ooh, but you are wrong, foul creature. Let me remind you how wrong," she hissed, taking the dagger from her belt and sliding its pristine blade across her palm. As soon as she drew blood, Enzar let out a roar of pain, before turning to confront her.

"You will regret that!" spat the griffin, his voice slightly wavering.

"I doubt it. What could you possibly do to harm me?" she questioned snidely. Enzar had no answer for the sorceress. To harm her would only harm himself and he knew it. His life was tied to hers in a way that could not be defied. Mara's lips twisted into a cruel smile as she saw him wordless and she took a step closer to the griffin, in an almost mocking fashion. 

"You still have not answered my question," she reminded, clenching her fist, blood trickling down her wrist.  

Enzar flinched as she did so, his eyes burning in anger.

"I know not of what you speak," he muttered darkly. Mara dug her nails into the cut in her palm, gritting her teeth a little. This sent a new wave of pain crashing over the griffin, causing him to tilt to one side, his front left leg suddenly failing him and sending him to the ground in a defeated heap.  

"Tell me the truth!" demanded Mara, in a warning tone. Enzar looked up at Mara with pure loathing in his eyes.

"I know nothing of your prisoner," he repeated with a gasp. Mara stood over the griffin, studying him closely. She opened her bleeding palm and watched Enzar let out a sigh of relief.

"I shall take your word for now, slave. But remember this meeting well, for if you should displease me again..." Mara tipped her head to one side and smiled wickedly at Enzar. "I think you know who shall emerge better off." Enzar did not move as Mara left, instead he lay still, his entire body shaking with fury. After she had gone, he got to his feet and smirked.

"Yes, I think I do..." he murmured softly to himself before turning away and back into the shadows.   

***

Zelda stood frozen, stunned for several moments, before she gathered her skirts and rushed after him. 

"Link, that's rubbish, and you know it! We love each other!" she cried down the tower stairwell. Link peered back at her from around the corner.

"Not the way we used to," he replied, his voice now cold and emotionless. Anger overtook Zelda's desperation, and she rushed down the stone steps towards him. 

"No! I won't let you just leave like this!" she cried. 

"You can't stop me!" Link retorted. 

"I can. You forget who I am," Zelda said, her expression hardening.

"You have no control over me," the hero replied, eyeing her coldly. 

"Well if that's the way you wish it to be..." Zelda began, her voice catching in her throat. Link looked at her expectantly.

"Go on."

"If you choose to renounce our marriage publicly..." the Princess continued. She paused, looking him right in the eye, daring him to speak. "If you choose that, then you lose everything that comes with it. That is, your title, your wealth, your job... your citizenship..."

"I don't care for those things," Link answered. Zelda took a short breath. 

"And your children," she finished. Link stared at her in shock.

"You can't do that!" he exclaimed angrily. 

"Those children are the heirs to Hyrule's throne! You renounce our marriage, and you lose your title! That means you lose everything that comes with it!" Zelda retorted. Link shook his head.

"Don't you dare use our children as a bargaining tool! They're not things! They're people, they have feelings!" he exclaimed.

"And I have feelings, too, but it's quite obvious to me now that you don't!" the Princess snapped. 

"If you had had any in the first place, you wouldn't have betrayed me!" Link answered angrily. He glared at his wife in disgust.

"It was you who betrayed ME, not the other way around! And don't deny it, I saw you both together!" Zelda screamed, really losing her temper now. 

"You drove me to it, Hyrule knows, you've accused me of cheating on you so many times in the past!" the hero replied, grabbing her arm roughly and pulling her up close. "You will not deny me my children, I will fight you for all it takes. Others might step down to you, Zelda, but I for one, refuse!" Zelda tried to pull herself away, but his grip was like iron. 

"Let go, you're hurting me!" she wept. 

"You might be the most powerful person in Hyrule, aside from your father, but nothing in your power can prevent me from being with my own children. Nothing," Link repeated. He let her go, the force sending her stumbling back against the stairs. Zelda could not be bothered to stand, feeling almost too weak to do anything but sit and sob. Link disappeared down the stairs, and shortly she heard a door slam at the bottom of the tower. The Princess knew she had treated Link badly in the past, but somehow, she knew that she did not deserve this. Link, no matter how angry he was with her, would never have treated her like this. Without Link, her whole world would fall apart. Left alone upon the cold tower steps, Hyrule's princess wept.

As Link left his wife in the tower stair well, his normally confident step faltered.  Things seemed so unreal to the hero right now, things had occurred in the past few weeks that he would have never thought possible.  His marriage was in, in the words of Fayette, 'tatters'. His son had been kidnapped and his blood used in some ancient ritual to conjure up some unknown evil they had yet to face. His own life had been in the balance at the hands of his Kokiri kin. And now, on top of everything, Zelda was threatening to take away the one thing in his life that meant everything to him. His children. He had known his wife could be spiteful, but this was just unspeakably cruel.

  As Fayette walked down one of the many corridors of North Castle, she was surprised to see her step sister's husband stumbling dejectedly down the corridor towards her. He looked deep in thought, his hands rammed into his pockets and his gaze locked to the floor. He mustn't have seen Fayette, she supposed, otherwise he almost certainly would have gone out of his way to avoid her. The mother of five paused for a second, contemplating on her next action, giving Link all the time in the world to see her.

  "Fayette," he greeted sourly, his face a picture of disdain. The princess waited and said nothing, she could tell the hero wanted to speak. "I suppose I should thank you.  For bringing my wife's shortcomings to my attention." Fayette felt a little stung by Link's words, after all, he was hardly an innocent party in all of this.

"Like you are any better than she is. I saw you two, you and that Catalian woman. Zelda's better off without your sort," she replied snidely. Link glared at Fayette and took a step closer towards the woman, his gait menacing.

"You know, I've never been able to tell you, Fayette, exactly what I thought of you. But now, I'm just a man with nothing to lose. It's hard for me to believe that a good man like Kendar Hartrend would have any interest in you whatsoever, so I can only conclude he needs you for your wealth and nothing more. I can tell you this though, Faye, even if you owned all the wealth in the Demiari, I still wouldn't look your way, because you are one of the most loathsome and hateful people I have ever had the misfortune to meet." Fayette, for a moment, was speechless. She had known for a long time that Link was not a man who would call himself a friend of hers, but he had mostly kept his thoughts of her to himself. She had never seen the man so bitter...he had always been so calm and cordial. Fayette looked down at her hands before speaking.

"For what it's worth, Link, you are probably right. But not about Kendar. He loves me, although goodness knows why." Fayette's answer was hardly what Link had been expecting, it caught him off guard.

"What?!" he questioned dumbly. Fayette looked up from her hands and to Link.

"You heard what I said. Now please, leave me alone." She began to walk away from Link, but he caught hold of her arm, causing her to stop.  

"I....I'm sorry," he said shortly, looking a little ashamed. Fayette turned to Link, and smiled at him sympathetically.  

"I think we all are, Link," she murmured, before leaving Link standing alone. He'd felt like this before. Years back...after the war against Ganondorf - Zelda had thought Link was having an affair with Leigh Temple, the heroine of Sosaria. Zelda had been wrong of course, back then, Link would have never dreamed of cheating on his wife.  She had told him that their marriage was over, and had sentenced Leigh to death. Zelda was not a woman to be messed with, whatever the matter.  

  Link watched Fayette leave, recalling a similar moment years ago, when he had felt just as useless, just as miserable and just as hurt. He didn't know why it hurt so much, he'd gone through much worse. The death of his entire family when he was no more than twelve years old. But that had been an experience in which he had been numb throughout. He'd been in denial right until he set his first foot on Hyrulian soil. But even then, it had all seemed so far away...and still so unreal. Then the death of his brother Hayden. A brother Link had thought long dead, returned to him, only to be snatched away once more by the blade of the evil liche Trenon. And Link knew he could have saved Hayden - but only at the expense of his wife, Zelda. There were other things. His own death for example. Ganondorf Dragmire had struck him down, and as his life had been slipping away, he had been given one more chance by Kylara, another ghost from his past. Kylara. Link cast his eyes down to the ground, running one hand through his mess of dark hair. She had told Link things, in a dream once. That a woman, Zelda, would do him a great wrong. That his son, Ewan, his pride and joy, would do the Demiari a great evil. Were those words, words Link had been so quick to dismiss then, now bearing some grain of truth? His and Zelda's marriage was over, and Ewan, even though not directly, had raised an ancient evil that would test Hyrule to the limits once more. Link shook his head, banishing such thoughts. There was one last event in his life that had shook him to the very core - but not like this. It had been Leigh Temple. Perhaps some would cite her as the start of his problems with Zelda, but they had begun long before... even their first marriage had been a sham - forced by Sir Drake to marry so that they might unite the power of the Triforce. No, Leigh wasn't the start of their problems, she was just one in a long line of excuses for Zelda to criticise and abuse Link. Leigh had been the best of people and the worst of people. When she had arrived at North Castle, she had been disgruntled, brash and arrogant - aware of her beauty and of her talents and unafraid to follow her impulses. But then Link, and the others, had seen her other side. She had stayed in Hyrule and helped against Ganondorf's armies, she had shown courage and bravery like no other man or woman Link had ever known. She had ultimately given up her life for a country she could never have called home, and perhaps for people she could have never called friends. Whatever his feelings for Leigh, Link knew he had not loved the woman - not like he loved Zelda. But she had been a friend, and a dear one at that, but because of Zelda's jealousy he had never mourned her loss like he would have wished to have done. That was something he knew he would never forgive Zelda for.  

  But now this - he would have never thought it possible, even though all of the signs had pointed to such a rift. They were from completely different backgrounds - she was royalty and he was nothing more than a scruffy serf from Hyrule's sister country. Their attitudes to life in general were as conflicting as their upbringings, Link considered himself to be a usually very calm and easy going person, whereas Zelda was passionate and demanding in every aspect of her personality. What they had originally shared was their love of adventure - it was the only life Link had ever known, and a life Zelda had longed to pursue. Link had shown the princess life outside the castle walls, and for that Zelda had been thankful. Link had fallen for Zelda the first time they had met...he had known, or thought, that she was the one he would spend the rest of his days with. He'd never had such feelings for anyone else before their first meeting, and now that Link really considered it, he had never felt for anyone else so strongly since. She had resisted his advances for a long while, but eventually his persistence had won her over. Link supposed that even back then, it should have been a sign that the only person ever dedicated to their relationship was him. He had given her everything, and in return he had received nothing but scorn and heartache.  

  Link shook his head at such thoughts. They weren't strictly true. He and Zelda had had more than their fair share of good times, special memories and completely unforgettable moments - they just seemed so far away right now. A sorrowful sigh escaped the hero's lips, and he squeezed his eyes tightly shut - trying to banish the tears that were threatening to fall. He began to walk down the corridor with a new resolve, he would not stay were he was no longer wanted, or even needed, but he would not leave without seeing his children.

Fayette sighed as she walked away from Link. At times, she had really envied Zelda's seemingly perfect relationship with the man but now, she just pitied the pair of them. Obviously things had never been quite that perfect, despite appearances. Also at one time, she might have spitefully revelled in the split; but again, she just felt nothing but pity. Ever since Kendar had stepped chivalrously into her life, Fayette had realised how horribly she had often behaved in the past. Sighing again, she daintily picked up her skirts and advanced up the stairs to the Drawing Room.

  Fenella, her mother, and Queen of Hyrule, was sitting quietly sewing a beautiful tapestry. She looked up from her work and smiled as Fayette stepped into the room. Fayette quietly closed the door behind her and seated herself on a chaise lounge.

"Good afternoon, mother," she said politely.

"Dearest daughter, now how are you today?" Fenella asked, smiling over at Fayette. The princess swallowed nervously, then looked her mother fully in the eye.

"I'm here about Kendar..." she began in a nervous tone. At the mention of Fayette's fiancé, Fenella looked a little annoyed.

"Dear, we've already been through this. Sir Hartrend may indeed be brave and courageous, but he really has little to offer status wise," she remarked glibly. Fayette frowned.

"Oh mother! Those things hardly matter anymore!" she exclaimed. Fenella shook her head to herself.

"Yes, but dear, look at how much you're worth! You have lands in Brynnel, riches beyond measure, a claim to Hyrule's throne, and a high title! Sir Hartrend would do very well to marry you, I'm sure!"

"Kendar isn't interested in what I'm worth mother!" Fayette argued, feeling upset. Surely he wasn't? He was interested in her as a person! Fenella put the tapestry down on a nearby table.

"Maybe. But there are many eligible men in the Demiari who would be more than happy to marry you, you could help double Hyrule's assets by a more suitable marriage," she said. Fayette looked down at the floor, feeling upset. 

"Won't you at least give me your blessing, mother? I'd be so much happier if you did!" she said. Fenella let out a lengthy sigh.

"After all I have taught you..." she started. Fayette gave her mother a defiant stare. 

"Those things aren't important to me anymore! Now I see why my step-sister married Link! Because..." Fayette paused here, then carried on. "She loved him. And I love Kendar, despite his humble beginnings."

"I suppose if that is what you wish, Harkinian and I shall give you our blessing. But do consider my words, dear," Fenella finally replied. Fayette rose from her seat.

"Despite what you may have thought mother, I DID marry Raymundo because I loved him. Not because of his wealth. And I shall marry Kendar for the same reason!"

"Very well," Fenella nodded. Biting her lip, Fayette quickly turned and left.

  All her life, Fenella had made Fayette's decisions for her. From what she ate, to what she wore, to who her friends were and which social events she was allowed to attend. Of course, without her mother's ambitions, Fayette might not be in the place she was today, vice-princess of Hyrule, one of the Demiari's most influential and powerful countries, but now, since she'd met Kendar, the title seemed insignificant. Fayette knew she would never be Queen of Hyrule anyway, that honour would be bestowed upon Zelda. She had met someone who loved her for herself, and not what she owned. And he loved her children. Not many men would be willing to take on so many children. I will marry this man, Fayette thought to herself. No matter what mother thinks. As she exited the Drawing Room, Fayette noticed her stepsister leaning over the balcony, looking down into the Great Hall below. 

"Zelda," she called in greeting. The Princess of Hyrule turned to face her stepsister, an unpleasant frown upon her tear-stained face. It did not deter Fayette. "Zelda, are you alright?" she asked. 

"What would you care, Faye? I suppose you've come to gloat," Zelda said bitterly, her green eyes flashing with anger. Fayette bit her lip. Usually she would have given her step-sister some snide remark; but Kendar would certainly not approve of such unlady-like behaviour, she was sure.

"Gloat? About what?" she asked innocently. Zelda's frown deepened.

"About me and Link, of course! Yes, you were right all along! We should never have married!" the Princess exclaimed angrily. Fayette put her hand on Zelda's arm.

"Look, I know in the past I might have..." she began. Zelda wrenched her arm away.

"Leave me alone! You care for no-one but yourself! Well, I hope you're happy!" she spat. Fayette frowned.

"I think Link is just as miserable as you! Maybe if you two just sat down and talked about this..." she tried. Zelda shook her head, her eyes beginning to fill with tears.

"No! We tried, and he won't. He's going to Catalia with his beloved peasant girl! I should have seen it coming, when I first saw them together..." she sobbed. 

"But Zelda, you and Link... you've been through so much, you've been married such a long time, you can't just let him go," Fayette said. Zelda threw herself upon the balcony, resting her head in her hands, her tears falling freely now. Fayette wasn't sure what to do, she'd never seen Zelda cry like this before and she didn't feel close enough to know how to comfort her. 

"He doesn't love me anymore, Faye, and the goddesses know, I deserve it!" Zelda wept. Fayette gingerly rubbed her stepsister's back.

"Zelda, come on, please stop crying," she said, looking round to see if there were any servants about. Of course, it would soon be common knowledge within the court of the royal couple's separation, but the less the hired help saw and heard, the better, in Fayette's opinion. News such as this would soon travel round Hyrule after all. Zelda turned back to face her, her green eyes full of tears. 

"Don't tell me not to cry, Faye, not when you don't care!" she snapped. Fayette scowled, finally losing her temper.

"I was only trying to help!" she retorted.

"Well, don't! I don't need you, or anyone! Just keep out of it, okay?!" Zelda exclaimed shrilly. Fayette folded her arms indignantly. 

"Fine! Same as always, aren't you? No wonder Link..." Fayette stopped there, thinking of Kendar again. "Look, don't say I didn't try to help," she finally said quietly. But Zelda just stalked off towards the stairs, leaving Fayette stand there alone.
Chapter 2

"Link," greeted Impa, her voice tinted with faint surprise. Link had been hoping no one would be around... his and Zelda's split was well known in the castle and Zelda's bitterness had led her to stipulate that Link was no longer welcome in his former home.

"Impa... please, I just want to see my children." He didn't want an argument, least of all with Impa. She had helped him enormously over the years, and he bore her no ill will... and hoped that she would feel the same.  

"I tried to reason with her, Link, but she would not listen. She is very distressed by all that has gone on, and I fear that she is not thinking with an objective mind as late. She has ordered me, and others, that you should not even have a sight of your children, never mind speak to them." Link sagged at Impa's words, detecting a mournful note in the old nurse's voice.

"Please, Impa, let me see them. You can't agree that this is right? They are my children as much as they are hers!" pleaded Link, his brow furrowed with frustration.  Impa remained silent, instead staring at Link, directly into his eyes, before finally letting out a weary sigh.

"You were a good man, Link, the greatest of all I have known. I know you mean Ewan and Brianna no harm, as does Zelda. But have you even considered what you would say to them? They miss you dearly, Link, and yet they do not know what has become of you. Could you even begin to explain to them, when I sense you cannot even explain to yourself how and why things have become so senseless?" Link averted his gaze from Impa's, fearing that there was some truth in her words. No.  There was more than some truth, for Link had not even thought of what he would tell his young son and daughter.  

"I just want them to know that I love them." Impa stepped aside.

"Then tell them that, Link. Ewan has asked after you every day since you left, and Brianna has been difficult to settle. She knows something is amiss, even if not what is amiss." She smiled kindly at Link as she spoke, and he leaned down to hug her.

"Thank you, Impa. You'll never know how much this means to me." Impa smiled again at Link as they drew apart, but it was a smile tinged with sadness.

  Link slowly opened the door to the nursery with a steady hand, hoping not to disturb the children from their sleep. He crept inside the spacious, airy room and was glad to see that all of the children were sound asleep, unaware of his presence. He made his way over to Brianna's cradle, and looked down at his sleeping daughter, marvelling at her innocent and calm face. He lifted the sleeping babe into his arms and sought retreat in a big, old comfy chair that was sat by the window of the nursery. She stirred a little as he lifted her, but did not wake, and as Link seated himself, she emitted a tiny snore, causing Link's face to light up with joy.  

"Yeah, you're just like mum, aren't you? She always snored, too - though she'd never admit it," whispered Link with a grin. He watched in fascination as Brianna opened her deep, blue eyes and stared at Link contentedly, letting out a small yawn, and catching hold of Link's thumb in her tiny, pink fist.

"Hey there, little one. It's just your daddy," greeted Link with a smile. Brianna squeezed his thumb, almost in response, letting out an amiable squeak. Link slowly began to stroke the top of Brianna's fair head with his hand, holding his daughter close to his chest.

"I know you probably don't understand me, but I just want you to know, Bri, that even though I might not be around, I'm still thinking about you and your brother everyday and that I love you two more than anything. I wish it didn't have to be this way, I really didn't... but me and your mother have had a lot of differences and we've hurt each other a lot. Maybe...maybe in time things won't become too bad between me and your mum...but I can't promise anything." He smiled down at his daughter as he spoke softly to her, but she did not smile back, perhaps sensing his bright mood was all a facade. Instead she watched him, almost enraptured by him, her mouth moving up and down as he spoke but without making a sound. "I love you, kid," whispered Link finally, giving Brianna a light kiss on the top of her downy head. Brianna made a gurgled response, shaking her fists and wriggling back and forth. Link smiled down at his precious daughter once more, then stood and carefully placed her back into her cradle. She resisted a little, and gurgled in dismay as she was put back down, but Link stood over her for a while, humming an old Kokiri tune in a bid to calm her. It seemed to work, and in no time she was fast asleep - as angelic and serene as any child Link had ever seen. He finally turned away from his daughter, although it pained him to do so, and turned his attentions to his son, Ewan. He walked over to his son's bed, and watched him for a moment, admiring the boy's youthful and handsome face.  Link noticed, however, that unlike Brianna, Ewan looked worried as he slept. Link had long known that his son suffered terrible nightmares from time to time - similar to those that Zelda had experienced when she was just a young girl. Ewan tossed and turned in his sleep, wrapping his blankets about him as if to protect himself from someone, or something. Link knelt by Ewan's bed and reached out a hand to his son, brushing him on the top of his head. In a second, Ewan awoke, springing to a sitting position and looking a little wary. In the dim morning light, he saw a figure by his side, and relief filled him when he saw that it was his father.

"Father!" he exclaimed, his face a picture of joy and delight. He lunged forward, grabbing his dad by the neck and hugging him tightly.

"Mother said you had gone away again...like last time but longer. I was scared...'cos last time you weren't here...something bad happened." Link nodded, and hugged his son back fiercely. He hated himself for having put himself in the situation where he had to tell his son that he was leaving him, but supposed there was little that he could do to rectify it. Ewan drew away from Link and smiled hopefully.

"Are you back to stay?" The question was like a knife through Link's heart, and he now realised the wisdom of Impa's words. Brianna had been simpler, she, after all, had not been able to ask questions, whereas Ewan could. Link smiled back at his son, smoothing down Ewan's wild nest of spiky hair and shook his head. 

"No." Before he could finish, Ewan grabbed his father's hand, or at least as much of it as he could manage. 

"But dad..." implored Ewan. Link paused, unable to meet his son in the eye.

"Ewan... your mother and I... we've had a fight. A big one. We both said and did things that we can't forgive one another for, and that means I can't live here anymore." Link's voice was slow as he spoke, and he often faltered, trying to find the words to explain why he would have to leave their home. He barely understood himself.

"Well....can't I come and live with you, dad? Mother could have Brianna and I could come and live with you," suggested Ewan. Link smiled at his son as he spoke, and gave him a hug.

"I wish you could, Ewan but, see...well, you know how your mother? She's going to be Queen someday. Well, you're her son and you'll rule Hyrule someday just like Grandfather. So that means that it's really important that you stay here - with the Royal family. So that you can learn how to do things right when you finally become King." Ewan watched his father, feeling a little confused.

"But what about you, Dad? I... I thought you were important, too. You're a hero!" exclaimed the young boy. Link gave a wry smile.

"It's not the same, Ewan. Before I married your mother, I was just a palace guard. Just a normal guy who got lucky. Now, I want you to promise that you'll behave for your mother, and look after her and your little sister," Link put on a sterner voice for his last sentence, but Ewan just frowned.

"But where will you be? I mean, won't you be nearby?" Link looked at Ewan, and took a breath.

"You know, Ewan, I wasn't born in Hyrule like you or Brianna. I was born in a place called Catalia, just to the west of Hyrule. There's a bad man over there who's doing bad things... and I need to go and stop him," began Link. Ewan waited for his father to finish before speaking.

"So you're going to be a hero again?" he asked. Link nodded and stood.

"I hope so."                          

  As Link left the nursery, he found it difficult to recall a harder task he had ever had to undertake. He had never thought he would have to say goodbye to his children... not like this. His head hung, he walked away, when he heard the click of a door behind him. He turned to see his only son standing in the passage, watching Link leave with a look of sadness on his young face.

"Don't go, dad. You and mother can forgive each other." Link turned to his son, and looked down to his opened palms. A lump in his throat formed as he sought an answer for Ewan, but none would come. Ewan walked up to his father, and looked up at him earnestly. "You can't just leave. Not now." Link drew in a sharp breath, his eyes meeting his son's.  

"I have to. One day, you might understand. I just hope you never have to." Link got to his knees, and took his son's hands in his.

"Please don't go, dad...please," murmured Ewan, his eyes shimmering with tears.  Link felt his heart break as he watched his son fight back against the tears, close to them himself.

"I wish, Ewan, I wish I didn't have to. But sometimes in life we have to do things, no matter how much it hurts...whether we like it or not."

"But why...?" Ewan's voice was barely above a whisper as he asked the question, and Link could do nothing but close his eyes and shake his head.

"Sometimes there are no answers, Ewan.  No matter how hard you look for them. I'm sorry." Link drew his son into a fierce embrace, tears finally falling on both sides.  Link couldn't help thinking about what had happened. He had had everything... and now he had lost it all. Back to square one. Like the first time he had set foot on Hyrulian soil. Back then he'd had nothing to lose. He'd lost it all back in Catalia when the village had been attacked. Now it was happening again. "I love you, kid," said Link, his voice choked. 

"I love you too, dad," murmured Ewan softly.

"And your sister...make sure she always knows that. No matter what."

"I will, dad." Silence settled on the two for a few moments more, Link well aware that he might never see his son again once he travelled to Catalia.  

"What about mother?" asked Ewan earnestly, breaking the solemn silence. Link bit his lip.

"I'll always love your mother, Ewan." He wasn't lying. Even now, he still felt something for Zelda... The two drew apart, and Link stood, looking down at his son.  

"I'll miss you, dad," said the young boy. Link looked down at his feet, then put his hands to his neck, lifting a silver chain over his head. On the chain was a carved green wooden ring. It was simple, but it was perhaps the last symbol of Link's heritage. It was a Kokiri ring...every Kokiri was given one at birth - to keep for life. It was all Link had left to give though, and he did it willingly. He crouched down and took Ewan's left hand, opening it with his fingers, before placing the ring and chain into the boy's palm.

"Keep this safe, Ewan. I've had it since I was born...it's a Kokiri ring, a sign of where I come from." Ewan looked down at the ring, then closed his left hand around it.  

"I will," he swore solemnly. Link nodded, then stood once more.  

"You look after yourself. I'll be thinking of you, and your sister." And your mother, he added mentally. Ewan nodded grimly, his blue eyes lacking their usual shine.  

"Okay...but don't stay away for too long. We need you." They exchanged one last hug, and then Link turned and left, unable to look back. For he knew that if he did, he wouldn't be able to bring himself to ever leave.
  Walking through the gates of North Castle, Link felt as if a huge weight were bearing down upon him. The early morning sun had vanished, replaced by dark looking rain clouds, that soon threatened to shower the earth once more.  

"Link!" The Hyrulian hero heard someone call his name, and he turned, smiling a little as he saw an old friend approaching him.

"Damon," he greeted, his voice low.  

"I just heard... I don't know what to say," admitted Damon, approaching Link with a look of concern. 

"Then don't say anything. Me and Zelda...well I guess they always said this would happen, didn't they?" said Link with a shrug. Damon shrugged back, an uneasy look in his eye.

"To be honest Link, I thought you and Zelda would never be apart. You seemed made for one another," admitted the ranger.

"Well, that's what I thought. But I was wrong," replied Link dejectedly.  

"Look, I just wanted to say, if there is anything, and I mean anything, I can do, I'll do it, Link. You've done so much for Hyrule, and I think it'd be wrong to forget that," said Damon seriously. Link looked over Damon for a moment, then his body sagged inwards.

"I'm going to Catalia, Damon. I have to try and stop Robert now, before it's too late," confessed the hero. Damon stared at Link and shook his head.

"Into the lion's den? Link, are you sure that's a wise idea?" questioned Damon. Link let out a sigh.

"I just wish I knew what was wise and what was not, Damon. I just don't know anymore, maybe I never did. Perhaps so far I've just been lucky," retorted Link.  

"You've got by on far more than just luck, Link. I know that as much as you, but I really think you should reconsider going to Catalia. It sounds to me like this Robert is a war-monger. He's not going to stop - not even if you hand yourself in to him."  

"Maybe not, but I'd like to think I at least tried to stop him. Look, I'm telling you this for a reason. You see, Fayzie and I...we were never going to happen. I don't know what I was thinking, and she knows I still love Zelda...it was all a big, stupid mistake. Well, I brought her over here, and she has nowhere to stay... so I guess I'd like to ask you if maybe you'd take her in?" Damon frowned as Link spoke, before giving a slow nod.

"Sure, I'd do that. Any friend of yours is a friend of mine, right? But see...I don't know how wild Zelda would be to know I was putting up the woman who broke up her marriage," began Damon warily. Link grimaced as Damon spoke and turned away.

"It was never Fayzie's fault. It was me and Zelda who broke up our marriage, no one else. Please, Damon, I can't go to Catalia unless I know she's going to be okay," pleaded the hero, turning back to Damon. Damon cocked his head to one side, still looking unsure, but he finally gave Link a nod of agreement.  

"Look, I'm here for the council meeting, and then I have to start sorting out a few things, but I have an uncle in Mido she can stay with. But I have to ask, Link, are you sure she was a mistake? I mean, it sounds to me like she means a lot more to you than just some stupid fling," said Damon seriously. Link hung his head as Damon talked, before replying.

"I appreciate your concern, I really do. But there are some things best left unsaid," said the hero. Damon gave Link a tight smile and nodded.

"Fine. Where are you staying?"   

  As Link left North Castle, he couldn't help but feel defeated. He turned to look back on what had been his home for so long, a place of memories; that was for sure. He turned his back on those majestic towers, leaving it all behind. He trudged on and away, a chill wind in pursuit. Each footfall on the earth left Link cold, the ground beneath him was soft and mulchy from the constant rain that had drenched Hyrule for the last few days. As Link walked on, he couldn't help but catch a reflection of himself in the puddles that littered the road ahead. He no longer recognised the face that looked back... it was no longer the Link he had known and grown comfortable with. It was someone else, a stranger. The cool breeze in the air whipped around Link, leaving him wishing for a thicker cape, it scorched his ears and his cheeks and the dust that the wind carried was scattered into his eyes and mouth - causing his eyes to water and his tongue to taste like ash. The morning sun was soon forgotten as new rain began to spatter down onto the earth once again, fat, wet droplets splashing off Link's head and shoulders - soon soaking him through to the bone. But Link pressed on without pause, because to him, nothing mattered now. Not anything.  

  "Link! Look at you," exclaimed Fayzie worriedly as Link set foot inside the warm inn room that they had been staying in. The Kokiri woman got to her feet and rushed over to her kinsmen, regarding him with obvious concern. Link noted that she made no move to touch him, so he stepped away, hauling off his cloak and throwing it over a nearby chair.

"It's just a bit of rain. I've seen worse," he muttered darkly.

"Did you talk to her then?" Link turned to Fayzie, and looked her over.

"Yes, I talked to her." Then he turned his back to her, walking over to the bed and sitting down before proceeding to pull off his boots.

"And? Is that all you have to say?" Fayzie was glad that her son was not around to witness Link's mood. The boy had made friends with the innkeeper's wolf hound which had kept him pretty much occupied for the last day or two. Link turned and stared at Fayzie, his eyes filled with frustration.

"Yes. That's all I have to say," he growled, his voice low.  

"Fine. I'll just leave you to it then," said Fayzie, a little taken back at Link's attitude. It was her who had persuaded Link to go back to North Castle... to see if he could resolve things for himself. It was evident to her from his mood that it he had not succeeded.  

"No...wait, don't go," said Link suddenly as Fayzie reached the door. She turned and looked at him carefully, her hand still on the handle of the door. Link stood and walked over to Fayzie, taking a breath, before reaching out to her with one hand, tracing the line of her jaw with a tender touch. "I'm sorry," he murmured, angered by his own attitude. Fayzie cast her gaze to the floor a moment, then brushed Link's hand away.  

"Don't," she whispered, her skin tingling at his touch. Link backed away and turned from Fayzie, running a hand through his hair.

"You're right," he murmured, before turning back to her. He let his eyes settle on her for a moment wishing, and not for the first time, that none of this had happened. He stepped forward and drew Fayzie into a hug, which she gladly accepted.  

"It would never have worked anyway," sighed Fayzie quietly into Link's shoulder.

"I know, I'm sorry," acknowledged Link. They drew apart and Fayzie smiled at Link kindly.

"Not in this life time at least," she said. Link blinked, then grinned.

"Hey, maybe Aden and Brianna..." he began. Fayzie swatted him over the head playfully.

"I don't think," she started.

"Well, you do realise that your son is the last true Kokiri? He's special," stated Link matter-of-factly.

"He'd be special regardless," said Fayzie solemnly. Link nodded.

"I know." Silence permeated between the two for a few moments more.

"Zelda doesn't want me to see my children." Fayzie looked up at Link, shocked. 

"But they are your children as much as they are hers... she has no right to..." began Fayzie, the words a stream from her mouth. Link shrugged.

"If circumstances had been different, and Aden's father was still alive, would you have still let him see your son?" asked Link. Fayzie paused, then walked away from the door, sitting down on the bed. Link joined her, and took her hand in his.

"I'm sorry... I didn't mean to..." he started. Fayzie turned and looked at Link.

"I wouldn't. If Aden was still alive I would do everything to stop him from seeing his son. But that doesn't give Zelda any right to stop you from seeing your son and daughter." Link dropped Fayzie's hand and looked away.

"To be honest, I don't think it's going to matter."

"What do you mean?" questioned Fayzie, a frown on her weary face.  

"Robert has declared war on Hyrule. Because of me. I've got to go over there and stop him," said Link simply. Fayzie let out a small gasp as he spoke, and took hold of Link's arm.

"No. You can't, Link. It's...it's suicide!" she remarked, horrified that Link would entertain such a notion. Link turned to Fayzie and smiled at her as best he could.

"I can't just sit here and wait for him to go to war with us. We're only just recovering from the last war. And with Mara cooking up goodness knows what...this could mean the end for Hyrule. I won't let that happen. Not while there's still a breath in my body."  Fayzie stood and looked down at Link.

"And how exactly do you think you're going to help Hyrule by getting yourself killed?!" she asked angrily. Link got to his feet and faced Fayzie.

"I'm not afraid to die, Fay, and if that's what I have to do to help then I will!"  

"You're not afraid to die? It sounds to me like you'd welcome it with open arms! Don't use this as an excuse to escape your problems, please!" implored Fayzie. Link looked unmoved by Fayzie's pleas, and she knew that he had made up his mind. So she played the last card that she had, although she despised herself for doing it.

"What about me? You bring me away from my home, my life and then you leave me here? I can't do this alone, Link. I - I don't know how." The tears in her eyes were real, those, she could not put on. "Can't you see, Link? Your country needs you here...and so do I." Link hung his head, and Fayzie knew that her pleas had failed.

"You'll never know how sorry I am that all of this happened. It was the last thing I would have ever wished for - to cause you pain." He said it with such remorse in his voice that Fayzie could not help but know that he spoke the truth.  

"Don't do this, Link. Don't go to death willingly." Link turned his eyes to hers, and shook his head.

"No. I would never go to death willingly. But this I have to do. I have a friend, Damon, who has agreed to take you into his home until I come back. He'll look after you and Aden - so you need not worry about that."  

"It seems I have little choice," said Fayzie, knowing there was little she could now do to change Link's mind. Link suddenly got down on his knees and took Fayzie's hand in his own.

"Say you'll forgive me," he urged hopefully. Fayzie smiled down at him.

"There's nothing to forgive, Link. I already told you that. Just don't get yourself killed - for your children's sake. You need to be able to come back from Catalia and make sure they never forget what a remarkable man you are." Link stood up, suddenly conscious of how close he and Fayzie were. Although they had both admitted and agreed that any kind of relationship would be a mistake, Link knew that his feelings for Fayzie were as real as they ever had been for Zelda. He leaned forward and lightly pressed his lips against hers, but just for a second. Then they parted. Fayzie looked a little surprised by Link's gesture, and he noticed a sadness in her eyes that reflected his own feelings.  

"Come back alive," whispered Fayzie, before giving him a final kiss, soft and bittersweet. Link nodded at Fayzie and then turned to leave, although it was reluctantly done. Fayzie watched him go, her eyes now shining with tears that were yet to fall. "Goodbye Link," she murmured, before letting out an anguished sob and closing her eyes, wishing she did not have to say farewell.        

***

  A noise made her wake up. Hyrule's Princess sat up, alert, looking around in the darkness of the tower. 

"Zel... it's just me," came a voice in the night gloom. She let out a short breath and pushed the covers back, stepping out of bed to greet her husband.

"I thought you were leaving!" she said, a little sharply. Link came into view, only a few feet away from her. He looked as despondent as she felt. 

"I... I couldn't," he whispered. Zelda cast her eyes down to the floor, her heart skipping a beat. Link came closer to her, close enough to touch. "Please, Zel, I'm so sorry, I'm sorry for everything. Can't we try again?" he asked. "I love you so much," he added. Zelda bit her lip, still unable to look at him.

"How did you get in? I told the palace guards under no circumstances were you to be allowed in this castle!" she said. 

"You forget I know this place inside out," he replied. "Anyway, does it matter?"

"Yes! How DARE you defy me like this!" Zelda exclaimed, flushing angrily. Tears sprang in her eyes, because although she was glad he was there, she still felt humiliated by the events from the past few days. Link leaned towards her, brushing his hand across her cheek. She reeled back as if she'd been burnt. "Don't! I'll call for the guards!" she warned. 

"I'm sorry. I just..." the hero started, but he backed away, doing as she said. Zelda swallowed, more tears streaming down her face. This time, it was so much harder to forgive. She remembered for an instant, back to many years ago, when Link had left her the first time. Thinking she was dead, he'd left for Catalia with Kylara. But it had all been a cruel trick of the evil Trenon, an illusion, and Zelda had escaped his clutches to return home to hear that her husband-to-be had gone. Back then, when Link had returned to her, it had been hard. She had felt nothing but anger and resentment mixed with desire, but now, the pain was far worse. The first time, Link had not left her intentionally for someone else. And this time, he had. And that first time, they had not been married, with two children. But it was almost an exact mirror of that time, so long ago. Zelda's heart felt so heavy that she was almost weighed down by it, she felt weak and dizzy, so distraught. How could Link have done this to her? Because you drove him to it, a little voice said inside her head. She looked up and met her husband's gaze for the first time. His face was nothing but sincere, his blue eyes also full of tears. She let out a sob and rushed into his arms.

  They seemed to stand like that for an eternity. Link ran his hand through her long golden hair, pulling her close and right there, no matter how much he had hurt her, she felt safe. 

"What we have together, it's worth fighting for," she wept. 

"I know, I was so wrong to leave, I knew it as soon as I left," Link replied sadly. There was still one question that burned Zelda inside. Fayzie. What of her? She leaned back slightly, gazing up into his eyes. 

"Link..."

"Yes?"

"What about..." she started. But before she could finish, he silenced her with a searing kiss. 

"Let's forget it all, let's start again, Zel," he breathed. 

"Start again..." she murmured back, sinking deeper into his warm embrace. "Can we really start again?"

"Please, Zel, I made a mistake, don't drag this out," her husband pleaded. Fresh tears glistened in the Princess's eyes as she struggled to come to a decision. 

"Oh Link... I want to but..." she wept.

"You said it's worth fighting for, our love..." Link replied, running his hand softly along her cheek. He brushed away her tears gently, before kissing her once more...

  Zelda woke up suddenly, shaking with emotion. The space where Link should have lain next to her in bed  was empty. The room was pitch dark, aside from the moon casting its meagre light through the filmy drapes across the windows. It had all been a dream. Link would never come back to her. He was gone from her life for good. He had packed up his things and left, carrying a ban from North Castle with him. The entire court was in shocked silence, and Zelda herself was yet to speak with her father on the matter. She knew he would ask her soon, probably before the council took place in the oncoming morning. Sighing, she rolled over in bed. It was still difficult getting used to sleeping alone. Zelda was a vivid dreamer, and often, she'd wake herself, and it was a comfort to find Link beside her, sleeping soundly. I'll always be alone now, she thought to herself sadly. She could never, and would never, love anyone else in her lifetime. For a moment she considered Kaibre... that all seemed so long ago now. For one, insane moment, she had thought she loved another. But it was nothing compared to the love she felt for Link. No matter how bitter and angry she was over their separation, no matter how humiliated she felt that he had forsaken her for another, she would always love him. It was the only thing she would ever be sure of. As the sky grew lighter outside, the princess' thoughts drifted to the current situation Hyrule was in, and the blood in her veins felt like it had been replaced by ice as she considered Mara and Robert. In every single battle against evil, Zelda had had an ally. She had had Link. But now she was alone against a double adversary she never imagined could be so powerful. Hyrule's army was one of the most powerful, despite its small size, and Zelda was unrivalled in her magical prowess, but could they alone defeat the oncoming evil? Link, I need you so, so much, she pleaded mentally. But she felt nothing back in return, no connection to her lover. He was far away from her now, and probably always would be...

Chapter 3

Link let out a weary sigh as he glanced around his grim surroundings in the
bowels of an ancient Catalian trade ship, bound for Opela, the capital of all 

Catalia. He had been incredibly lucky, he supposed, that he'd managed to catch 

this boat, for no other boats in Hyrule would be leaving for his home country's 

shores once the impending war had been announced. The captain had not recognised him and demanded a large fee that Link had barely been able to pay. The boat had left late evening the previous day, and Link now figured he had been travelling for six, maybe seven hours. Sitting down here, in the creaking belly of a ship that had surely seen too many voyages, Link had had more than ample time to 

think about so many things, and his mind was beginning to feel almost numb with 

thoughts of Zelda, his children, Fayzie, Robert and Mara. Not to mention the 

supposed manifestation that Mara had given life to. The hero let out another 

sigh, running his hand through his messy brown hair, before drawing a dagger 

from his belt and contemplating its smooth but nicked surface. Opela was but 

hours away, and Link still had no idea what he was to do once he arrived there. 

His initial intention had been to seek out Robert and confront him, but now such 

a plan was looking to be a foolish and naive one. Yet Link knew of no other 

course of action. He, after all, had been blessed with courage, not wisdom. And 

some considered courage as just another form of stupidity. Link thought he could 

name few men who would have willingly endured the trials and quests he had done, 

and yet all of it had now seemed to amount to nothing. Link flipped the dagger in his hand, looking at the reflection of his eyes in the misty grey steel of the blade. He no longer knew himself, or those around him. He was not the man he had once been, but rather something different. He slid the dagger back into his belt and let out another sigh. It was going to be a long journey. 

***

That morning in Hyrule was an important one. Both Zelda and her father stood 

dressed in state robes in the empty council chamber. In a few minutes, the members would file in, ready to be addressed by their leaders. Harkinian looked over at his beautiful daughter, pity for her swelling in his heart. How young and vulnerable she looked, despite her grown-up attire. At times he felt they lived almost separate lives, but despite being an adult, his daughter still needed him. Tears shone in her vivid green eyes, even though she was fighting against them, and her face was pale and drawn, obviously due to lack of sleep. The King of Hyrule reached out to his daughter and pulled her close, trying to comfort her.

"Zelda… my dearest daughter… I hate to see you so sad…"

"Oh dad…" Zelda wept onto his shoulder. "I’m all alone, everything’s over…"

"You aren’t alone, I will make sure of that. You still have me, your children…" 

Harkinian comforted. 

"I didn’t want him to go, I love him so, so much," she cried. Harkinian looked at his daughter squarely.

"I know," he replied. Taking her hand and squeezing it, he continued. "Sometimes 

though… circumstances, they can be cruel. The goddesses are not always kind, 

even to their most devoted followers."

"I care not for them!" Zelda said bitterly, her face flushing. Her father prayed to the goddesses every day, she knew. She could not remember the last time she had bothered. Was all that happened in the world really down to them? No, it was 

down to people themselves, she was sure. 

"T’was them who took away your beloved mother, and had I not had you, life would 

not have been worth living. But I learned to love again… indeed to someone you 

knew well and loved too, but she was too proud. So a second time my heart was 

broken…" Harkinian lamented. Zelda looked at her father in surprise.

"What do you mean?" she questioned. 

"She too was taken from me… but now I have my beloved Fen. I know you shall 

never love her as a mother, but I know you respect my wishes. Zelda, you will hurt now, and you will hurt forever, but in time, it shall grow less. Please don’t torture yourself anymore, I hate to see you like this," the King replied.

"It shall never grow less," Zelda retorted, a little more sharply than she intended. Seeing her father’s hurt look, she leaned forward to hug him. At this point there came a knock upon the door. "The council," Zelda said. They drew apart as the doors opened. The council was about to commence. 

Drake and Aaron walked along a corridor in North Castle making their way, with 

heavy hearts, to the Council room. 

"I still can’t believe it," muttered Drake through gritted teeth, his eyes dark with anger as he spoke. Aaron looked to his friend and wondered to what the knight was referring. Link and Zelda’s estrangement or the threat of war with Catalia? Aaron could believe neither, so he just shook his head.

"Nor can I," he agreed.

"Stupid kids. I can’t believe Link. Don’t they realise how foolish they’re being?!" grunted Drake furiously, stamping down the corridor. 

"Does anyone even know what happened...I mean I heard..." began Aaron. Drake cut 

in angrily.

"Link has taken up with that Kokiri girl...of all times to have a bloody affair he had to pick now...I just...I just don’t know what to think!" 
Aaron remained uncomfortably silent as his comrade spoke, feeling a little torn. He liked to think he knew Link better than anyone...except maybe Zelda...and he had always thought Link was a devoted and loyal man who never went back on his word. But if Drake’s words were true...then, like the knight, he too didn’t know what to think. 

"She’ll never forgive him for this. Never. She’s unreasonable enough at the best of times... I just can’t bloody believe those two! All the trouble they went through to get married... all the trouble since and now this. We should have seen it coming... but I never thought it would be Link who was to blame." Aaron felt obliged to speak up in defence of his friend.

"Well, don’t you think Zelda kind of drove him to it?" asked the vice captain of the guard, referring to all the times Zelda had accused Link of being unfaithful. Drake turned and glared at Aaron.

"She’s the next bloody ruler of Hyrule! I don’t bloody care whether she forced him to do it with a sword in his back – he shouldn’t have done it. He should have known better!" spat Drake furiously. He felt he had every right to feel as mad as he was – Link was Hyrule’s hero and this rift between him and Zelda could do nothing but hurt Hyrule right now – if Link chose to turn his back on Zelda, then chances were Link would turn his back on Hyrule. And that was the last thing they needed. 

"Look... maybe they’ll sort it out. They always have before," suggested Aaron 

hopefully. Drake let out a growl at Aaron’s words.

"Do you actually think that’s going to happen? Link’s had an affair. He’s been unfaithful to the next Queen of Hyrule and he doesn’t seem to give a damn. You 

were there at that council. They hated each other. We aren’t just talking about Zelda being mad with Link – he was furious at her. He’s never been like that, not ever. Even if Zelda wanted them to reconcile, do you think he would? Because right now, I’m having a little trouble in believing that." Aaron was a little taken back at Drake’s words, perhaps because he felt there was some truth in them. Drake was right. Whenever Link and Zelda had ever quarrelled before, Link had rarely shown any disrespect to Zelda despite what she had accused him of. 

But as Drake had said, that council meeting at the Hold had not been good. Even then, Link had as good as said he wasn’t going to help Zelda. And that meant he 

wouldn’t help Hyrule. But Aaron had never seriously considered Link would carry out such a threat – not when so much was stake. He supposed he still didn’t. But Drake had planted that seed of doubt and it was already beginning to niggle. The two arrived at the doors to the Council Room, which were already open and awaiting them. 

"Looks like we’re late," muttered Drake, his foul mood showing no signs of improvement. Aaron didn’t say a word, instead stepping inside the Council Room 

and hoping the day wouldn’t get any worse.

Zelda surveyed the grave faces of the semicircle of trusted compatriots sat before her, each of them knowing that this council wasn’t held for trivial matters. She wondered exactly how many of them knew the situation. She glanced over at her father, who gave her a reassuring smile. At that moment, the double doors were pushed open, as a red-faced Sir Drake and Aaron came in.

"Sorry, Your Highnesses. Slight hold up," the knight apologised. Harkinian waved 

them to their seats. 

"Better late than not at all," he replied reverently. Drake and Aaron quickly sat down and Zelda looked around once more. There was Captain Krin to her father’s left, head of the Hyrulian Army, with Aaron serving vice-captain. 

Captain Oakley, their head naval officer was next to him, along with his young vice-captain, Jamison. Impa, one of their longest serving council members was to her right. The resident knights, including Drake and Damon were at another end of the table. Nick was also present. Over twenty people were present before her, all except one. It was painfully obvious who. The King rose from his seat at the head of the table, and Zelda followed suit. 

"It is today that I hold this council with a heavy heart indeed. But there are matters afoot which must be quickly attended to," Harkinian began. "Only a few days ago, I received the most tragic news that my dear friend, Queen Seline, of our sister country Catalia, had perished." There was a quiet murmur around the table. Rumours had been flying around the castle for days over Seline’s murder. 

"This foul deed was committed with a dagger. A dagger that was owned by my son-in-law." A gasp went around the council. Link, a murderer? They all knew of the hero’s departure from the castle, but no-one had imagined that that could be the reason why.

"That’s impossible! Link had nothing to do with this offence, why he was at the Hold the entire time!" Drake exclaimed. 

"I know that, as does the rest of this council. Link is not guilty. But it seems that Catalia wanted a scapegoat, an excuse to declare war," Harkinian said. 

"Robert, Seline’s heir, murdered her to gain power, and this is his pathetic excuse for a war!" Zelda cut in angrily. There was another murmur around the table. 

"Zelda!" her father reprimanded sharply. "We do not know that for sure."

"I should think it was obvious!" Zelda retorted, her green eyes blazing. Father and daughter glared at each other in a stand off. 

"Zelda, your father is right. We have no proof that it was Robert who killed Seline," Impa said calmly. 

"Remember innocent until proven guilty," one of the knights remarked. Zelda frowned, folding her arms defiantly. 

"Robert hated Link! And he hated Hyrule. It makes perfect sense to me," she said in a cold tone. 

"Who is this Robert you speak of, Your Highness? I was not aware Seline had any 

children," Damon questioned.

"Isn’t he Catalia’s General?" Nick spoke up. Harkinian nodded. 

"Seline appointed Robert as her heir, I believe, since she had no children," he said, suddenly looking uncomfortable. "It is such a terrible, terrible thing to have happened," he added sadly. 

"Robert is Link’s kin. He was jealous of Link’s position in Hyrule’s hierarchy, he was jealous that Link would someday be King! Seline would NEVER have agreed to war, so Robert murdered her in cold blood, using Link’s dagger, to make Catalia believe that such a move was justified!" Zelda exclaimed.

"My dear, we have no evidence! We cannot just assume such a claim, no matter how 

much sense it makes," her father argued. 

"I think the Princess is right. I never did trust that Robert. Not after all the Mara business," Drake cut in. 

"Yes, what of the witch?" one of the council members questioned. Harkinian looked at Zelda. 

"I believe you know more of this matter than me," he said. Zelda took a breath and faced the row of faces before her. 

"I know not where Mara is. But I know for certain that Robert was protecting her. They are in this together, though how they are linked I do not know. Mara has raised an entity…" she paused, taking another breath. "An entity of evil power. I believe she will use it to take North Castle. And the Triforce," she continued, her blood slowly running colder as she considered the situation they were heading for. "Mara wants the Demiari… and she is taking it at its heart. At Hyrule." 

"What of this Kendar Hartrend? Did he not rescue the young prince? Did he not 

find Mara?" one of the council members questioned. 

"I do not think Sir Hatrend plays much part in this plot. Before Kaibre Lainge died, he spoke of Robert and Mara being together. That in itself if proof enough for me," Zelda replied. Her eyes watered a little as she remembered Kaibre in his last moments. 

"Yes, Kaibre was a dear friend to me many years ago, he was not a liar," Drake 

affirmed supportively. Zelda the knight a grateful smile. The council went quiet for a moment as they thought about Kaibre’s death. Fresh pain seemed to seep through Zelda’s heart as she was reminded. Robert and Mara would pay for their crimes… but if only she knew how to make them do it. Without Link at her side, suddenly, everything seemed impossible. 

"Whoever is involved with who, the threat remains that Mara will unleash this entity, possibly in aid to Robert sending his army to Hyrule," Harkinian finally said. 

"Then we must arm our forces at once!" Krin declared. 

"Every town and village must be alerted, their guardsmen to be at the ready. Especially at Saria, where it is likely the Catalian army shall hit first," Harkinian continued.

"I shall call reinforcements into Western Hyrule from Valour Hold and Nabrooru 

straight away," Krin said. 

"And myself and young Jamison shall have our ships waiting at Saria, we will attack their ships before they even have a chance to land!" Captain Oakley added. 

"We do not have any time to lose, they may land any day now," the King said, looking worried. 

"Your Highness, do not worry, North Castle will never fall. I would never let it!" Drake proclaimed bravely, standing up as he did so. "You have my word that I will protect you, and the Princess here, until the day I die." 

"And for that, I thank you, Sir Benowyc," the King stated, smiling at his most loyal supporter. 

"We all pledge our support to the kingdom," Damon said.

"As does Dalsona. My men are immediately at your disposal," Nick promised. 

"So be it! We shall rise to Catalia’s challenge of war, though I would not wish it this way. But it seems we have little choice," the King declared. The entire council cheered in agreement. "Make haste in our preparations, send word to every town and village. Oakley, ready your ships! And Krin, make sure our soldiers are fully prepared!"

"Aye, Your Highness!" the army generals saluted. 

"This council is dismissed!" Harkinian announced. Everyone stood, but before they began to file out, Aaron spoke.

"What of Link? Is someone else to lead his division of the army?" inquired the vice captain of the guard. Everyone fell silent and watched both the King and Zelda expectantly.

"Link is making his way to Catalia as we speak," began Zelda quietly. 

"Then surely this Robert has no excuse to make war," exclaimed a knight. 

Harkinian frowned.

"This may be true, but we can hardly rely on Link now. He has proved himself to be little more than a callous cheat, and I for one will certainly not rest all of Hyrule's hopes on a man I consider no longer trustworthy." The King's words were met by a shocked silence, the feelings of the council clearly mixed regarding Link's fate. "Now, let us waste not another moment, much is to be done and prepared if we wish to overcome the obstacles that the Goddesses have seen fit to present us with," added the King, before promptly leaving the council chamber, followed shortly by his daughter. 

***

Carrie shook her head as she approached an expectant Sprite, disappointment lining the usually carefree faerie’s face.

"No one’s seen her since she left for Death Mountain," confirmed Carrie, looking 

understandably worried. The two had returned to the Fey from Valour Hold shortly 

after Kaibre Lainge’s death and their friend Tiffany was no where to be found, contrary to the fact that Felicity had told them otherwise. Even more worrying for the two friends, Felicity herself could also not be found and this was an issue that weighed heavily on the Queen of the Fey’s mind. 

"We should have never let her return here alone. It was clear she wasn’t well. If anything has happened to either of them, I’ll never forgive myself," murmured Sprite sadly, tears stinging her eyes. She felt completely to blame for the disappearance of her friends. It was her, after all, who had sent them to Death Mountain to begin with. And what a mistake that had already proven to be...

"Don’t blame yourself for this, Sprite, there may not even be anything to worry about. Felicity herself said she wanted to spend some time alone and maybe Tiffany felt the same. If I’d been kept in a stinking moblin prison for a few days I’d do exactly the same!" remarked Carrie dutifully. Her words, however, did little to convince Sprite that she was not to blame. 

"I sent them there to begin with when it should have been me. I was too selfish to pass up the chance to go to Valour Hold, and now Flic and Tif are paying for my laziness." 

"Don’t say that, Sprite. You don’t know that. We know that Flic is tough...if anyone is to blame for this it’s me! If I hadn’t been so eager to track that dumb moblin and stalfos rather than go to Death Mountain things might not have been so bad..." interceded Carrie, close to tears herself. The thought of either Felicity or Tiffany, dear friends that Carrie had known since she was young, in trouble made her heart pinch at the thought. She let out a loud sniff, and looked at Sprite through watery eyes. Sprite had lowered her eyes to the ground, a hand over her mouth as she fought to contain the emotional toil that threatened to overwhelm her. 

"I have to go to Death Mountain, Carrie. This is where this all started." Carrie balked at Sprite’s words, and no sooner than Sprite had finished, the red headed faerie cried out in protest.

"No! You can’t, Sprite. If Death Mountain truly is the cause of our problems – what makes you think that you could do anymore than Felicity?!" Sprite met Carrie’s eyes with her own. 

"I have to do this, Carrie. You know I do." Carrie was shocked at Sprite’s solemn tone. She had never heard Sprite sound so serious about anything before. Even when her friend had been exiled from the Fey she had still retained her trademark flippant nature...but now Carrie was seeing a side to Sprite she had never seen. 

"Then I’m coming with you," resolved Carrie bravely. Sprite smiled at her friend and leaned forward to hug Carrie, glad for her friend’s support.

"Thank you, Carrie. But no, I have to do this alone." The two parted and Carrie stared at Sprite incredulously.

"But why? You’re the Queen of the Fey, Sprite! If anything happened to you..." she trailed off, not wishing to contemplate the consequences.

"I’m tougher than you think, Carrie. Nothing is going to happen to me," stated Sprite confidently.

"You know...we could always ask Navi for help. She’s helped us before," suggested Carrie, desperate to stop Sprite from making what she considered to be a big mistake. Sprite frowned at the mention of the ancient faerie and shook her head.

"Absolutely not. After the way she treated Felicity...no, I’ll have nothing to do with her." Carrie let out a resigned sigh and looked at Sprite, concern in her eyes.

"I hope you’ve thought this through, Sprite. For all of our sakes," she murmured. Sprite nodded.

"I have. I’m leaving tomorrow morning."

***

Fayette allowed herself a small smile as she spotted her suitor out on the archery range conversing with a few of the castle guards. He looked so handsome in the mid morning light, she could still barely believe that he had chosen her to be his wife. At this thought, the princess frowned, thinking of her mother’s words a day earlier. Kendar had much to gain by marrying Fayette – but what did he have to give her? Perhaps, thought Faye, she was naive to believe that Kendar was marrying her just for who she was. As she became lost in her own thoughts, Kendar turned and spotted Fayette, a broad smile spreading across his face. He quickly excused himself from the small crowd of guards around him who had been admiring his archery technique, and jogged over to Fayette, greeting her with a bow.

"My lady, it is a pleasure to see you here this morning," he said with a rakish smile. Fayette couldn’t help but smile back, despite the doubt she was currently feeling about Kendar’s intentions towards her. She could not, however, hide the worry in her eyes, and Kendar’s smile quickly faded, replaced by a concerned frown.

"Is...all well with you, my lady?" he inquired. Fayette swallowed uncomfortably and averted her gaze, crossing her hands at her waist.

"I...I should like to speak with you," she murmured. Kendar nodded slowly, although he did not look heartened by the tone of her voice.

"But of course...anything you wish...is there something amiss?" he asked. 

Fayette declined to answer the man’s question, and instead began to walk away from Kendar, towards stables. 

"Walk with me," she commanded, and Kendar obliged, falling into step with the princess.

They walked in silence until they reached the stables, and Fayette led Kendar inside, stopping outside a stall which housed her own horse which was a magnificent palomino named Sosarian Gold. Fayette turned, making sure that there were no prying eyes nearby. Kendar was the first to speak, worry evident in his voice.

"Dear lady, I do wonder what this is all about. Would you care to enlighten me?" he inquired. Fayette turned to Kendar, and let her eyes wander over his noble face.

"How is it, that a man as handsome and as noble as yourself, does not already have a wife?" she asked bluntly. It was something she had been longing to ask the Sosarian, and now seemed as good a time as any. Kendar looked down at his boots as Fayette spoke, looking distinctly uncomfortable. 

"It...it is hard to say really," he began, looking back to Fayette, "there was someone...a lady I loved with all my heart. But she was taken from me...her village..." he paused, looking distinctly upset as he spoke, his eyes drawn back to his boots. Fayette suddenly regretted her question, and stepped close to Kendar, one hand on his chest.

"You don’t have to say..." she began. Kendar looked to Fayette uneasily, bringing his hand over his mouth. 

"The people of her village...they accused her of terrible, terrible things...witchcraft," he began, his forehead creasing as he spoke. Fayette’s eyes widened at his words, and his head hung as he spoke.

"She was no more a witch than you or I...she was a healer. And a gifted one at that. But...there were many who were jealous of her talents, and her beauty. They sought to destroy her – and when the opportunity came they did not hesitate in taking it." Kendar closed his eyes as he spoke, his voice dry. Fayette didn’t know what to do, so she reached out and took Kendar’s hand and clasped it in her own. 

"I was a guard in the village at the time, and there had been a spate of mysterious deaths that no one could explain. The eye of suspicion inevitably fell on my love...and though I did everything I could to clear her name, it was not enough. A scarf that belonged to her was found around the neck of one of the victims – a young boy called Neze...but she swore to me that she had misplaced the scarf days before. The boy’s parents broke into her home and took her to the middle of the village and told everyone she was the boy’s killer... I tried to stop them but I was alone in my belief that she was innocent. The other guards did not dare lift a finger against the mob and they tied her to a stake in the ground and set her aflame," at this point Kendar paused, taking a breath, tears welling in his deep, brown eyes. Fayette squeezed his hand and he continued.

"I fought through the crowd and tried to save her but she saw me and... she... she 

thought it was down to me. I was the only one that had known the scarf was hers but somehow the parents had found out. She died cursing my name. She died with hate in her heart – all of it for me. Then...then we found out who had really killed the villagers. It was a man from my own past. A man I had had arrested in a another village. He had been drunk and beaten a man to death. He said he’d lost everything; his wife, his business...his friends. So he had conspired with one of the girls in the village to get me back. Through Hellena. My love. That’s when I left my homeland. That’s when I left Sosaria. I’ll never go back." With these words, Kendar sat down on a bale of hay, looking weary. Fayette joined him, drawing her hand across his face in a tender caress. 

"I...I never knew," she whispered. Kendar turned to Fayette and shook his head.

"When I first saw you though...I thought that maybe...." he paused, as if he was 

searching for the right words.

"Go on," pushed Fayette gently,

"I thought that I could finally move on. There’s something about you..." Kendar turned to Fayette and gazed at her intensely, before reaching and brushing her cheek with the back of his hand. 

"Not my money. Or my title, then?" asked Fayette. She hated herself for asking the question...but she had to see his reaction. She had to know. Kendar looked immediately horrified at Fayette’s suggestion and he stood, shaking her head.

"No! I.... no. No. I suppose I should have seen this coming." Kendar turned his back on Fayette, looking dejected. Fayette stood and walked over to Kendar, placing a hand on his shoulder.

"It’s just... you have to understand, Kendar – I can’t imagine any man wanting me for anything other than my title, and I wouldn’t blame any of them." Kendar turned to Fayette. 

"How can you think that? You’re a radiant woman with a beautiful soul, indeed, that you do not have a dozen suitors asking for your hand is something I will never understand. But I do not want you for your title and if there was anything I could do to prove that to you, then I would do it in a second," pledged the fighter. Fayette finally allowed her mind to rest, convinced by Kendar’s words... and she allowed a tear to fall down her cheek, before moving forward and pressing a sweet kiss against Kendar’s lips. As they parted, she spoke once more, a whisper in his ear, "Then do this for me. Let us marry as soon as possible." Kendar gave Fayette a smile.

"Whatever you desire," he promised, returning the kiss.

"I was thinking that the day after next sounded as good a day as any," she suggested coyly. Kendar looked distinctly surprised and he let out a nervous chuckle.

"Two days away? While I, myself, have no objections...isn’t that a little short notice?" he asked. Fayette smiled.

"For me it is two days too far away."
Chapter 4

  Link took in a deep breath of air as his feet touched the reassuringly solid surface of the Opela port. It had not been long since his last visit, but Link sincerely hoped he was not going to make a habit of visiting the beautiful city of Opela with such a heavy heart, for it did not suit such feelings. Activity was all around the hero, who suddenly felt very unsure of himself. Here in Opela, Link knew he was a stranger. Even though Opela was the capital of his home country, Link knew he was out of place. Zelda had been right, of course. Catalia was no longer Link's country, even though it was where he had been born. Nonetheless, Link still felt he owed something to the land of his birth, and that something was to prevent Robert from leading Catalia into disaster. It was clear to Link that the activity that swarmed around him had something to do with Robert's war, for there were many war ships lined up along the port, all surrounded by men and women who were all loading wooden crates onto the ships. Putting down his head, Link left the bustling port and set foot on the stony streets of Opela. The sun was just setting, and as the last rays of the day hit off the polished streets of the city, Link could have sworn that the streets of Opela were laid not in stone, but precious jewels.  

  He pushed his way through the thronging streets, everyone once in a while turning his gaze to the Palace of Opela, his destination. It looked radiant in the setting sun, and Link considered that it equally matched the grandeur of North Castle. Link knew that each step he took was taking him closer to the Palace and, equally, to Robert.  Even now, the hero could barely believe that the young, sweet boy he had once known had turned into the single minded and ruthless ruler of Catalia. As Link continued to press through the unusually busy streets of Catalia's capital, every so often he heard snatches of conversation that caught his attention. Everyone, it seemed, was talking of the coming war - from the women on their way to the market to the street children who were boldly acting out what was to come with wooden sticks and shards of slate. As Link passed one such gathering of street children, he heard one child, who looked no more than Ewan's age, loudly proclaim that he was 'Robert, hero of Catalia,' and that he would ensure that the 'vagabond from Hyrule' met a 'just end.' It sickened Link just to hear the words, never mind from a child who looked neither old or wise enough to realise exactly what he was saying. Another overheard conversation struck a chord in Link however, for he overheard two women talking of 'Fayzie of the Kokiri' who had been 'snatched to serve in the vagabond's harem'. Shaking his head, Link stumbled on, the unseasonably warm weather and the massive crowds causing him to feel agitated and uncomfortable. He finally came upon the main boulevard that led up to the Palace, more by chance than anything.  He had long ago been pushed into the darker and cooler side streets which wound all around Opela and, for a time, had feared himself to be lost. But as soon as Link set foot on the Palace Boulevard, he knew that his goal was near.  

  Trying to reach the Palace from the Boulevard proved to be harder work than Link had originally anticipated. Like seemingly every other street in Opela, it was packed full of Catalians, all milling about and talking in hushed tones. Link had to push his way to the palace gate, and once there, he was confronted by two heavily armoured guards, who crossed their halberds as he approached.

"Who approaches the Palace of Opela?" questioned one of the guards loudly. Link stepped closer to the guard and stared him in the eye.

"I believe that I am wanted by your King," replied Link. The two guards looked at one another. "My name, if he asks, is Link." The eyes of both guards visibly widened, and immediately they turned their weapons on Link.

"If you are who you say you are, then why do you come alone and unescorted?" demanded one guard.

"I need no escort to face my kin," Link replied in a growl. The guards looked at one another again before simultaneously nodded.  

"Then come with us," spoke one guard, whilst the other opened the gate. Link walked in ahead of them both, but they soon caught up, grasping him by the arms.  

"You may think you need no escort to face Robert, but you are wrong, vagabond," warned one of the guards. Link said nothing, and willingly walked with the guards into Opela Palace.  

  As Link entered the famed Palace of Opela, he noted that there was a flurry of activity in the main hall. Men were walking back and forth, filling wooden crates with weapons and supplies. But at the centre of it all, stood Robert, his face a picture of severity, surveying over all. As soon as Link set foot upon the marble floor of the Palace, all activity seemed to slow, and all set their eyes upon the hero of Hyrule.  When Robert saw Link, the scowl on his face visibly deepened, and his glittering green eyes sparkled with malice. Everyone stopped what they were doing, and Robert swiftly approached Link, his face aflame with fury.

"Sir, this man claims to be..." began one of the guards.

"You." The guard ceased to speak as his Lord spoke, and Robert walked up to Link, jabbing him in the chest.

"You dare to come to this place and insult me like this?" demanded Robert. He drew his sword, and held the tip of the blade under Link's chin. "I should slay you now and be done with you," he hissed.  

"Then this is him?" asked one of the guards quietly. Robert turned his back on Link and opened his arms in a sweeping gesture.

"Yes. This is indeed him. The villain who killed our Queen and our own people... yes, this is him." Silence met Robert's words, and the King turned back to Link.  

"You know that's a lie," retorted Link, who was still held at both sides by Robert's men. The two glared into one another's eyes for a moment, and it was eventually Robert who had to turn away. The ruler of Catalia closed his eyes with his back turned to Link, and then sheathed his weapon. He turned back to Link.

"Why are you here?" he demanded in a hushed voice.

"It was either me, or war. Why do you think I am here?" snarled Link. Murmurs were beginning to sound through the hall, and as Link finished, Robert lunged forward and struck Link with his hand on the side of his face. Link turned from the blow, and then cast his gaze back upon Robert.  

"With me here, you have no reason for war. None at all," said the hero, his voice low.

"Sir, does this mean we shall not attack Hyrule?" ventured one man. Robert gazed at Link a second longer and then began to laugh. It was a guttural sound, laced with hatred, and not at all reminiscent of laughter of joy or happiness. "Silence, fools!" Robert suddenly snapped, turning his back on Link, once more.

"This is some trickery. Some foul sorcery conjured by that witch of an heir, Zelda. This is not the man I seek. He is some cunning illusion at best," proclaimed Robert, his voice verging on the hysterical. He turned back to Link. "Do not think your actions have saved Hyrule. Far from it.” Robert looked at the two guards holding Link and nodded. "Take him to the prison, and show him the type of hospitality with give to those who seek to deceive us. Cut out his lying tongue, so that not another lie may fall from his hateful mouth." Robert turned back to his men. "Get back to work. We must not allow this to slow our departure." Robert then turned to the entrance, and walked past Link with a sneer. As he began to leave, Link began to struggle against those who held him.

"Robert! Don't think this is over!" cried the hero. Robert turned to Link, his hands clasped behind his back.

"For you, it is." Link continued to struggle against his guards, but they held him fast, and Link suddenly heard the ring of metal as a sword was drawn. A blade was laid across his throat, and Link knew he had little to do but comply, for the time being at least.
  There was an almighty crash as Link was thrown to the floor of a dingy jail cell, stripped of his weapons and all hope. He still got to his feet, however, and rushed to the door, only for it to be slammed, mockingly, in his face. The guard smiled at him and shook his head.

"Otho will be along shortly, so just sit tight until then, eh?" Link grabbed the bars on the door and shook them furiously, but to little effect. He turned away and then launched his fist at the door in anger, and he cursed aloud when his fist met with the cold, metal bars that held him in. The guard just chuckled and Link's efforts, and strolled away, the keys from his belt jangling loudly. Link watched as he left, then turned to survey his new surroundings. A wooden bunk and a rickety wooden chair were the only features of the room, which had cold stone walls covered in lichen and moss. Link walked over to the bunk, and looked down at it, frowning. He yanked off the thin mattress and looked down at the boards that lay over the frame, before crouching down and looking closer. The boards were nailed down, and Link could already see that one of the rusty heads was protruding from one of the boards. He furtively glanced back to the door, then seized the nail between thumb and forefinger, wrenching it with all his might. Link knew for a fact that Seline had been a fair and mostly tolerant Queen, and for all its troubles, Catalia had never been a country plagued by crime from within. As a result, the prisons had rarely been used, and as a result, they had fallen into such disrepair. The nail finally came free, and Link looked at it for a second, examining its small form. Rusty and barely sharp enough to scratch his finger, Link knew that the nail served little purpose as a weapon but he figured it might serve as a suitable lock pick. He walked over to the door and shrank back as he saw a burly man approaching his cell from along the passage. Turning away, Link silently cursed, realising he had little time. He slid off his boot and placed the nail into the toe end, pushing it through the worn leather. He slipped his foot back in, and looked down, noticing the end of the nail just peeking through at the big toe. He suddenly heard the door open behind him, and the man he had seen just moments before entered the cell, slamming the door behind him.  

Covered in scars, and not a hair on his head, Link guessed that this stranger was Otho. He was clad in black, and in his hand he carried a horrible looking device at which Link could only guess its purpose.

"Sit down and don't struggle, else this is going to hurt a heck of a lot more," rumbled Otho, holding up the device. It resembled a pair on tongs, only at the end of each tong was a vicious looking clamp with a serrated and rust red edge. Link remembered Robert's words, and suddenly realised that Otho was here to deliver some Catalian hospitality. Grimacing, the hero sat back on the chair, using his big toe to push the nail a little further out of the tip of his boot. Otho leaned over Link and smiled, revealing a mouth full of broken and rotted teeth.

"Do I have to call in some friends to hold you down, or are you going to take this like a man?" questioned Otho. Link knew he could not take out a man the size of Otho without taking him by surprise, so he simply shrugged at Otho. 

"Do what you have to," he said as boldly as he could. Otho smiled again, and strapped Link's hands down to the arms of the chair. He then grabbed Link by the chin, prising open the hero's mouth with his fingers.  

"Open wide," he encouraged, and Link obliged, feeling slightly sick as the great brute seized his tongue and pulled it a little with his fingers. Then he reached in with the tongs, opening them and pushing either tong on one side of Link's tongue.  Perspiration trickled down Link's forehead as he waited for the right moment, and just as the tongs began to close down on Link's tongue, Link lifted his foot and drove it as hard as he could into Otho's shin. He felt the nail drive into the bone, and Otho let out a pained cry, dropping the torture device and falling to the ground, holding his impaled leg. Link broke free of the bonds that held him and stood, seizing a thin dagger from Otho's belt, before holding it against the moaning man's throat.

"Don't consider this anything personal," hissed Link, before running the blade across Otho's throat and opening his jugular vein. Otho let out a gasp, before toppling forward, a stream of bright red arterial blood pooling onto the stone floor. The hero grimaced a little, before walking over to his cell door and pushing it gingerly open. It was unlocked, much to his relief, and there was no one in sight. He stole down the passage, before coming to a T junction. One branch led back to the Palace, the other to the guards station. Through an ajar door, Link saw a guard dozing and shook his head. The last thing he had expected was for Robert to underestimate him, but that was clearly what he had done. He turned back to the route that took him back into the Palace, and began to follow it at a brisk and purposeful pace.

 As Link left the dark prison corridor he emerged into the grand hall of the castle.  There was some movement near to the doors, a few remaining men were still preparing to take their leave of their home country in order to risk their lives for Robert's war. As Link's footsteps echoed off the cold stone tiles beneath his feet, all movement came to a halt, and a small mass of men turned towards Link.  

"How?" began one soldier, drawing his sword and stepping forward, a look of confusion dashed across his ruddy features. Link glanced down at the bloodied knife in his hand, then back to the small army that now faced him. Six men stood before Link, all ready to leave for war and consequently armed to the teeth with weapons.  Link let his eyes wander from man to man, and each drew their weapons respectively, all taking a step towards him.

"Didn't Robert say he wanted him alive?"  queried one man slowly.  

"Robert won't know. Not until this is all over. He's already on his way to Hyrule. We can say he died in prison," replied another soldier, his voice low and dangerous.

"You killed our Queen," spoke a different man, his words directed at Link.

"I did not kill Seline," replied the hero defiantly, slipping the knife into his belt.  

"That isn't what Robert told us," ventured someone else. Link frowned.

"Robert lied. Don't you see? This was all just an excuse for him to go to war. He has sworn allegiance. With a witch."

"He's lying."

"Robert said he would."

"I say we kill him now. Kill him and then go on to Hyrule, and kill his wife and children." Link felt his heart grow cold at the words of the men now before him.

"You won't lay a finger on my wife. Nor my children. Not while there is still a breath in my body," he swore. He stepped forward, and raised his chin, as if beckoning the guards to come at him.

"That won't be for long," promised one Catalian, who looked older than all of the rest.

"If I must kill in order to live, then I shall do it, do not doubt that," threatened Link, his blood racing through his veins. Silence confronted Link, and he looked around at those who faced him, an immense feeling of calm suddenly settling over him. If his time to die had come, then he was ready.   

  With little warning, one man suddenly plunged forward, racing towards Link, his sword raised, his expression one of hate and fury. Link watched him approach, almost serenely, watching the glint of steel as it arced through the air and then threw up his hands catching the blade between the flats of his palms. His eyes met with those of his attacker's, both gazes full of surprise and disbelief and then Link wrenched the sword from his attacker's hand and brought it down before thrusting it back at the man, catching him in the gut with the sword's hilt. His attacker let out a surprised gasp, and he faltered, but did not fall. Link smiled, again it was a calm and peaceful gesture not suited to the current situation, and swung the sword upwards, cracking its owner on the chin with the blade. A burst of blood shot from the man's nose upon impact, and he fell backwards, impacting on the stone floor with a sickening thud. Link watched him fall, then span the blade round, grasping it by the hilt. He looked at those who surrounded him, then pulled the knife from his belt and ran it up the blade of his sword, which emitted a sharp and ear splitting screech. He bent his knees, held his weapons before him, and looked again at those who sought to end his life.

"One down, five to go," he muttered. With a furious roar, every man remaining ran towards Link, their weapons raised and their eyes full of hatred. Link ducked the first man, then swiftly turned and swept his sword across the man's back and spine. As his second victim fell, Link heard the swish of metal through air approaching his left ear and he hit the ground, kicking out his legs in a scissor kick, tripping another attacker. As he lay on the floor momentarily, a blade came crashing down just an inch away from his nose, and he rolled to the side and leapt back up, sticking out his sword and skewering a fourth. His breathing ragged, Link looked from side to side at the last two assailants. They both looked ill at ease, almost unsure of what was confronting them. They approached him from both sides, and Link looked down at his weapons before making a split second decision. He turned to his left and launched his dagger at the skull of the fifth man, before neatly side stepping the attack of the last man standing and sweeping his sword through the air. It followed a circular arc and it soon met with the neck of his last attacker, cutting through sinew and skin. An eruption of blood sprayed his cheek, and Link flinched, before watching the last man fall, his head cleanly severed from his neck. Taking a deep breath Link looked at the scene of destruction around him, six men dead, all surrounded by pools of dark, fresh blood. His grip on the sword in his hand suddenly loosened, and it crashed against the floor, letting out a hollow ring. Link raised one eyebrow and then ran one hand through his hair.  

He let out a long breath, and shook his head, perhaps in amazement. He wiped his face with his hand then quickly jogged over to the great oaken doors, pushing them open, sincerely hoping he wouldn't have to face another such confrontation any time soon.

***

  "Your Highness..."  Zelda turned to see Drake stood behind her, as she stood surveying the setting sun through the mullioned bay windows of the Great Hall. "Forgive me, I just wanted to speak to you alone, Princess," he added hastily. Zelda glanced down at the floor, her complexion flushing a little.

"Drake... don't you think I've done enough talking already?" she asked, reluctantly raising her green eyes to meet his blue ones. The knight put a comforting hand on her shoulder and they walked off out into the courtyard together. 

"I'll talk, you can listen," he bargained, giving her a hopeful smile.  

"Are you about to give me some advice or something?" Zelda questioned, managing a small smile back. 

"Take it as you please, Princess, but it isn't a lecture. It's just me pledging my support... and not just towards the impending war," Drake replied, his tone serious. "I meant what I said back there in the council room... I will protect you with my life." They paused in the middle of the courtyard. Zelda's eyes began to fill with tears.

"Oh Drake... I just don't know what to do anymore!" the princess exclaimed. Drake wasn't sure what to say, so he just pulled Zelda into a warm hug.

"Don't worry, Your Highness. Hyrule will never fall to anyone, be it Catalia, or be it that evil witch Mara. Not while you and your father reign," he reassured her. They stepped back and he regarded the beautiful princess stood before him worriedly. Drake felt his words were true, but only if Zelda regained her fighting spirit. Before him stood someone he felt he barely knew; what had happened to the feisty, courageous maiden that used to have her father in dire straits over her adventurous behaviour? This Zelda was not the Zelda Drake was used to seeing. The princess shook her head.

"I made a terrible mistake! Now I don't even know where to begin to right it!" she cried. 

"You aren't alone, that's what I'm trying to say! You have the whole of Hyrule behind you... and others too. Nick, for example. And no-one, not even Mara, can match you in magic. Please, Your Highness, don't just give up!" Drake replied zealously.

"Mara has unleashed something terrible upon The Demiari. Not even I have the power to raise an evil entity, Drake! And I don't know if I can fight it... alone," Zelda exclaimed, trailing off and looking down at the ground again. 

"If I get my hands on that boy, I'd give him a good hiding!" Drake said gruffly, referring to Link. 

"It's not his fault! It's mine!" Zelda leapt to her husband's defence.

"And you think him shacking up with that Kokiri wench acceptable? That that's not HIS fault?" Drake demanded. Zelda bit her lip, her eyes filling with tears. Drake quickly grabbed her hand, rubbing it gently. "Sorry, Your Highness, I didn't mean..." he began. Zelda just averted her gaze from him, gazing across the rapidly darkening royal gardens. 

"When I lost Link, I felt like I'd lost everything," she murmured softly. She gently pulled her hand away and walked off into the darkness.

  Drake followed her as she made her way towards the small lake that was in the south-east part of the castle grounds. She eventually paused at the waterline, her gaze locked on the gentle ripples the periodically broke across the lake's surface. 

"For so long I always dreamed of being with Link forever. I never thought it could come to this. That he'd ever love anyone but me..." she said, speaking to herself more than Drake. 

"You two have been through so much together. You've had your ups and downs but no matter what, you always loved each other. Link has told me often enough how much he adores you. I just can't understand this," Drake muttered, sticking his hands in his pockets. 

"I can. Look, Drake, I've never deserved Link. I've treated him so horribly..." Zelda murmured, still looking at the water. The full moon was shining brightly now and the stars were out, twinkling prettily in the indigo sky. Every time she looked up at those stars, Zelda was reminded of her mother. When she and Link had been younger, they'd picked out the brightest stars in the sky in memory of their lost families. Her eyes watered at the recollection, of the good times she and her husband had once shared. Now that was all gone...

"That's not true, Your Highness. Please don't do this to yourself," Drake interrupted. She turned, suddenly remembering the knight. 

"Drake, I've always known you to be an honest man. Please don't make me out to be something I'm not," she said, tears rolling down her cheeks. 

"I swear by the goddesses, Princess, that I do not think badly of you in any way. You are beautiful, intelligent, brave, passionate... the finest Princess Hyrule has ever known. And yes, you have your faults, as do we all. But Link had no right to do what he's done. No right at all," Drake said, putting an arm around her shoulders. Zelda leaned into his embrace, letting her tears fall freely now. 

"It's too late," she whispered.

"Maybe it's too late for you and Link. But it's not too late for Hyrule," Drake replied. Zelda only wished she could believe him. 

Chapter 5

As Link ran through the dark streets of Catalia, he sincerely hoped that he would not be too late to catch one of Robert’s ships. It would be likely that it would be the only passage Link could get back to Hyrule, and right now, the hero knew he could afford to waste no time in looking for a suitable ship to give chase to Robert’s army. He felt as though his journey had been a terrible waste, for he had not stopped Robert and had only succeeded in lapsing one step behind the Catalian general and king. As his feet fell against the polished stone streets of the Catalian capital, Link saw the harbour come into sight. Letting out a grunt of frustration, Link began to run harder and faster, his lungs feeling close to bursting. He could already see that many of the ships had left the harbour, and there were few still anchored in the dock. Link slowed his pace as he approached the harbour, as there were many soldiers milling about in the dark, as well as many crowds of commoners who were wishing their men well. Link began to push his way through the throng of well-wishers, and approached the 

first boat he saw when he felt a hand grab him from behind. The hero whirled around, and came face to face with a hulk of a man, who glowered down at him. 

Link could tell by the man’s uniform that he held some kind of high rank within the army, but not exactly which.

"Where you off to, boy?" inquired the man with a low rumble. 

"I...er...I need to board my ship," stumbled Link, out of breath. The solider raised one eyebrow, and looked Link up and down.

"And which ship might that be, boy?" Link looked to nearest ship and squinted hard at the name plate.

"The Black Adder, sir," gasped Link.

"The Black Adder, ey? And which regiment do you belong to do boy?" Link looked to the man’s hand which was resting firmly on his shoulder and gulped a little.

"With all due respect, sir, I’m already late, and my captain won’t be best pleased... so," began Link.

"Yes, boy, your captain won’t be best pleased, especially seeing as he don’t even know who in the void you are!" growled the captain. Link swallowed uneasily, and gave the captain his most winning smile.

"I guess you’re the captain?" he inquired. The captain nodded.

"Want to explain yourself, boy? You weren’t thinking about stowing away, were you?" Link looked to the ground, and looked over his shoulder. More and more ships were leaving the harbour, and only three were left, the Black Adder being one of them. He looked back to the captain.

"Please, sir, my sister’s been deathly ill and I had to help look after her," he began. "I wanted nothing more than to fight for my country, but all this time you good men have been preparing I’ve been at home looking after my sister...she’s well now and I thought I could come over here and maybe catch a ship over so I could serve General Robert and his good men," said Link as sincerely as he could. The captain looked sceptical as Link spoke, and shook his head.

"You don’t look like you’d last a minute over there, boy, why don’t you go back to your sister and make sure she stays well," said the captain patronisingly. 

Link frowned.

"Beg your pardon, sir, but I’m as good with a sword as any soldier. I know I can help," said Link stubbornly. The captain broke into a smile, and folded his arms across his barrel of a chest. 

"Really, son? Well, you don’t look up to much, so why don’t you prove it?" he challenged. Link smiled and drew his sword, the captain doing the same. 

"I’d be glad to," replied Link, knocking his blade against the sea captain’s. 

The man was surprised by the strength of Link’s blow, but he was soon trading blows with the hero, unaware of his adversary’s status. A small crowd had gathered around the duelling duo, and in no time, bets were being placed on who the eventual victor would be. Link was surprised by the captain’s skill with a sword, but he knew that he had been out of breath to begin with, and it hardly made it ideal conditions for him to fight. The captain’s swing was powerful, which surprised Link little when he considered the immense size of his opposer’s brawny arms, but Link was faster on his feet and consequently harder to hit. The hero nimbly dodged any blows directed towards him, and slashed his sword towards the captain in a bid to disarm him. But just as Link became comfortable fighting against the captain, he was caught off guard when the captain switched his style and brought his sword crashing down towards Link’s skull. It was only his cat like reflexes which saved him, he fell to the ground and put up his hands, grasping the captain’s sword along its edge and letting out a groan as he tried to stop the captain from splitting his throat wide open. Letting out another grunt, Link tightened his grip on the blade’s tip, ignoring the pain it caused 

him, and thrust the blade upwards causing its hilt to connect with a crunch to the captain’s nose. The captain let out a groan, and Link leapt to his feet, grabbing his sword and pointing it at the distracted man’s neck.

"You tried to kill me," gasped the hero, his breaths ragged. The captain, with blood gushing from his nose, gave Link a bloody grin.

"That’s what you’ll be facing over in Hyrule, boy, mark my words. I’d give you a place on my crew any day, but my ship ain’t bound for Hyrule. I ain’t no Catalian, and I certainly ain’t not fighting no war for that General of yours. Not for the meagre gold he offered me, at least," grinned the captain. Link let out an infuriated gasp. Mercenaries.

"You just made me fight you, and you aren’t even going to Hyrule?!" he exclaimed. 

"Your brain’s almost as sharp as your sword skill, boy. Let’s see if you can run as fast as you think, and you might just catch a ship that’s actually going to where you want," challenged the captain. Link turned, and to his horror, saw the last ship for Hyrule leaving the dock. He glared back at the captain, wishing he had more time to make the man pay for the time he had cost Link. The captain just shrugged at him.

"At least you didn’t board my ship, else you’d have had no chance, boy. Run along 

now, else you’ll miss the last boat." Link spat at the captain’s feet, a sign of 

frustration more than anything, then turned on his heel, before haring down the pier on energy he had no idea he had. 

As he made it to the end of the pier, the last Catalian ship already seemed well 

beyond his reach. Letting out a monumental cry of rage, the hero launched himself off the pier and crashed into the cold, dark waters of the Opela sea. He was still well short of the last ship, and as Link surfaced, he let out a massive gasp, before swimming as fast as he could manage after the Catalian warship. It wasn’t enough. Try as he might, Link had neither the strength nor the energy to catch up to the fleeing ship, and he knew that even if he reached it, it would be a task in itself just to board. So reluctantly, he turned back. He thought he had just enough strength to get back, and if he pushed on any longer he could very well drown. And that would help no one. As he made it back to the pier, he saw someone crouched down and watching him. As he swam closer, there was a splash in the water, and Link saw that the figure had dropped down a rope ladder. Letting out another gasp, Link gratefully laid hands on the worn rungs of the ladder, and climbed back onto the pier. It was only as the rope of the ladder chafed against his left hand, Link realised how badly he had cut it when defending himself against the captain’s blade. Grimacing, the hero climbed on all fours onto the pier, before collapsing on his back, desperately gasping for air. 

"You really want to get to Hyrule, don’t you boy?" Link, with his eyes closed, recognised the voice immediately.

"You’d never understand," he sighed, turning onto his side, taking shallower breaths now. It was the captain. The man who had stopped him. 

"You’d be surprised, Link. You should know, I never forget a face." Link opened his eyes and looked up at the captain, who had his sword in his hand. Link licked his salty lips and let out a wheeze. 

"You know my name?" he inquired, preparing to defend himself.

"And you should know mine, son," replied the captain, offering a hand to help Link to his feet. Link paused, and looked hard at the face of the man before him. Suddenly, there was a flicker of recognition in the hero’s mind, and he couldn’t help but break out in smile. He took the man’s hand and allowed himself to be hauled to his feet, before meeting the man in a grateful embrace. The captain, Link now knew, was none other than an old family friend – Orion Reyblade. 

"It’s been a long time," said Link as the two drew apart. Orion grinned down at Link before giving him a pat on the back.

"Too long boy. I thought you was killed in that raid that killed your daddy... how wrong was I?" proclaimed Orion. 

"I...I didn’t recognise you," admitted Link as the two walked along the pier, back to the Black Adder. The crowds were dispersing now, and it was growing darker by the minute. The last time Link had seen Orion had been years ago, back when he was eight or nine he guessed. Orion had been a regular visitor to Kakariko, a trader in all sorts of fine things and an expert hunter. He and Link’s father had often ventured into the woods to find the family supper, and he had told Link many a great story over a freshly roasted carcass of wild boar or deer. He had been a young man then, and not half as brawny, but the same grin remained, and the same dazzling green eyes. He had not been lying when he had told an unknowing Link he was no Catalian, if Link recalled correctly, Orion was in fact from the small region of Aidnaryk, though he had travelled so much since he had first left his home country, Link guessed that Orion now had a bit of every county in his blood. 

"Why didn’t you say? We could have both saved ourselves a lot of energy," inquired Link as they walked. Orion shrugged.

"I wanted to see if it were you, boy. Even back when you were small, I always knew you’d make a good sword. I just didn’t know how good. You’d do your daddy proud, fighting like that. Though I don’t know how glad he’d be to see you leave your sick sister in order to fight for this Robert. He sounds like a nasty character if I ever heard one," said Orion. Link looked to the sea as Orion spoke.

"That was a lie, Orion. I don’t have a sister...she died along with my parents," said the hero slowly.

"You don’t know how sad I am to hear that, Link. She was a beautiful girl, just like that mother of hers. You say she died...what about young Hayden?" Link swallowed uneasily, a flood of memories coming back to him.

"I’m the only one left, Orion. He died later on...though I always thought he had died that same day as the rest of my family," confessed Link.

"That’s a great shame, Link. When I realised it was you, I barely believed it myself..." rumbled Orion. Link let out a long sigh.

"Orion, you have to take me to Hyrule. I didn’t want to go there to fight for Robert...I want to go there to fight against him," said the suddenly. Orion stopped, and looked at Link with a frown on his great face.

"Fight against your own King? That’s treachery, Link, and I don’t think your daddy would be best pleased to know his eldest son was doing such things," began Orion. 

"You don’t know who he is, do you? Or who I am? General Robert is who you knew 

as Bobby of the Kokiri. And I am married to Princess Zelda of Hyrule." Orion’s green eyes widened as Link spoke and he shook his head. 

"You what?" he gasped in amazement.

"You heard me, Orion. I’m as much a Catalian as you are. Hyrule is my home now, I only came back here to try and stop Robert from going to war," said Link.

"Well I’ll be, Link. This changes everything. Come on, let’s go on board." 

The two were greeted by a few muted calls as they boarded, and Orion led Link straight into the captain’s quarters, before sitting at his desk, motioning for Link to do the same. He opened a bottle of something rich looking and poured two small beakerfuls, before handing one to Link.

"What is this stuff?" inquired Link. 

"Best Brynellian brew, my boy. Drink up, it’ll warm you up," promised the captain. Link obliged, and gasped as the liquid ran down his throat. 

"That’s pretty strong," he wheezed. Orion grinned.

"Should be, I paid for it to be," he assured Link, knocking back his own beakerful. He relaxed back into his chair, and clasped his hands together, silent for a moment. Then he spoke.

"I’ll give chase, Link, we should be safe enough. Robert will just think we changed our minds and accepted his rate. This much I do know...he’s not attacking from the west," began Orion.

"What? You mean...?" questioned Link.

"He’s taking his men through the desert that lies just north of your castle. It’ll be quicker in the long run, and cut out two battles in the villages that lie on the west. Robert doesn’t want to kill Hyrule’s people...just its nobility," explained Orion. Link nodded.

"We have to warn North Castle...they’ll be expecting an attack from the west," said the hero absentmindedly. 

"That’s what Robert said. I can’t believe that’s Bobby. I said I never forgot his face, but I never recognised Robert for a second. He’s changed Link...in a way you never have." He rose from his seat and walked over to the door.

"I’ll tell my men to raise anchor. The way I see it, if we head for the west, you can ride to North Castle before Robert’s men get through the desert. If you want our swords, you’ll have them Link. We’ll follow you. We might not look much, but we’ve had a lot of practice, more so than you’d think," said Orion thoughtfully. Link stood and walked over to Orion, gripping him by the hand. 

"Just when I’d lost hope, you brought it back to me. Thank the Goddesses I stumbled into your path," said Link sincerely. Orion smiled at Link, and for a moment, Link felt like he’d somehow found a piece of his past he’d like to hold onto. 

"Think nothing of it, son. Your father once did me a great service of saving my life. Now hopefully, I can pass the favour onto his son," swore Orion. "Sit tight, Link," he added, before shortly leaving. Link smiled as Orion left and then sat back down. He looked down at his bruised and swollen left hand, feeling a sting of worry. That hand was his sword hand, and he sincerely hoped that the swelling would soon go down, else he’d be left with little way of effective combat. 

*** 

  As Nicolas made his way from the council chamber where he had been discussing 

military strategy with several members of the King’s council he felt a sudden wave of sickness which almost knocked him off his feet. He let out a surprised gasp and stooped down to regain his senses, when he heard footsteps behind him. 

He quickly stood and turned, coming face to face with Kendar Hartrend, the good man whom had saved Link and Zelda’s son. 

"Are you...okay?" inquired Kendar, looking a little worried and also slightly nervous. Nick closed his eyes for a second, letting a stream of air leave his lips, and then put his hand against the wall, before crouching down to his knees. 

"I..." 

"Perhaps you should go and see a healer, you do not look at all well," began Kendar, reaching forward to help Nicolas. However, as he neared the King, Nicolas visibly flinched, and Kendar warily stood back. Nick looked at Kendar with obvious surprise, his forehead crumpled in pain. Their eyes locked for a second, and Nick thought for an instant he felt something. Recognition. 

"Perhaps...yes, a healer," said Nick, although the words took an enormous effort to be spoken. Kendar looked over his shoulder and then beyond Nick, checking his 

surroundings carefully. Then he smiled, apparently satisfied, and leaned towards 

Nicolas’ ear, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. 

"It’s been too long since I saw a King on his knees," he hissed. Nick blinked and when he opened his eyes, Kendar was gone. Letting out a shaky breath, Nick looked down to his hands which were trembling. Letting out a grunt, the King tried to rise to his feet, but it was useless. He wiped his forehead of the perspiration that was forming there and swallowed uneasily. As Kendar had spoken, his voice had changed. And it was a voice Nick could remember all too well as the voice of a very old acquaintance. 

As darkness slowly began to descend over the land of Hyrule, the inhabitants of Valour Hold began to file back inside the famed keep that was their home. The day had been long, and with their leader, Captain Krin, away on request of North Castle, the men of the hold were especially restless. Krin was seldom called away unless the defence of Hyrule needed to be discussed, and an uneasy mood had settled over the knights of Valour Hold. 

Footfalls echoed off the stone floors of the Hold as its soldiers trooped inside, causing Captain Isaac Robertson to leave his desk and stare out at the quickly darkening sky. Robertson was Captain Krin’s second-in-command at the hold, and he had been for many a year. His face belied his true age, he looked a lot younger than his years, and his position often surprised any newcomers to the hold. Known by his men as the perfect foil to Krin’s stern solemnity, Robertson was a man who was calm and happy by nature who nevertheless demanded the respect of all who met him. But this night, Robertson felt as uneasy as the rest of the Hold for a reason he could not quite lay his finger on. The captain frowned as he looked out at the sky which was still heavy with the black rain clouds that had been hovering over the Hold all day long. He had just this minute received a carrier pigeon from Krin carrying a message stating that the Hold was to be rallied and readied for combat in the next 24 hours. There indeed hung a threat over Hyrule, and North Castle was likely to be the target. 

Therefore, every man at the Hold was to make their way to North Castle and ready 

themselves to defend it. Robertson knew he could be ready in that time, and would send Krin a message in the morning telling his superior so. He let out a sigh and turned from the window, closing his eyes and slowly shaking his head.

"Snap out of it, Robertson," he muttered to himself. The captain knew his men well, and had noticed how uneasy many of the knights had been this day. He couldn’t blame them for he felt the same way. There seemed to be something hanging over the Hold, something far darker and far more sinister than those rain clouds in the sky.

Hours later, Robertson woke up with a start. He could not say what had caused him to wake, but at first he thought little of it, as he was a notoriously light sleeper anyway. Letting out a groan, the knight rolled onto his side when he heard a thud not far from his door. He froze for a second, listening intently, but no further sound pursued the thud, save for the sound of his own breathing. 

As he waited, Robertson slowly slid his hand underneath the mattress of his bed, 

grasping the blade that he had secreted there. The first thing he had learnt as a knight was that you could never be too careful. The knight slowly crawled out of his bed, and sat, hunched on his knees for a moment, listening further. There was still no other sound. Robertson looked to his window, but all he could see beyond was thick, black darkness. He slowly licked his quickly drying lips and rose to his feet, stealthily approaching his door. Once there, he pressed his body against the heavy oaken door and listened again. He could hear nothing. 

Robertson looked back to the window, feeling increasingly uneasy. There was not even the sound of a faint wind or the patter of rainfall, nor the usual sounds of the forest that Robertson had grown accustomed in his time at the Hold. 

Robertson had never considered himself to worry unnecessarily but at the moment, he was worried. He slowly pushed the door outwards, and peered through the crack 

beyond. More darkness. Guards patrolled the Hold all day long, and the night was no exception. This inevitably meant that the corridors of the Hold were supposed to be lit all night long by blazing torches. This was not the case now. Wiping his brow with his forearm, Robertson closed the door and crept across the floor to his desk. He quickly lit a candle, and pulled on some clothes, slipping his sword into his belt. He then grasped the candle and walked back to the door, still listening for any signs of life. By now, Robertson would have expected to hear the footfalls of the patrolling guards of the Hold. He had heard none. 

Again he slid the door open, and again he was confronted with darkness. He stepped outside of his room, the candle in his hand weakly illuminating the passage beyond him. The first thing he saw was a slumped form just yards from his feet and Robertson immediately concluded that the slumped form had been the origin of the thud that had sounded only seconds after he had awoken. He slowly crouched down next to the form, his worst fears confirmed. It was a guard, a guard he had known by name, and the guard was almost certainly dead. The unfortunate man’s skin was a pallid white colour, his lips were tinged slightly blue and it was clear to Robertson that he wasn’t breathing. Cursing under his breath, the knight rose to his feet, his eyes scanning the corridor in the flickering light. He walked over to a door that was adjacent to his own and knocked on it with his fist. It was the quarters of four of the initiates new to the Hold, and when no answer came, Robertson opened the door cautiously and stepped inside. 

His heart hammering against his chest, Robertson held the candle in his hand aloft his head and looked around the dormitory. They were all in bed. 

Swallowing, Robertson walked to the nearest bed, and put the candle on the night table. No one stirred. Closing his eyes, Robertson lifted the blanket, then opened his eyes and looked down. The initiates were still in bed, but they too, were dead. A pale face stared back at Robertson, and the knight cringed as an icy cold chill began to creep down his spine. Whatever had killed the guard outside, whatever had killed the four young initiates, was in the room. 

Robertson dropped the blanket and reached for his sword. He turned and for a second he saw something move from the corner of his eye. 

"Who goes there?" His voice sounded dry and weak, and it was how Robertson felt. 

An inexplicable fear had grasped him now by the heart, something he not experienced even when facing hordes of the darkest of creatures or the evil bloodthirsty Tanolians. Robertson was terrified, and perspiration was dripping down the back of his neck, his palms were becoming damp and the grasp on his sword was not as strong as it should have been. "Answer me," challenged Robertson, trying to muster some kind of motivation to move. But he could not. 

His eyes were suddenly drawn to the flickering candle on the nightstand, and what Robertson saw made his blood run cold. All around the flitting light of the candle there was a strange darkness that was slowly beginning to blot out everything, like a swarm of dark bodied insects. "What...?" questioned Robertson, his heart thumping so hard and so fast he swore it was about to burst from his chest. And then everything went dark. The ring of metal against stone shortly preceded a dull thud before the unnatural darkness simply evaporated, leaving the flickering candle enough light to cast a weak glow over the body of Captain Isaac Robertson, pale faced and blue lipped. He, like every other person within the Hold, was dead.
Chapter 6

  It was early morning when Hyrule's princess awoke. The sun cast a feeble glow 

through the dark clouds, but it was enough to announce that the night had become 

day once more. She sighed, shivering slightly. Although it was summer, the entire castle was cast with a deathly chill; a chill, Zelda suspected, was more to do with the state of the ether rather than the weather. Last night, she had dreamed again, but this time instead of Link, she had dreamt terrible things. 

That North Castle had fallen, ravaged by evil and hatred. The evil of Mara, and the hatred of Robert. The Princess knew they were not ordinary nightmares. She had suffered such images so many times, so many premonitions, her consciousness so vehemently entwined with the dealings of fate and destiny that she knew well in advance of what the Goddesses had preordained. As she lay in bed staring at the stone walls of the tower, Zelda suddenly thought of Drake and their shared conversation the previous evening.

Maybe it’s too late for you and Link. But it’s not too late for Hyrule... His parting words came back to her and for a moment, Zelda tried to remember life without Link. All those years ago, when Hyrule had almost fallen to Ganon, without Link, the evil sorcerer would have won. Zelda, alone, and young, had done all she could to stop him getting his hands on their last defence; the Triforce of Wisdom. Shattering it into pieces scattered throughout Hyrule, it had been Link who had retrieved those pieces and fought Ganon to save her. Their first meeting was still so vivid in her mind, she could almost transport herself back... That small dark-haired boy, dressed in green, wielding a sword that was far too big for him. His friendly smile and deep blue eyes. And she, just a silly young girl, who had thought she could take on evil and win... I was so wrong, what would I have done without Link, she thought to herself sadly. Now he wasn't here to save her this time. Again, she had got herself, and Hyrule, into deep trouble. This time, there was no hero. She only had herself.

Realisation sinking in, she suddenly got out of bed, determination unexpectedly 

surging through her. This is my mess, and I will get out of it, she decided. If not for herself, but for Hyrule. Link, or no Link. The thought of confronting Mara terrified her, but Zelda had one advantage over the witch; The Triforce of Wisdom. She walked over to a carved wooden wardrobe and opened it. Arrays of beautiful dresses were hung neatly on the many racks but it wasn't these the princess was interested in. Right at the back, were her old adventuring clothes. 

Zelda rarely wore them these days, Hyrule was so peaceful and her life at North Castle was kept busy with matters of court, Link, her children and friends. 

Trying not to let her resolution waver, she pulled them on then knelt down to look under the bed. There lay her trusty magic bow. The Triforce's power was strong, as was her own magical ability, but using magic was tiring, and sometimes stealth was a much better way of operating. Other magic users could sense disturbances in the ether, no doubt Mara could, and Zelda wanted this to be as much as a surprise as possible. If Mara wasn't expecting Zelda, then she had the upper hand. Ganon had not expected Link all those years ago, and Mara, wherever she was, was clearly biding her time. She will wait for Robert, Zelda thought to herself. Robert's army would try to crush North Castle, and whilst they did this, Mara would unleash her evil entity to suffer the final blow to Hyrule, and together, they would take the Triforce. I will not let that happen, the Princess thought to herself. She trusted her men to fight off the Catalian invaders, but no mere human or Hylian would be able to withstand the power of whatever daemon Mara had in her control. But the Triforce can, and with the Triforce, I can too, Zelda rationalised. If she could destroy Mara before the 

witch carried out her plan, Hyrule would be saved. Robert would be left with nothing. Without Mara's power, Robert only had his men, and sheer force could not take the Triforce alone. It was going to the be the most difficult task she had faced, but it was about time that Zelda showed her people exactly what she was made of. For so long, Link had stood in the limelight, and rightly so. But that time was past. She would leave that morning, before her father, or Drake, or anyone else, stopped her. The time to fight back had begun. 

***

  Felicity stared down at her outstretched hands, before clasping them together and averting her gaze to her grim surroundings. She was imprisoned once more in the lair of Mara, deep within Death Mountain, and she was thoroughly exhausted. 

After she had told Zelda of the prophecy that Mara had instructed her to tell, Felicity had returned to Death Mountain by Mara’s order. She was in some way bound to the witch, and she could see little way in which the bond could be broken without risking both her own life and that of Tiffany. Mara had locked her up again, and Felicity had slept, but her sleep had been inhabited by visions of death and wicked thoughts that had caused Felicity to awaken both exhausted and afraid. She had never in her life felt so lost and confused. The faerie cursed aloud her predicament, wishing there was some conceivable way of escape. The dreams that had plagued her sleep had seemed strangely real, and Felicity was beginning to fear the worst. She knew that if she did not think of a way to escape Mara soon, then both her life and the lives of others would be spent. 

***

  As the morning light slowly began to touch and filter throughout the forest that 

surrounded Valour Hold, the faerie Navi grudgingly woke. The night prior she had 

found sleep a hard companion to come by, and as a result she felt tired and drained. In truth she was still worrying about the occurrences of the week before, when Sprite and her friend had come to Navi asking for help. Navi had happily obliged, despite her numerous differences with the Queen of the Fey, but in the end her aid had not been needed, for Felicity, the faerie which Sprite had been worried about, had appeared, apparently unharmed and safe. But Navi had not been convinced. Although she did not claim to know this Felicity personally, she had heard about her. Aside from Navi, Felicity was reported to be the most powerful faerie in Hyrule, and that was not an inconsiderable boast. But the Felicity Navi had seen had had an odd aura about her, like it had been somehow tainted or corrupted – something not uncommon to those who had come into contact with a considerable evil. Rising to her feet, Navi took a comb from her night table and ran it though her short, black hair, humming an old tune she had once heard played in the Kokiri Forest, many thousands of years before. She walked around her quarters, located in the heart of an ancient and grand tree, humming to herself in a desperate attempt to ease the worries on her mind. As she dressed, a sudden knock came at the door, and Navi turned, yawning a little.

"Come in," she invited, placing her comb back onto the night table. A faerie entered Navi’s quarters and curtsied before her. 

"Sorry to disturb you, my lady," began the faerie, a pretty young thing with long flowing blonde curls and a slight frame.

"You did not," assured Navi, taking a seat and gesturing for her visitor to do the same. "It’s Elise, isn’t it?" she added. The faerie nodded and sat. 

"Yes, my lady. But I will not stay for long, only I wish to tell you of something I saw last night, something that has worried me ever since," began Elise, her blue eyes filled with a kind of anguish that Navi had failed to see until now. Navi frowned, and offered Elise a wooden goblet of berry juice. Elise shook her head and continued. "I was at the edge of the forest, gathering some herbs with my sister when I saw an awful sight. We were just near the Hold, near to where that poor man died, when the air suddenly turned very cool and icy. I thought it was about to rain, or hail even, because those clouds above the Hold looked so very heavy, so I said to my sister that we should leave and collect the herbs in the morning when the weather was more agreeable. My sister disagreed and said what was a bit of rain, so I reluctantly continued and we began to look for more herbs, cherryblossom and mazygrass and the like. Anyway, we began to stray apart, I went closer to the hold, my sister deeper into the forest, and it had only been a few minutes since the change in the air when I 

realised I was alone. I turned to look for my sister, and I was about to call her name, when a sudden feeling gripped me, as if I was being watched. I turned back to the Hold, and saw the men all going inside, so I thought perhaps it was about to rain, and that was what I had felt. But then I turned to look out to the bridge, and I saw something...or rather, I could not see anything," Elise paused for a moment, her hands were shaking and she was taking very short breaths between words. Navi felt increasingly uneasy at the faerie’s words, but encouraged her to continue, laying her own hand over the top of Elise’s shaking one. 

"All around the bridge, there was a...darkness. I don’t mean it was getting dark, because all around there was still the fading light of day, but in this one particular spot...it was like someone had spilt some ink and everything was blotted out. I could not see through it, or beyond it...and I felt it was alive. For a moment it seemed to watch me, and I just stood, unable to move. And then it vanished. It just sort of....faded, no...evaporated. At that moment my sister called, and I found I could not bring myself to tell her about it because even now it seems so silly. But I could sleep at all last night because all I could see in my mind was that darkness. There was something wicked about it...something not right," Elise finished, her face drawn and pale. Navi stood. 

"Has anyone left the forest this morn?" she inquired. Elise shook her head.

"Not that I know...do you think it was perhaps dangerous?" asked Elise, wide eyed. Navi closed her eyes for a moment.

"From what you have told me...maybe."

"So you don’t think I’m being silly then?" questioned Elise, sounding relieved.

"And you were the only one to see it?" asked Navi, ignoring Elise’s question.

"Yes...I think." Navi put her hand to her mouth for a moment, thinking. 

"Someone should go to the Hold, and warn them. I only hope it is not too late." 

***

  The quickest path to Death Mountain from North Castle lay directly south through 

Midoro Swamp, through the Julis Woods and then across the Southern River. However Zelda didn't want to risk passing through the foul marshes, especially in the current weather. Already, the heavy black clouds were threatening to release a torrent of rain upon the Princess, she couldn't possibly chance the short cut. Besides it wouldn't be good for Moonmist's feet, and who knew what monsters could be lurking in the murky depths of swamp water? She was making good time already, it was only just past breakfast and Mido Town was already fading into the distance. She spurred Moonmist on along the coastal path, her long golden hair streaming out behind her in the wind. The east coastline of Western Hyrule was so beautiful, yet at the same time eerily desolate. Just a few miles south of Mido lay the Hyrule Cemetery. It was the biggest collection of graves in the country, and also home to all the tombs of the royal family. 

Tall cliffs rose up to the east, plunging down into the blue depths of the ocean, and to the west, low brown mountains stretched along the coast. The cemetery nestled along the baseline of those mountains and although much of the graveyard was hidden by leafy green trees and flowers, every now and then Zelda caught a glimpse of the haggard stone tombs through the iron railings. She gave a small shiver and urged Moonmist to gallop faster along the road.

"C'mon, girl, we need to reach Death Mountain before night falls!" she spoke to her mount. Even though it was the middle of summer, it was so cold, and the road was so empty and lonely, Zelda didn't wish to linger for long. The sooner she reached Death Mountain, the better. Already her father would have noticed her to be absent from breakfast, and by lunchtime he would be worried. He would probably send out Aaron or Drake to look for her, and though she would have been grateful for company, this was something that was best done alone. The fact that Mara had already killed Kaibre worried her; a woman able to kill a fully-grown man like that. But with magic, anything was possible. 

  Navi walked back into her quarters and sat down, letting out a long and drawn out sigh. She felt nauseous and her blood felt cold, as if she had just been held down in an ice bath just moments short of death. She wiped her brow, and let out another shaky breath, closing her eyes. The Hold had been a nightmare. 

She herself had led a small number of faeries to the Hold, but the moment she stepped out of the forest she had sensed that something was amiss. The Hold had been deathly quiet, and there were no signs of life anywhere. The sun had been shining, those heavy rain clouds of the day before vanished, but over the Hold there seemed to be a lingering and malignant feeling that gripped every faerie in the party as soon as they left the trees. It only got worse as the they neared Valour Hold, and that was when Navi first caught the unmistakable and cloying stench of death. The first two lifeless bodies they encountered lay just inside the Hold doors, which had been slightly ajar. Navi had ordered that everyone return to the forest that instant, to the safety of their magically protected glade. And then she herself had gone into the Hold, intent on finding out what exactly had happened. She had hoped to find a survivor, but those hopes had proved overly optimistic. Pale and lifeless body after body she encountered, all with tainted auras and Navi realised she was not dealing with anything typical or even native to Hyrule. All signs pointed to only the darkest of 

magics, and Navi swore she knew no one who was capable of such demonic practices. One thing Navi knew however, was that whatever had killed the good men of Valour Hold had come into contact with Felicity, for she and she alone had born the same tainted aura. And Felicity was still alive. The faerie suddenly rose to her feet and walked over to the door, slamming it open. 

Felicity had been in search of Mara, and although the faerie had insisted she had not found the enchantress, Navi was now beginning to see through the lie. 

  Nick watched as Fayette and Kendar quietly conversed in the corner of the drawing room and then turned to his wife, who was quietly reading. Her face was laced with fine lines of worry, and Nick could tell she was apprehensive about something. The King had sent word to Dalsona about the impending conflict between Hyrule and Catalia, and he had given express instructions that his forces where to be ready to journey to Hyrule within the next few days. He had been in two minds as whether to go back to Dalsona himself, but he did not want to leave Selina, who he felt would be too much at risk making what could be a perilous journey back to Dalsona before their child was born. He hadn’t told Selina about the events that had taken place the night before, for as soon as Kendar had left him, his sudden sickness had worn off. However, sitting in the drawing room, Nick was already beginning to feel uneasy yet his suspicions of Kendar Hartrend’s true nature were yet unconfirmed. He put his hand over Selina’s, and she looked to him, giving him an uneasy smile. She was worrying about Link and Zelda of course, two dear friends who she could hardly believe had parted on such bad terms. She hadn’t seen or spoken to Link since they had left Valour Hold, and Zelda had spent so much time locked away in her room that 

Selina had barely seen her, except for at meal times. 

"What do you think of him?" asked Nick quietly, nodding over at Fayette and Kendar. Selina followed Nick’s gaze and frowned.

"Well, I can’t at all understand what he sees in her...but he seems nice enough," replied Selina. Secretly she was glad that Kendar had shown an interest in Fayette, the princess had become a lot less attached to Nick of late, and Selina knew it was because of Kendar.

"So you don’t think...there’s anything unusual about him?" asked Nick, clasping Selina’s hand. Selina looked down at their linked hands, noticing the Nick’s palm had suddenly become rather clammy.

"Well...as I already said, I don’t see why he has become so taken with Fayette...but he seems quite normal for round here," murmured Selina, cracking an almost smile. She turned to Nick. "Are you feeling okay?"

"Yeah...I’m...it’s nothing," finally answered Nick, shaking his head. Selina suddenly stood, still holding Nick’s hand.

"Come on, let’s go somewhere where we can talk," she suggested with a small smile. Nick looked up at his wife and rose from his seat, getting the distinct feeling that the last thing Selina wanted to do right now was to talk. 

As Nick closed the bedroom door behind him, he turned to come face to face with his wife. He smiled down at her, and stroked the side of her face, suddenly realising it had been too long since they had shared such a tender moment. 

"What did you want to talk about?" he asked softly, feeling a little better than he had only minutes before. Selina put her hand over his and stood on her tip toes, lightly brushing her lips against his. 

"With everything that has been happening recently, we haven’t had much time for us, have we? This was meant to be a holiday," mused the Queen of Dalsona, resting her head against her husband’s chest. Nick caressed Selina’s shoulders for a moment, before leaning his chin atop her head.

"It’s been anything but, recently," he admitted, holding Selina close to him. 

"But with Link and Zelda...and now Mara....everything just seems to be happening at once," added Selina. She drew apart from Nick and kissed him again, linking her hands with his. "I miss you," she sighed. Nick knew that Selina was right. 

Over the last few weeks, he had felt himself growing more and more distant from his wife. "I know. I’m sorry," apologised Nick sincerely. Selina smiled and kissed Nick again, but this time with intention. Nick let his hands drop to Selina’s waist, and she put her hands around his neck, pulling him closer to her. They moved, still in embrace, towards the bed, when Nick suddenly parted from Selina, shaking his head.

"What is it?" asked Selina, confused. Nick looked to Selina.

"It’s Fayette." Selina frowned.

"Pardon?" 

"I’m worried about her. Hartrend. There’s something...something wrong about him." Selina stared at Nick as he spoke, her eyebrows raised.

"You’re worried about Fayette?" asked Selina slowly, hardly able to believe what she was hearing.

"Look, last night after the council meeting I was coming back here when I... collapsed." Selina let out a gasp.

"What? And you didn’t tell me?" she asked.

"He was there. And I swear it was him Selina, he reached out to help me up and it just made it worse. Then...then he said something strange. He said it had been too long since he had seen a King on his knees. The thing is, Selina, when he spoke I could have sworn he was someone else. Or something else. But...it’s impossible," Nick shook his head, looking to the ground as he spoke, talking as much to himself as he was to his wife.

"Nick, you aren’t making sense," said Selina, feeling a little impatient. Nick looked to Selina. 

"He isn’t who he says he is, Selina." Selina sat down on the bed and folded her arms.

"And you know this for a fact?" she asked. "I mean, you said yourself you were feeling ill – maybe he was trying to make a joke. And if you weren’t feeling well your hearing may well have been distorted," suggested Selina. Nick frowned.

"But don’t you think it’s odd? I mean, he turns up from nowhere with Ewan and now he and Fayette are engaged," protested Nick. Selina’s eyes narrowed as Nick spoke, feeling annoyed by her husband’s words. 

"By all accounts he’s a good, kind man who happened to save our godson’s life. Seeing as you nearly married Fayette, perhaps it isn’t so odd that he’s seen something in her as well. And I don’t blame her for jumping at the chance, after all, how many men would willingly marry her?" 

"Look, Selina, I know she has caused us trouble in the past," began Nick.

"Trouble? She tried to split us up! And she’s tried to seduce you, goodness knows how many times," reminded Selina, her voice a little raised. Nick grimaced.

"I know, but that’s not the point. The point is," began Nick, trying to explain. 

"The point is; you’re concerned that you’re going to lose your little fan now that she’s got a suitor. Obviously I’m not enough for you," snapped Selina. Nick gaped at Selina and shook his head.

"What?! No...it’s not like that!" insisted Nick. 

"Well, if you are so concerned for Fayette then maybe you should go and see her, 

instead of wasting your time talking to me," said Selina irately. She stood up and opened the door. "Go on, go and tell her how concerned you are. I’m sure she’ll be delighted!" Nick shook his head.

"Selina, it isn’t like that," he said pleadingly. 

"I don’t want to hear about it. There’s nothing wrong with Kendar, and I wanted to spend a little time with my husband, yet all he could do was say how worried he was about his EX-FIANCE. So forgive me if I’m feeling a little rejected," spat Selina, her teeth gritted together. She turned and picked up a stray boot and hurled it at Nick, missing him by just a few inches. 

"Selina!" cried Nick, dodging the boot and stepping towards her.

"Get out and leave me alone!" she shrieked. Nick looked at Selina before swiftly walking over to the door. 

"Look, maybe you need some time alone," he reasoned.

"I wanted some time with my husband – but that’s not going to happen is it? Because you are more concerned about your beloved Fayette!"

"Selina, it’s not like that," repeated Nick desperately. Selina threw another boot. "You shouldn’t get so upset, it’s bad for the..." began Nick.

"Oh, so now I’m a bad mother am I?! Get out before I get really mad!" screamed Selina, her face turning a visible shade of red. 

"Selina, please," implored Nick. She glared at him. 

"Get out." Her voice was low as she spoke and Nick put up his hands in defeat.

"Fine, I’ll come back later," he conceded. He walked past her and through the door, which was promptly slammed shut behind him.

"Don’t bother!" came the muffled cry of Selina as he left. Shaking his head, the Dalsonan walked away, wondering what had got into his normally even-tempered wife. 

With Nick gone, Selina flung herself on the bed and began to sob. She knew her reaction had been out of proportion, but just recently, her feelings were becoming harder and harder to control. And Nick wasn’t exactly helping her. Nor were recent events. She rolled onto her back and looked at the ceiling, feeling a little calmer. She still couldn’t help but feel irked however that Nick had been so distracted, especially when it was because he was concerned for the one woman Selina hated most. Fayette.

  It was early afternoon by the time Zelda reached the north bank of the Southern 

River, and here she decided to pause for lunch. The sun shone slightly through the heavy clouds, providing a little cheer and warmth to the grey daylight. 

Nearby, a little-used wooden bridge spanned across the glittering waters of the 

meandering river. Much farther to the west lay the River Town of Saria, but aside from this the area was highly under-populated. The small hamlet of Julis lay beyond the woods which lay to both the north and south of the road, and there were a few houses hidden amongst the trees but Zelda knew she wouldn't be spotted by anyone who knew her. Few travelled the road, except those on business to Mido. She dismounted, running up the stirrups so they wouldn't bang off Moonmist's sides whilst she grazed, and knotted the reins on the bridle. 

"There you go, girl, you take a break," she murmured, patting her horse on the neck. Then she turned to the saddlebag and took out some provisions which she'd taken from the castle larder earlier that day. It was only a hunk of crusty bread and a slither of ham but it tasted delicious and provided her with enough sustenance to continue her journey. Zelda filled up a small bottle with water from the river; it tasted pure and refreshing. Moonmist seemed to have had the same idea, taking her fill from the clear running water. As Zelda sat by the river, looking over at dread at Death Mountain rising tall above the rest of the range to the south she suddenly noticed a bright spark in the air coming towards her. The light was easily distinguishable; it was a faerie. 

  Sprite blinked twice as she noticed a familiar figure sat down on the riverbank. It couldn't possibly be... yet that long golden hair was unmistakable, as was the silver horse grazing nearby. It was Zelda. Despite feeling exhausted she zoomed down quickly to the Princess's vicinity, wondering what in Hyrule the woman was doing round here.

"Zelda!" she exclaimed, fluttering before the Princess. Zelda had stood in greeting, brushing her long hair out of her eyes. 

"Sprite! What are you doing here?" she asked, looking puzzled.

"I was just about to ask you the same question!" Sprite answered.

"I thought... I thought you'd be with..." Zelda said, suddenly looking down at the ground, her eyes beginning to water as she was reminded of her husband once more. 

"With Link?" Sprite asked, noticing Zelda's downcast expression. She shrugged. 

"I don't know where he is," she admitted. 

"I don't know either, with his new lover I suppose," Zelda said, her voice turning slightly bitter. Sprite sighed.

"Look I suppose, being Link's faerie guardian and all, I SHOULD be with him. But he just took off from the castle, and I've been so busy with..." she trailed off.

"Busy with what? I thought you never left Link's side," Zelda snapped. Sprite pouted, feeling a bit annoyed. 

"I can't be there twenty-four seven, you know! I DO happen to have other duties within the Fey!" she exclaimed angrily. Zelda folded her arms and turned away, looking back at the river again. 

"Yeah well, chances if he doesn't want to know me, he probably doesn't want to know you either," she remarked, rather meanly. Sprite rolled her eyes and fluttered round in front of the Princess.

"Look, Zelda, I know you and Link have had your differences but..." she started.

"Do you KNOW what he's done?" Zelda asked shrilly. The faerie noticed tears brimming in the princess' eyes and she sighed. 

"Yes... and I'm sorry. I didn't think he was that kind of guy. But in my opinion you did..."

"I don't care about your stupid opinion, Sprite!" Zelda interrupted. 

"Well!" Sprite huffed. "Where are you going, anyway?" she questioned. Zelda turned to look at her again.

"I'm going to Death Mountain, if you must know! But no running back to my father!" she said, walking up to Moonmist and climbing back into the saddle. 

Sprite perched between the horse's ears.

"As if I would. Anyway, that's where I'm headed too. Maybe we can help each other," the faerie suggested. 

"Maybe you just want a free ride," Zelda muttered, spurring Moonmist on towards the bridge. Sprite frowned again. Zelda really could be trying at times. But she obviously had no idea what kind of danger she was letting herself in for by seeking out Mara. Despite their differences, Sprite would never let Zelda, Hyrule's heir, walk unknowingly into danger. 

"Think what you like, but from this moment on, we're partners princess," she said. 

"Fair enough. Suppose I could do with the company," Zelda replied morosely. 

"My pleasure," Sprite replied in a mock sarcastic tone, grabbing a tuft of Moonmist's forelock. Even with Zelda to help her, she had a foreboding feeling about the encounter ahead. If only Link were with us, she thought despondently. 

Looking at Zelda, she could see that the princess was thinking exactly the same thoughts. They were going to need a near miracle to face the battle ahead...

  "Fayette, I was wondering if I might have a word with you." Fayette looked up from her tapestry and smiled when she saw it was Nick. Kendar had left her only a short while ago to make preparations for the journey they were to take the next day. They had it all planned. Early tomorrow morning, her and Kendar were to travel to Mido and be married in a small chapel there. No fuss, and no interference from the likes of Fayette’s overbearing mother, Fenella. She could barely believe that they were going to go through with it, and a small part of her felt extremely nervous with excitement.

"Why of course, Nicolas. What is it?" inquired Fayette, looking back to her tapestry. It was of a woodland scene from her native Sosaria, it depicted the Great Forest of Yew and all of its wildlife. Nick seated himself next to Fayette, a little uneasily, she noticed, and turned to face the Princess. 

"I just wanted to ask you a few things...about Kendar," began Nick. Fayette smiled at the mention of her suitor’s name.

"He’s a most wonderful man, is he not? I can scarcely believe that such a kind, brave man would even consider marrying me," said Fayette dreamily. Nick frowned.

"Faye, do you really think you should be considering marriage to this man? I mean, you can barely know a thing about him," questioned Nick. Fayette drew her attention away from her tapestry and stared at Nick, wide eyed.

"Has my mother put you up to this? I don’t care what she says, he doesn’t want me for my title. He loves me, and I love him," snapped Fayette, looking a little flustered. 

"Your mother? No...Fayette, there’s something wrong about him," replied Nick, his dark eyes full of concern. 

"There’s nothing wrong about him. Why would you even care? I’d have thought you’d be glad to see me married off, or is that just it? You thought I’d spend the rest of my life pining after you, and now that’s not going to happen!" accused Fayette. Nick stood up, taking a sharp intake of breath.

"Faye, please just listen to me," he pleaded.

"Don’t call me, Faye. Me and Kendar are getting married, and no one, not even you, can stop us. As I recall you were the one who resented ME when I dared suggest that you shouldn’t marry that wench you call your wife, so don’t come to me saying I shouldn’t marry a kind and decent man who loves me for who I am!" snapped Fayette. Nick shook his head.

"Don’t talk about Selina like that," retorted Nick, a little stung by Fayette’s words.

"I’ll talk about HER how I damn well want. She’s caused me enough misery to last a life time," said Fayette angrily.

"Any misery you’ve suffered you’ve brought on yourself," growled Nick, standing up. Fayette glared at him.

"Oh, so I asked for someone to murder Raymundo did I? I asked to fall in love with you, did I? No, Nicolas, I think not. What exactly are you trying to achieve anyway? Coming here like this? Accusing Kendar of things you obviously don’t even know of yourself. He’s done nothing to you, and he makes me happier than I have been in a long time. So why don’t you just leave me and him alone, and go back to your wife?" Nick stared at Fayette as she spoke, feeling increasingly confused. He was positive that he knew Kendar, but that Kendar was not who he said he was. But Fayette was right, he had no proof and even now he had doubts about his convictions. 

"Look, I am sorry. But please listen to me. Kendar Hartrend is not who he says he is, Fayette, and I just ask you to consider any plans regarding yourself and him very, very carefully. I can’t force you into a decision, but just think about what I’ve said," he finally said, his voice a little weary. Fayette looked at Nick, and her frown disappeared.

"You’re right, Nick," then her frown returned, "you can’t force me into anything. I can’t possibly think of a reason why you have come to me like this, only that you want to see me live out the rest of my life alone and in misery. Perhaps, perhaps I deserve that but if I have a chance to avoid that with a man like Kendar, then I will. So, thanks for your concern, but no thanks. Now, please leave me alone," requested the Princess. Nick frowned and turned to leave, but something made him pause. He looked back to Fayette, who was regarding him icily. 

"Just consider what I have said," he asked. 

"Consider what exactly?" Nick turned and saw Kendar standing in the doorway. He 

walked up to Kendar, a queasy, sickly feeling settling in his stomach. He leaned close to the man and spoke to him in a low voice, though it pained him to do so. 

"Don’t think you can fool everyone. I know what you are," he threatened. Kendar gave him an odd glance, but Nick could tell that behind the confusion in Kendar’s eyes there lay something more. 

"Excuse me?" asked Kendar. 

"You heard me," growled Nick, before he walked past Kendar and left the room. 

Kendar turned to Fayette.

"What in the Demiari was wrong with him? I’d always heard good reports about King Nicolas," remarked Kendar, sitting down next to Fayette and taking her hand.

"I don’t know. Jealousy perhaps. Me and him...we used to be engaged, you know," said Fayette quietly. She barely believed her own words, but she could not even begin to think what Nick had against Kendar. Kendar regarded Fayette with surprised eyes.

"Really? Then perhaps he is beginning to see the error of his ways. Any man who passed up the chance to marry you is nothing short of a fool," proclaimed Kendar, leaning forward and giving Fayette a soft kiss. She smiled at him. 

"Is everything ready?" she inquired. Kendar gave her a confident nod.

"Indeed. By this time tomorrow we shall be wed, and I shall be the luckiest man in the Demiari." 

Chapter 7

  It took longer than Zelda had first anticipated to reach the entrance of Death Mountain. It had been so long since she'd ventured to the Underworld that the Princess had forgotten the old entranceways into the mountain, the main entrance on the south face being the only obvious one. Sprite had not been much help either and so they'd had to ride around the range and it had taken the better part of the afternoon. Even though it was only just past tea-time, the sky was already dark.

"You wouldn't think it was the middle of summer!" whined Sprite.

"The weather's been wrong for a while," Zelda replied.

"Tell me about it! I know Hyrule isn't known for its fabulous climate but rain at this time of year, every day?" the faerie complained.

"It's the ether, I think,"  Zelda said, frowning. She pulled Moonmist to a halt, examining the nearby cavern entrance. "I'm surprised we haven't been spotted before now," she added. Death Mountain and the Spectacle Rock area before it were surrounded by forest and these were home to numerous moblin clans. In the old days, when Ganon had inhabited the dungeon, there'd been look-outs posted at all the main entrances also. However, all was quiet, no moblin war cries disturbed the oncoming evening. Zelda didn't like it. She glanced around, alert, but no tramping feet or snapping of twigs caught her sharp Hylian ears. In the distance she could hear the lapping of the waves upon the southern shore but that was all. 

"It's too quiet," Sprite agreed. Both surveyed the area but it was empty of all menaces. It seemed like they were the only ones around. Zelda dismounted, patting Moonmist on the shoulder.

"You should be okay, girl," she spoke to the horse. Moblins when they were hungry would attack anything, but she doubted her mount would be in danger. The area was deserted. Zelda turned to look at Sprite. "I guess this is it," she muttered. 

 "I wish Lin..." Sprite began. At that moment her words were drowned out by an almighty flapping of wings. A dark shadow passed over the pair of them and seconds later it had descended down into the valley. There was no mistaking the shiny green scales and the bright pink hair. It was Sal.

  The dragon turned her head in their general direction, grinning widely. Sprite flew closer to Zelda, feeling nervous. She never had trusted Sal, despite her alliance with Link. 

"Well, what a, dare I say, pleasant, surprise to meet you, Your Highness," Sal leered sarcastically, showing all her sharp white teeth. Zelda scowled.

"Likewise, I'm sure," she replied, folding her arms. 

"What's a little oh-so-important princess doing out here, all alone, in the wilderness?" questioned the dragon.

"It's got nothing to do with you, Sal, so why don't you just carry on with what you were doing?" Zelda retorted, turning her back on the dragon and starting to walk off. Suddenly a jet of flame whooshed past her, singeing the ground only a few feet away. The princess whirled round again, feeling annoyed. "Sal!" she exclaimed angrily. 

"Talk about rude! Just cos you're Royalty doesn't mean you can turn your back on me, little princess!" Sal replied, narrowing her amber eyes, smoke curling from her nostrils. She grinned again. 

 "That's 'Your Highness', thank you very much!" Zelda corrected, beginning to lose her patience with the creature. 

"No offence, Sal, but me and Zelda have got work to do!" Sprite put in quickly. Sal started to laugh.

"You're not planning on going in THERE, are you?" she questioned.

"What's it to you?" Zelda asked rudely. 

"Nothing really, but it's not exactly somewhere I'd be going if I looked like you, little princess!" the dragon sneered. 

"Excuse me, Sal? Look, you're wasting my time, go and toast some moblins or whatever it is you eat these days," Zelda retorted, starting to walk away again.

"I would, 'Your Royal Highness', if there was any around here! They've fled the area to goodness knows where, ever since..." the dragon trailed off, looking over at Death Mountain, then back at Zelda again.

"Ever since what?" Sprite spoke up, looking interested.

"Ever since Mara awoke that daemon, obviously," Zelda said, folding her arms and looking over at the dragon. Sal let out a snort.

"THAT'S what you think she raised?" she laughed.

"Cut it out, Sal, what would you know about Mara Hespara anyway?" the princess questioned. The dragon rolled her eyes, more smoke emitting from her nostrils. She moved her snout up very close to Zelda. 

"Let me tell you now, little princess, that's no daemon stalking those caverns. It's a lot more than that, and the witch has little control over it. It's an entity, I'm surprised you can't feel it. Thought you were meant to be attuned to the ether," she remarked.

"What?!" Zelda cried, her blood suddenly running cold at Sal's words. She could see clearly that the dragon was not joking. Of course she had felt it, but an entity... a powerful demi-deity, a mere human, such as Mara, was capable of raising such a thing?

"No..." Sprite muttered, her face as pale as Zelda's. 

"It's true, and whatever it is, it's terrified the local residents round here. Not that I give a toss, but I'm very hungry so..."  Sal remarked calmly. Sprite fluttered in front of Zelda, looking afraid.

"Zelda, Triforce or not there's NO WAY you can handle Mara AND something that strong!" she exclaimed. Zelda swallowed and shook her head.

"I've got no choice!" she replied, although she was reeling from what she'd just heard from Sal. 

"We can't go at it alone! I won't let you!" the faerie exclaimed. 

"The pipsqueak is right. It'd be suicide, Your Royal Highness," Sal agreed, grinning again. 

"Hey!" Sprite cried, looking a bit annoyed at Sal. The dragon chuckled, spitting a stray spark in the faerie's general direction. Sprite dodged it, and shot an annoyed look over at Sal. "Cut it out!" she protested. 

"Yeah, stop it, Sal," Zelda agreed. 

"Ooh, touchy. I can't help it, you know, sometimes it just happens," the dragon said sarcastically. 

"Yeah, right," Sprite muttered darkly, alighting down on Zelda's shoulder. Zelda turned back to face Death Mountain again. 

"Fine Sprite, you stay here with Sal, but I've got to do this," she said resolutely. 

"But you heard what Sal said! That's not just a..." the faerie started.

"Oh as if the little very important next heir of Hyrule is going to listen to unimportant people such as ourselves!" Sal cut in. 

 "Well, do either of you have a better idea?!" Zelda questioned. 

"Can't say I do, although whatever it is would probably make a very tasty snack. I'm starving!" Sal replied. She grinned at Zelda. "Good job you're so skinny, else I might be tempted," she smirked. 

"Hmmm, yeah well, thanks for the information, I'd best be going now," Zelda said, starting to walk over to the cave entrance. 

"Wait, there's something wrong with this picture!" Sal called after her. Zelda whirled round another time, her expression angry.

"What now?!" she demanded.

"What good is the little princess without her brave hero?" Sal questioned. Zelda bit her lip.

"Let's just say I don't need him anymore!" she finally retorted, before walking inside Death Mountain. 

Sprite stared after the retreating figure of Zelda in horror.

"Zelda, wait!" she called after the princess, but she took no heed and was soon engulfed within the dark shadows of the dungeon entrance. The faerie looked over at Sal, panic starting to overtake her. "Sal, Sal, stop her!" she pleaded.

"And just how in Hyrule am I meant to do that, pipsqueak?" the dragon questioned, looking over at Death Mountain thoughtfully.

I don't know, couldn't you have set fire to the entrance or something" Sprite asked. The dragon snorted in amusement.

"She's already gone inside, wouldn't that be a little pointless? Besides, I prefer to keep my flames for more practical uses; such as roasting moblins." Sprite pulled a disgusted face. 

"Some help you are! We can't just let Hyrule's only heir walk to her death!" the faerie exclaimed.

"She's not Hyrule's only heir. There is of course, the most charming Lady Fayette for starters," Sal remarked sarcastically.

"I'd think Ewan would be considered before the likes of her, and he's only a mere child! But he has far more sense!" Sprite snapped, folding her arms and scowling at the dragon. Sal raised one eyebrow.

"Since when where the Fey so loyal to Hyrule's monarchy?" she questioned. "I thought you folk only cared for your own kind these days."

"Since I was sworn to protect Link for the rest of his days, and since Link is married to royalty, that's when I became so loyal! I don't like Zelda much, but she is Link's wife... well..." Sprite trailed off there, looking a little upset.

"Where is he anyway? He never comes to see me anymore, honestly, you do someone a favour and then they don't even..." Sal started.

"Link's had a few... problems... lately," Sprite said carefully.

"Problems?" Sal looked interested. 

"Yeah, and you weren't around to help him out!" the faerie accused. Neither was I, she thought guiltily. "Look Sal, please, Zelda doesn't know what she's dealing with, you've got to help us!" she begged. "Please!" The dragon regarded the tiny faerie through hooded amber eyes.

"Might I remind you, pipsqueak, that my allegiance is with Link, not Her Royal Highness. If she doesn't choose to heed my warning, well, it's her own fault if she meets an untimely end," Sal sniffed. "She simply has no respect, the spoilt little madam, maybe it's about time she realised she can't always get her own way."

"Sal, I agree! But Mara Hespara, and whatever entity she's raised, they need to be stopped! They'll lead Hyrule to wreck and ruin!" the faerie sobbed. 

"Oh fine," Sal finally said grudgingly. "But it's not because I care about the princess; it's only because I'm hungry!" 

"Thank you, thank you!" Sprite gushed gratefully. Sal wasn't as powerful as either Mara or the entity, but the faerie would rather have a magical creature the size of Sal on her side than no-one at all.

"Come on, I can't get in that way, but follow me, I know another entrance into Ganon's old realm," Sal said, flying off into the air. Sprite quickly followed, hoping they'd find Zelda before Mara, or even worse, her entity, did. 

  Felicity let out a startled gasp as a bright light was suddenly ignited just yards away from her. She sat up, her eyes wide open, and felt her heart slow in dismay at the sight of Mara Hespara.

"You aren't going to let me go, are you?" asked Felicity, her voice cold and detached.  Mara smiled at the faerie.

"You're far too useful for that. How else could I have killed most of Hyrule's elite in the space of a few hours without your power?" replied the witch, amusement dancing in her blue eyes. Felicity frowned.

"What are you talking about?" she asked, feeling distinctly woozy. Mara raised an eyebrow.

"You can't remember?" Mara threw back her head, and a hollow laughter emerged from her blood red lips. She looked back to Felicity and shook her head. "Poor, poor Felicity. It must have been all too much for you. You can't remember because if you did, you wouldn't be able to live with yourself." Felicity stared at Mara, and shook her head.

"I don't even know what you are talking about," she insisted, feeling increasingly ill at ease. Mara smiled.

"Did you sleep well?" suddenly asked the witch, seemingly concerned. Felicity frowned even further.

"No...I had dreams..." she trailed off as she spoke, an icy realisation beginning to creep through her veins.

"Those were not dreams, Felicity."  

"No. They must have been. I woke up," insisted Felicity. The dreams were coming back to her now. She had been in Valour Hold. And everywhere she had gone, men had been dying. Horribly. The faerie shook her head. "It was just a nightmare," she whispered to herself desperately. Mara smiled down at Felicity.

"I'm afraid not, my friend. Those dreams were very, very real. And now with Hyrule's best all slain, they shall not stand a chance against Robert's forces. I only wish I could do such things more often. Unfortunately, all of your magic is spent. I thought you might perish in the process, but fortunately you did not."

"What? What are you saying?" demanded Felicity, suddenly feeling very light headed. Mara smiled.

"I used your power, dear, to kill every man in Valour Hold. Well...I say kill, but they are not truly dead. For is it not true that the dead cannot walk?"  

"I...undead? You turned those men into...zombies?" Mara nodded.

"Come now, do not give me all of the credit. It was you who turned them into zombies, Felicity. It was your power. But yes. They will do as I bid. But only when the time is right," replied the witch, her lips twitching into another smile. Felicity stood up, wrapping her small fists around the bars of her prison.

"But how? It isn't even possible!" asked the faerie, positive that Mara was trying to deceive her.  

"Come now, Felicity, you know that isn't true. Anything is possible with the correct reagents and incantations...especially in Dark Magic," replied Mara almost soothingly.

"No. No one could possibly know those incantations..." said Felicity quietly, although she knew already that Mara did know such incantations. She had resurrected Enzar, after all, and before now Felicity would have sworn that even that had been impossible. Mara smiled again at Felicity. Then she began speaking in a low guttural tone, in words that Felicity knew to be no language she had ever heard, except maybe in the darkest corners of her dreams. The torch Mara was holding was suddenly extinguished, but Mara's voice went on, and Felicity felt herself becoming very faint, like the life was being drawn out of her. Mara's voice grew louder, and Felicity's breaths became shorter and shallower, and she fell to her knees, gasping for breath.

"The dark tongue. You...know the dark tongue," whispered Felicity. All that she could see in the darkness were two blood red orbs that were Mara's eyes, and before Felicity could hear anymore she felt a veil of darkness slip over her own mind and she willingly embraced what was to become a dark and dreamless sleep.        

***

  Little chills pinpricked down Zelda's spine as she made her way down a cobweb filled corridor in the bowels of Death Mountain. It had been many years since she'd trodden these dark paths, and even longer since she'd walked them alone. She held the Triforce of Wisdom aloft to light her way, and so far had only encountered a few skulltullas and tektites lurking in the shadows. For passages once filled with ghastly monsters and numerous members of Ganon's evil labyrinth patrol guards, the entire place was completely deserted. All of Ganon's monsters had obviously left the dungeon a long time ago, residing deeper underground than the caverns she was currently in. Or maybe they had left the area altogether. In the Overworld in certain areas Zelda had still encountered moblin and goriya clans, and of course you still saw all the usual pests such as bit and bots, deelers, peahats, octoroks and the like. But here, not even ache bats descended from the shadows, nor did lowder beetles squelch under her boots. In Ganon's reign these passages had been full of vermin, both Zelda and Link constantly on their guard for each new onslaught. Although it was a relief to pass through them so freely now, at the same time, Zelda felt strangely uncomfortable. Even without Ganon's influence, there still should have been monsters roaming about. Where were the Stalfos, or the heavily armoured Darknuts? The Princess remembered Sal's words, "whatever it is, it's terrified the local residents round here" and she felt her stomach begin to churn wildly. There was something so terrible now stalking these caverns that not even the Underworld inhabitants were sticking around to see what it might do. Maybe it had killed them already. Or as Sal had already said, caused them to flee. 

  She traipsed down some stone steps, descending deeper into the dungeon. At the bottom of the immense chamber lay a dark, stagnant pool of water. Zelda passed by it warily, watching the surface for signs of life, but nothing stirred within the murky depths. She knew she was approaching Ganon's main chambers, she had been here so many times before that she hadn't forgotten the quickest route to reach them. The ceilings were high here, held up by garish stone pillars carved with symbols of evil, but no flames were alight in the wall brackets and pyres set at intervals along the passage. Zelda had no idea where either Mara, or the entity might be hiding within Death Mountain, but Ganon's chambers were the most obvious. The rest of the mountain comprised of a labyrinth of twisting passages and caves which had once been the lairs of moblins and stalfos. She wandered through a large archway and immediately found herself in what had once been Ganon's Throne Room. Zelda remembered all the times she'd been chained up in here, whilst Ganon either attempted to torture her to get the Triforce of Wisdom, or used her as bait to lure Link up into battle. Now the vast chamber lay silent, her footfalls echoing off the high ceilings. The great stone throne still stood at the end of the hall, and the spiked black pedestal where he had kept the Triforce of Power was also intact. The magical evil jar, however, where Ganon had resurrected his vast hordes of minions, was cracked and no longer working. The princess shivered slightly, hugging herself to keep warm as she glanced around the empty chamber, wondering where to go next. There were many exits, passages leading off to living quarters, torture rooms, dungeons and goodness knows what else. Sighing, she took the Triforce of Wisdom in two hands, gazing into it intently.

"Show me the way," she spoke to it, her voice barely above a whisper. The prism's glow became more intense for a moment then dimmed again. Zelda suddenly felt drawn to the staircase on the left side of the chamber. That was where she had to go.

***

  Sal led Sprite through several large corridors, specially designed for large creatures such as herself, although particularly for Ganon's faithful dungeon keepers, Aquamentus and Gleeok. 

"We'll never find Zelda in here!" Sprite whined as she flew close alongside the dragon. 

"Who said we were looking for her?" Sal remarked sarcastically. 

I did! We have to stop her from fighting Mara!" the faerie cried. Sal paused, giving Sprite a sidelong glance.

"I cannot go beyond Ganon's halls, and if the witch is beyond them; which she no doubt is, then it will be too late," she said. "If Zelda has passed through those chambers already, then I cannot help her."

"Then we must hurry!" Sprite replied, flying forward into the darkness.

"If I remember correctly, we are not far from there," Sal replied, lumbering onward through the passage. Sprite could barely see where she was going, only her faerie glow provided a little light by which to navigate with whilst Sal plodded onward, her sharp dragon eyes easily penetrating the darkness. The faerie was shaking with fear as they continued their descent into the dungeon; the malice and evil of the entity filling her entire soul with terror. But she had come here for a purpose and it was too late to turn back now. She could not leave her dear friends Felicity and Tiffany, nor Zelda to the wicked devices of Mara and her daemon. After a few more corridors the tunnel finally opened out into a vast chamber, Ganon's Great Hall. Sal snaked her head around furtively and Sprite immediately became on her guard. Where was everyone? The entire chamber was devoid of any signs of life. Sprite had been here enough times to remember the chained dodongos and gohmas, the vast hordes of moblins, goiryas and stalfos standing guard, the armos statues waiting to be disturbed. The evil jar swirling with monsters, the Triforce of Power sitting upon that black spiked pedestal... 

"Well, this is certainly a turn around for the books," Sal remarked loudly. "I was hoping I might get a snack round here, but obviously Mr Extremely Evil Entity got here first." 

"Zelda?" Sprite called out, her tiny voice echoing within the cavern. There was no answer. At that moment a cold chill swept through the chamber. Sprite went numb with fear as she felt evil approaching. Even Sal seemed to bristle, her golden eyes growing wide. From within the gloomy darkness, something emerged. Sprite could see two amber orbs glowing malevolently. Clawed feet clicked across the worn flagstones. The faerie began to feel faint, all her courage draining out of her.

"No... it can't be..." she whispered, realisation sinking in. "It's not possible..." She had seen him die, all those years ago. Link and Nick had killed him...

"How very wrong you were," Enzar spoke, emerging from the shadows, his fearsome form causing even Sal to shrink back. "Very wrong indeed."

"Of all the daemons to resurrect," Sal began, disdain evident in her voice, smoke beginning to emit from her nostrils.

"Silence, fool! Your sulphurous flames cannot destroy me, dragon!" Enzar proclaimed viciously, his eyes flashing in the darkness. 

"I do not fear you, griffin! You have no right to be in this mortal realm!" Sal said bravely. At this Enzar let out a roar of fury, magical beams flying right at Sal.

"No!" Sprite cried in horror. Sal reared up clumsily, blowing fire over in Enzar's direction. She was too big to avoid the oncoming bolts and they struck her in the stomach, felling her to the floor. The entire cavern rumbled as the dragon hit the ground and Enzar laughed wickedly. Sprite panicked, flying upwards out of the way. Sal lay unconscious, unable to aid her. I have to get to Zelda... before he does, she thought desperately. She heard the griffin still laughing far below and Sprite fervently hoped he wouldn't finish Sal off. 

  The passage twisted and turned but Zelda knew exactly where she was going. She had been walking for quite some time and knew she had passed far through the very bowels of the mountain, from the main south entrance to somewhere near the north-east face. Again she had encountered nothing, but with each step she took a cold feeling of dread was beginning to run through every vein within her body. Suddenly she froze, as the sound of evil laughter reached her keen hearing. It sounded far off and distant but it still had the power to stop her in her tracks. She had heard that laugh before, a long time ago. However, her memory felt hazy and she couldn't seem to place the malevolent sound to a face. Her heart pounding, she managed to take a step forward, right into the path of another.

  A flame seared before her eyes and Zelda found herself face-to-face with her arch-nemesis. A pair of cold blue eyes bored into her turquoise-green ones and she stepped back slightly, words escaping her at that very moment.

"Just the person I've been waiting for," Mara remarked coolly, smirking. "And I see you've brought me a little present." Zelda tightened her grip upon the Triforce, stepping back once more. "I knew you'd come, this makes things so much easier," the witch continued.

"I'm not afraid of you, witch!" Zelda exclaimed bravely.

"You should be. You will be," Mara promised, her eyes beginning to glitter with malice. 

"Never! You will never take Hyrule, and you shall never touch my son again!" Zelda cried angrily. Mara merely laughed.

"How little the dear boy realises exactly what he did!"

"And you shall pay dearly for what you did to him!" Zelda retorted, furious.

"It's too late for that, you are a very silly princess, did anyone ever tell you that?" Mara remarked sweetly, a wicked smirk upon her ruby lips. Zelda glared at Mara, her own lips set in a determined line. 

"You don't know what you're dealing with," she said coldly, one hand brush across the top of her Triforce. Mara followed her movement through narrowed eyes. 

"Quite the contrary, Your Highness. I know exactly what I'm dealing with. A third rate theurgist who cannot even begin to rival the magical skill of my own!"

"How dare you!" Zelda exclaimed, unable to believe the witch's blatant insult. "At least I don't practise the dark arts, you should have been outcast for such evil doings!"

"I have the power to reanimate the dead, to summon daemons, to create facades of terror... and you, you think wielding a few magical bolts and incanting pathetic spells of protection and enchantments and whimsy charms can rival my power? Don't be such a fool!" Mara laughed. 

"My spells may be weak alone, but you underestimate the power of the Triforce!" Zelda answered, trying to concentrate in channelling the artefact's magic. It was difficult with Mara stood before her, breaking her concentration with each biting insult. 

"No, it is you who underestimates the power of that prism! With the power of three in my hands I will unstoppable and I shall reach my goal of immortality!" Mara proclaimed. Zelda let out a bitter laugh.

"The Triforce will not grant your wishes, you cannot bring to together!"

"Maybe I can't, but there are others who can!" Mara replied knowingly. Zelda stepped back, shaking her head. 

"No, no, it cannot be done!" she lied. "You cannot bear it unless you carry the virtue!"

"Doesn't the legend go, 'those who seek to unite the Triforce, there must be three, all related... not necessarily by blood... one must be of Royal blood, the other low-born status, the last may be of either'," Mara remarked. Zelda blanched slightly at Mara's words.

"You will never do it, I won't let you!"

"But if you have 'the power of three' then there is no need for the above ritual," Mara continued calmly. Zelda continued backing away.

"No-one has such a power!" she exclaimed.

"Do not lie to me! I already know that your precious son carries this rare power. He shall perform the ritual... when the time is right. When I have broken the barrier on the tower, when Robert has destroyed North Castle," Mara replied. "And through Enzar I shall be granted immortality and great power, The Demiari will be mine!" Zelda stared at her in horror, her blood running cold. Had the witch just spoke the name she thought she'd heard? "Yes, Enzar. Your old nemesis. He has not behaved too well since I resurrected him, but that shall soon change. He shall do my bidding as I wish," Mara continued. 

"You cannot control Enzar! He is too powerful!" the princess exclaimed. 

"Stupid princess, he is tied to me through the resurrection process, he is under my control!" Mara retorted. 

  She suddenly advanced on Zelda with intent, seemingly losing her patience.

"No!" Zelda cried, closing her eyes and holding out her palms. She let the magic of the Triforce flow through her, creating a barrier between herself and the witch. Mara cursed angrily, seemingly unable to break the spell and Zelda breathed a sigh of relief. It bought her a little time and she concentrated her powers to form a large magical ball of blue flame between her hands. Zelda then let it fly straight ahead, right at Mara who let out a shriek of surprise. It knocked the witch to the floor and Zelda ran forward, arming herself with her bow, and an arrow aimed at Mara's head. However, before she could fire she suddenly felt a searing pain across her gut and she let out a cry of agony before stumbling back clutching her stomach. Blood drenched her hands and she heard Mara laughing evilly nearby. As Zelda looked up she could see her rival stood clutching a bloodied knife. Tears of pain were filling her eyes, making her vision hazy and nausea filled her stomach as she slowly began to sink to the floor in severe agony. 

"And the moral of the story is; never let down your guard, Princess!" Mara gloated over her. However Zelda was already sinking into unconsciousness.

"Oh Link..." she managed to murmur, before closing her eyes and slumping to the floor. 

"Too bad he isn't here to see this!" Mara said, before walking over to the Triforce of Wisdom. She gleefully scooped it up and smiled to herself. She had an appointment at North Castle very shortly and she wasn't going to be late for it.
Chapter 8

Drake let out a discontented growl as he surveyed over the steadily darkening plains that surrounded North Castle.

"Whoever thought of building North Castle in the middle of this damn field must have been bloody ignorant," he grumbled atop his great black steed. Aaron shortly joined him and shook his head.

"Not exactly in an easy place to defend," agreed the Vice Captain of the guard.  

"That's putting it lightly," snapped the knight, drawing his sword and contemplating it in the slowly fading sun.  

"Well, we know that they can only be coming from one direction... and our forces surround castle on all sides, and Nick's forces should be coming soon from the North. We've held out before, and we can do it again," said Aaron slowly. Drake frowned.

"That may be so, but with our forces spread so thin it's going to be hard, especially if reports about Robert's army turn out to be true," said the knight sombrely. "Have we heard anything from the scouts?" he added, looking at Aaron pointedly. Aaron shook his head.

"Not yet, sir," he replied, looking back over the divisions. Drake was right, of course, they were spread thin. But it would have to do. Forces were already stationed in the key towns along the west coast, which was where Robert's forces were most likely to land, and that had reduced North Castle's defence drastically.  

"When are the forces from Valour Hold arriving?" asked Drake.

"Soon. Should be any time soon," assured Aaron, although he could not help but feel uneasy. He knew Krin had sent a messenger to the hold, but no message had ever come back.  

"Let's hope it's before Robert and his cronies arrive," growled Drake, sheathing his sword.  

"It will be..." said Aaron softly, sincerely hoping his words would prove to be true. 

***         

  Sprite was hopelessly lost. The little faerie had absolutely no idea where she was going, or where to find either Felicity or Zelda. Her desperation was growing by the minute and she was terrified in case she bumped into either Mara or Enzar. 

"Zelda! Flis! Tiff!" she called into the murky darkness, but to no avail. Neither answered the faerie's frantic calls. She flew down a narrow passage searching for signs of recent habitation. How dumb am I, Mara could have hidden anywhere in this place, Sprite thought to herself. The faerie flew under a stone arch, crying out once more. "Anyone? Anyone here?" Suddenly she heard a faint call from within the dark gloom of a cavern she had entered.

"Sprite... Sprite... is that you?" came the weak cry of Felicity. Sprite paused, hovering in mid-air, trying to pin-point the location of her dear friend. Relief filled her face as her eyes focused on a gilded cage in the far corner of the room. She quickly flew down to it, alighting on the table.

"Felicity! Am I glad to have found you!" she exclaimed in relief. Felicity stood on the other side of the bars, her tiny figure extremely frail-looking. She looked exhausted, Sprite thought.

"Sprite.... Mara, she..." Felicity began.

"I know, I know all about Enzar and everything," Sprite interrupted. She examined the door to the cage. It was locked. Not a problem, Sprite thought looking at it. Breaking magical locks was one of her spell specialities after all. "You can tell me later, Flis, but first I gotta get you out of here," she added. Closing her eyes she pointed a finger at the lock, shooting off a blast of magic at it. The lock gave a small fizzle but remained in place. "Fine," Sprite said, attempting a second time. There was a small explosion, and when the smoke cleared, the metal door swung open easily.

"Sprite, you're the best," Felicity said weakly, looking impressed. Sprite shrugged.

"I might not be any good with potions and charms but no-one can beat me when it comes to lock breaking," she grinned. She leaned into the cage, helping Felicity clamber out. "Here, have these," she said, reaching into the small bag across her shoulder. There was a few berries inside, which Felicity accepted greedily. 

"Thanks, Sprite," she said, hugging her friend. Sprite hugged her back.  

"I'm just glad you're okay. We've been so worried about you," she said. Felicity stepped back.

"Sprite, we need to get out of here before Mara returns," she said seriously. "And Tiff... we need to save Tiff. Mara released her outside but she took away her power of flight and entrapped her within a magic orb." Sprite gasped. 

"Oh no! Will she be okay, do you think?" she questioned.

"I don't know... I hope so... I can still feel a psychic connection to her, so she's definitely alive. We have to find her!" Felicity said. 

"I agree, but... but Zelda is here. She's come to fight Mara and I'm worried about her. We have to make sure she's okay too!" Sprite explained.

"Oh... oh, why that explains why Mara was in here earlier with the Triforce!" Felicity said, realisation dawning on her face.

"What?!" Sprite exclaimed in horror.

"I... I thought I was imagining it, but only a few minutes before you arrived, Mara came into this chamber holding the Triforce of Wisdom. She took a few reagents in a bag then she just disappeared," Felicity said. The two faeries looked at each other.

"If Mara has the Triforce..." Sprite began.

"Then Zelda is in trouble!" they both finished.

  It didn't take the faeries long to discover the Princess. She was lying only a few feet away from the main chamber, along a side passage. Her blood-soaked body was huddled on the ground, obviously unconscious.

"Oh no! We're too late!" Sprite exclaimed, glancing at Felicity in panic. "I should never have let her go in there alone, Link will never forgive me for this!" she wailed. Felicity remained silent, instead fluttering down to Zelda's side. She touched the Princess's wrist, detecting a weak pulse there.

"She's still alive," she said.

"Oh, thank goodness!" Sprite said, flying down to where Felicity was. 

"But she needs urgent medical attention. I think... I think I have enough mana left to revive her for a short while, but she needs the power of a healer if she's to be okay," Felicity explained. The faerie flew up to Zelda's forehead, laying her hands upon it. Then she murmured in ancient Hylian. Zelda was immediately bathed in a soft blue light and her eyes flickered open. She coughed a little, then managed to sit up. 

"What... where...." she stuttered, evidently confused. 

"Zelda, you're in Death Mountain, and Mara has escaped with the Triforce! She's probably going to North Castle and we have to stop her!" Sprite exclaimed. 

"No... no.... she can't be...." Zelda said, the memories coming flooding back. 

"She is, and she's got a head start. Come on, get up, you'll die here if you don't," Sprite said. She turned to Felicity. "Sal's down in the main chamber. Enzar was fighting with her, I just hope he didn't kill her. If she's alright, she's the best chance of getting Zelda to North Castle quickly," she said. 

"Enzar wouldn't bother himself with something so trivial as a dragon. Chances are, he's gone with Mara. She can summon him at will, I think," Felicity replied. 

  The three made their way back down to the Underworld Throne Room. Luckily, Sal was still there. She was sitting licking her wounds and looking most insulted.

"Oh, there you are," she said grouchily, as the three entered the chamber.

"Sal, are you alright?" Sprite asked, fluttering in front of the dragon. 

"Am I alright, the little pipsqueak asks? What do you think?" Sal said rudely, spitting sparks in the faerie's general direction. Sprite dodged them, looking annoyed.

"How many times do I have to tell you not to do that?" she said, pouting. Sal snaked her head over to Sprite, grinning. 

"If you weren't so small, pipsqueak, I'd eat you up in a trice. I'm starved," she remarked. Zelda walked down across to the dragon. 

"Sal, I need to get to North Castle, and quick. It'll take me all day to ride there, but I know you'll take only a matter of hours. Please, will you fly me home?" she asked, as politely as she could manage.

"Oh, I don't know about that, little Princess," Sal leered. 

"Look Sal, no time for games. This is Hyrule's future at stake!" Zelda exclaimed impatiently, stamping her foot. Sal raised an eyebrow. 

"Listen up, Your Royal Highness. I have just spent the past couple of hours recovering from a nasty incident involving Enzar. Luckily for me, he took pity on me and didn't finish me off. I risked my life for you and that annoying little faerie over there, so I really don't appreciate you ordering me about like a prima donna when you quite clearly have no right to do so," she remarked coolly. Zelda frowned.

"Sal, please! Do you want Hyrule to end up in ruins?" she asked. 

"Not particularly, but you need to learn how to show some gratitude, Princess," Sal replied. 

"I promise, as many cows as you like, and er, maybe a few prisoners, how about that?" Zelda bargained. 

"Prisoners?" Sal asked hopefully.

"Yes, Catalian war prisoners! Hyrule is about to go to war," Zelda said. 

"Okay, fine. Come on, let's get moving," Sal said. Sprite turned to Zelda.

"You head back to the castle, we'll follow but we need to help Tiffany first," she said.

"Okay," Zelda agreed. "Thanks, Sprite, Felicity," she added.

"Anytime," Sprite shrugged. They turned and followed Sal who was already lumbering off down the dark passageway.    

***

  "Link. Link!" The Hyrulian hero stirred in his sleep as he heard his name being called, then suddenly bolted upright from his bunk, realising where he was. He was aboard the ship of Orion Beyblade, and he was on his way back to Hyrule. Tired from his previous journey to Opela, Orion had insisted that Link get some sleep, and sheer fatigue had ensured that Link could not argue, despite the myriad of thoughts that were racing through the hero's mind. Link looked around his bleak surroundings, then saw the massive form of Orion, standing close by.

"Are we there?"

"Just about to land. You sleep okay?" Link nodded a little wearily, then quickly climbed from his bunk. He put out his hand to Orion, and the sea captain took Link's slender hand in his bear like paw and shook it firmly.  

"Whatever debt you think you owe my father has been repaid many times over, Orion. You don't have to add your men to Hyrule's cause, you've done more than enough already," said Link humbly. Orion let out a deep laugh that came from his belly, and shook his head.

"We came this far, Link. We aren't going to just stop now. Seline would never have allowed such a war...but she chose the wrong heir." Link's eyes widened as he heard Orion speak. He had always figured that the Aidnarykian had had contacts, but not to this extent.

"You knew Seline?"

"Oh yes. I knew her. A great woman worn down by many years of conflict and disappointment. She was proud, too proud and she never knew when to ask for help. At one time I was captain of the guard at Opela palace, Link... so yes, I knew Queen Seline." Link frowned as Orion spoke.

"What do you mean, she chose the wrong heir? Was there any other choice?" Orion let out a great sigh and turned away from Link, beginning to climb up to the deck above. Link followed him, still waiting for an answer. Once they were on deck, the night wind whipping about their faces, Orion turned to Link and spoke.

"There were three men who Seline trusted more than any. I was one of them, and so was Robert."

"You think she should have made you heir?" guessed Link. Orion looked at Link and smiled.

"No, lad. Not at all. I am not a man who would make any kind of king, let alone a good one. There was a third, who Seline trusted with her life." Link frowned and recalled something Drake had told him.

"Do you mean Kaibre Lainge?" he asked. The sellsword had worked in the Catalian court for a while, Link knew, and he had protected Seline from harm. Until a disagreement between the two.

"Yes, Link. How did you know that?" asked Orion in surprise.

"He worked for us a while... he looked after Zelda whilst I was in Catalia a few weeks back." Link felt sickened as he spoke, still aware of how well Kaibre Lainge had looked after his wife while he had been away.

"Then surely you must know what I am talking about when I say Seline chose the wrong heir. She chose Robert, a man who openly longed for nothing more but war, instead of Kaibre, who wanted to end all of that. Not because he was a coward, Link, as I'm sure you will know, but because he knew what war did."

"I never really got to know him. He died before I could," admitted Link suddenly. The hero thought he saw a great sadness settle in Orion's green eyes, and then the captain turned away.

"Maybe he found peace at last, then. You know about his family being murdered while he protected Seline, no doubt?" Link shook his head slowly.

"No. No, I didn't."  

"He was a fine man, no doubt about it, Seline made a great mistake in dismissing him."

"She dismissed him? Why?"

"A disagreement between him and Robert, as far as I could gather. I left Seline's service shortly before... wanted to get back on the sea again I suppose, so I never got any real details 'cept rumours and gossip. The most plausible theory I ever heard was that Kaibre accused Robert of being a war monger with an unreasonable hatred for Hyrule - Seline of course never believed it, and it was Kaibre who ended up looking bad." There was a sudden thud as the ship drew to a halt, anchor dropped, and Link had trouble keeping himself steady. Orion smiled at Link. "A landlubber if I ever saws one," he commented, grabbing Link's hand firmly in a handshake. "Now get you gone to that castle of yours. You should arrive before Robert at any rate... and we'll be shortly behind, just in case," assured the sea captain. Link fixed his eyes on Orion and smiled back grimly.

"Thank you," he said solemnly.  

"Good luck, boy. We're both going to have to survive this, 'cos I want to hear all about what's gone on in the last 15 years or so. And I certainly want to meet that beautiful wife and gorgeous children of yours," said Orion seriously.  

"It's a deal," promised Link. He then drew back from Orion, and gave him a salute, before running down the gang plank that had already been set up. As soon as his feet touched the pier, he saw another old friend, Bagu, the Bridge Master of Saria.  

"Link? Is it really you?"  inquired the Bridge Master. Link gave a nod.

"It is, Bagu, and I need the fastest steed this town has to offer," began Link. Bagu nodded.

"Of course, but, sir, what are you doing this far away from the castle at such a time?" inquired Bagu. Link shrugged.

"I wish I had the time to tell you," he admitted. Bagu nodded again, before calling to young boy who was stood near by.  

"Ayrun, go and fetch my steed from the stables. Do it quickly and I won't tan your hide," ordered the bridge master. He turned back to Link.

"Is it true that the Catalians are coming?" Link nodded gravely.

"Yes. Saria should be safe... they're coming through the desert," answered Link.

"Tantari Desert?"  Bagu looked surprised at Link's revelation. Link nodded.

"Then surely we don't need forces here, or even Ruto!" exclaimed Bagu. Suddenly Ayrun arrived, holding a grey horse by the reins.  

"Sir, your steed," gasped the young apprentice. Link looked from Ayrun to Bagu and sighed.

"I'd prefer that the forces you have remained here, just in case. But the men on this ship - they are going to North Castle. I want you to provide them with whatever they need." As Link finished speaking, he mounted Bagu's steed and saluted to the Bridge Master.

"I'll do that, sir!" assured the Bridge Master. Link nodded and turned, spurring his steed on. "God speed, Master Link!" called Ayrun, watching as Hyrule's legendary hero sped off, in awe.                 

  An arid wind whipped across the dark Tantari desert, and it was the first thing to greet Robert of Catalia as he left his ship. Catalian ships lined the desert coast, and from each filed out Catalian soldiers ready for war. Robert turned to his nearest advisor and nodded.

"We march tonight. The sooner we reach North Castle, the better," he ordered. His advisor watched nervously as he spoke, then cautioned Robert.

"Would it not be advisable to allow the men to rest, they have had a long voyage, Your Majesty, and..." Robert turned to his advisor, his green eyes glittering, and delivered such a withering stare that his advisor shrank back, almost in fear.

"We march tonight. I have also been on a long voyage, and I see no reason to rest. In fact, I think it would be most unwise to try to march through the desert in the heat of day...do you not think the same?" inquired Robert, one eyebrow slightly raised. 

"Well, yes, there is that of course, sir. A night time march it is. I shall spread the message immediately."

"You see that you do," purred Robert, in a tone that had an underlying threat beneath it. The advisor bowed low then shrank away, though never turning his back on Robert as he went. Robert turned his eyes to the star studded sky and muttered under his breath.

"Give me a sign." As soon as the King had spoken the words, he felt a sudden shift in the air beside him. He turned, and almost gasped as he saw his lover suddenly materialise before him. "Mara," he whispered. The healer turned to Robert, and smiled at him, running her hand down his arm.

"You asked for a sign," she murmured in a low voice. Robert looked around him and saw men milling about everywhere. It appeared as if no one had even noticed Mara's somewhat unusual entrance. He turned back to Mara, and reached out to touch her face with his hand, she reached up and stopped him. "Not now, my love. There is still much to be done. I have in my possession one third of the Triforce, but nothing can be accomplished until the whole Triforce is reunited. But to do that, you must attack North Castle and breach its cursed walls, then we shall join it, together, and we shall be granted our inner most desires," promised the witch. Robert nodded, but he still looked a little wary.

"Shall we be able to defeat Hyrule's forces?" he asked, "The prowess of their fighters, especially from Valour Hold, is renowned throughout the Demiari. I even trained there myself, once, and saw that they are no small threat." Mara smiled as Robert voiced his worries and merely shook her head.

"The men of Valour Hold shall represent no threat to you, Your Highness. Indeed, I have yet lacked the opportunity to congratulate on the acquisition of your new title."  As she spoke, Mara reached up and kissed Robert softly on the lips. As their lips touched, a rumble of thunder sounded from the dark sky above. They parted and Robert looked up the sky, then back down to Mara. He leaned forward, meaning to kiss her once more, but she stopped him for a second time. "There will be time for that, later, my love. Now I regret that we must part company once more, but do not fear, for we shall be together very soon." And with that, Mara simply vanished.  Robert stood for a moment, still a little dazed by Mara's sudden appearance. He turned and watched his men marching forth, then quickly mounted his steed that had just been fetched for him. He rode to the forefront of the marching men and drew his sword, holding it aloft.

"To North Castle!" he commanded, before setting off to the south, and to his destiny.       

   The cold night wind whipped about Link's face as he sped on to Ruto from Saria. He figured he could make it to North Castle before the first rays of dawn, so long as he pressed on. Bagu's steed was indeed a fine horse, and it showed no signs of letting up, but Link knew it would be cruel to push the animal at the same rate all the way to North Castle. He had to change once he reached Ruto. As he entered the rocky pass that led to the mountain town of Ruto, Link suddenly realised that the guard was alive with activity.

"Who goes there?" called a loud voice, not far in front of Link. The hero smiled. Of course, the pass would be defended. He had never even thought.  

"I am Link," called out Link, riding forward. He heard the ring of metal as a sword was drawn, and he was approached by a grizzled looking soldier, also on horseback, who eyed him suspiciously. As he looked upon Link's face, a glimmer of recognition appeared in the man's eyes and he nodded.

"So it is, sir. I am sorry for doubting you, but in such times I am sure you appreciate that certain precautions must be made, here follow me and I shall lead you through," offered the captain.  

"Thank you, sir. However, might I ask a favour? I need to reach North Castle as soon as possible, and I need a fresh horse," began Link as they walked through the pass.  As soon as the reached the end the captain immediately dismounted.  

"It would be an honour, sir, if you would take my steed. She will get you to North Castle as fast as any horse could," promised the captain. Link quickly jumped from the horse Bagu had generously given to him, and mounted the captain's.

"That horse belongs to Bagu, the Bridge Master of Saria, see that he gets it back,"  instructed Link.  

"Of course, sir. Are the Catalians coming?"

"Not through this pass. They're attacking North Castle through the desert. Is the east pass defended?"

"No, sir, we assumed they would come through Saria."

"Move your men to the east pass. If the west coast needs defending, then you shall be the ones to do it," advised Link. The captain saluted to him, and Link echoed the sentiment.  

"There will be some mercenaries coming through here at some point, led by Orion Beyblade, a good friend of mine. See you let them through without delay," added the hero.

"Of course, sir. Good luck and God speed." Link nodded to the captain and turned, before pausing a moment.

"Might I have your name? So I know who to return this fine steed to?"

"Erik Du Luka, sir," replied the captain, looking immensely proud that Link would know his name.  

"Thank you, Erik Du Luka," said Link with a nod, before setting off at a gallop, his sole intention to reach North Castle before his kinsmen, Robert of the Kokiri, did.    

  "A rider from the west!" called out a scout, causing Drake to turn on his steed. A lone rider was racing over the plane, hunched over their steed and making an obvious beeline for the castle. Drake looked to the archers who were taking aim.

"Just hold your fire, alright? Could be a messenger from them...or even one of ours," barked Drake. The archers all immediately lowered their weapons, although Drake noticed that some were clearly itching to let loose some arrows. "I'm going to ride out to meet them," suddenly announced the Head Knight, before spurring his horse into a brisk trot. He personally couldn't blame the archers for being so restless, they, along with the rest of the army, had been stationed outside North Castle for close to a day now and with no outcome. Robert had not appeared, nor had any messengers arrived detailing his imminent arrival.  What weighed heavier on Drake's mind, however, was the fate of the Valour Hold regiment. They should have arrived hours ago, and yet there was no message, nor any sign of them. As Drake approached the rider, he noticed that they slowed considerably, and he drew his sword, holding it aloft. He pulled the reins on his horse, calling it to a halt, then stood, waiting.  

"Drake!" Drake frowned as his name was called, and squinted at the rider through the darkness.

"Link, is that you?" asked the knight, recognising the voice. Link came into his sight, atop a bay mare, his hair damp with perspiration and his horse covered in a sheen of sweat.

"Yes. Look, Robert is going to attack from the North - through Tantari desert," began Link hurriedly, drawing up to Drake. Drake sheathed his sword and glared at Link.

"From the desert? You've got to be joking! Is he insane?"

"Well, he's just saved himself days of fighting through Saria and Ruto pass, so maybe not. I'll bet he's marching through the desert right now, while it's cool...you know, Drake, it isn't that bad a plan," reasoned Link.  

"So, you're telling me, after a twenty hour voyage he's going to march his men to a battle bigger than they've ever fought in their short lives?!" demanded Drake, gruffly. Link nodded.

"Something tells me, Robert's been planning this for a long time. He's not about to let a twenty hour voyage slow him down," confirmed the hero. Drake closed his eyes for a moment drawing in a deep breath.

"Okay, so we need to defend the north side of the castle. I'll thin out the troops from the south and send them round to the north. I'm still waiting for that damn Valour Hold regiment... I've never known them to be so late. Considering they're meant to be the cream of the crop an' all..." growled the knight.

"Valour Hold hasn't sent out its forces?" asked Link worriedly. He knew that the Valour Hold regiment was the best in all Hyrule, they were Hyrule's full time army in fact, and their presence would be sorely missed if they did not arrive in time for the conflict between North Castle and Robert's forces. "What of Nick's army?" added the hero, scanning his eyes over the shadowed soldiers that surrounded North Castle.

"No. They won't arrive for another few hours we reckon. They're landing at Mido, so they'll be coming from the east," replied Drake. Link nodded.

"When Robert comes, we can confront him on the northern front then send the east and the west around in a pincer movement. There's a lot of them, Drake, dozens of ships left Catalia harbour..." began the hero.

"So you got to Catalia then?" interrupted Drake.

"Yes. I went to Robert and he said I was an impostor...he wants this war, Drake. No matter what." Drake frowned.  

"Right. Well, I'll get on to sending out those orders. But don't think I'm finished with you, Link..." said Drake coldly, before turning away from the hero.

"Wait, what should I do now? I assume my regiment has a new commander," questioned Link.

"Yes, it does. You no longer have any rank in the army, Link, on orders of the King."  Link frowned.

"What? No rank! Are you serious?" cried Link incredulously.  

"As serious as I come," answered Drake in a low voice. 

"So, all those years I dedicated my life to saving this damn country and suddenly I'm nothing? Nice to know I'm appreciated," snapped Link angrily.

"You betrayed the King's only daughter, this kingdom's one heir... what did you expect? A welcome committee?"

"And you, you agree with this?" asked Link sharply. Drake sighed.

"Look, Link, I serve the Royal Family, no one else," said the knight reluctantly. 

"And what about friends Drake, what about them?" demanded Link.

"Look, boy, this is not the time nor the place. If you have a problem, go see the King and talk to him about it. I have duties to perform," barked Drake, beginning to walk away.  

"Boy? I'm no boy, Drake, and you know it. Don't turn your back on me like I don't exist. I've just spent two days in the stinking hull of a ship just to warn you of what Robert is doing, and this is the thanks I get?" yelled Link. Drake bit his lip.

"Link, when you betrayed Zelda, you betrayed all of us."

"Oh, so I'm the villain, am I? Years of her accusing me of doing things I never did... years of her flying off the handle and then it turns out she's the hypocrite!" cried Link, his voice hoarse.

"What are you talking about?" demanded Drake a little impatiently.

"Kaibre Lainge, that's who. While I was away, it looks like Zelda was the one who forgot about her marriage vows...not me!" continued Link, furious as it all poured out.

"Kaibre? No...no Link, you've got it wrong," insisted Drake, his brow heavily furrowed.

"Well, maybe it wasn't the only thing I'm wrong about Drake. I thought I had friends, I thought Hyrule was my home. But now I realise that it's all wrong."

"You still have friends, Link, but I am loyal to the King. I'm sorry," said Drake quietly.

"I may have no rank, Drake, but I will still fight him, rank or not. So you'll either have to waste time trying to stop me or let me fight," challenged Link fiercely. He and Drake stared at one another.

"I won't stop you, Link. If you want to fight you can. And I...I will be by your side," pledged Drake suddenly. Link looked at Drake hard for a long time.

"Good. Now you best give out those orders. We must be ready for him, Drake, or pay the consequences."    

Chapter 9

Even the dark rain clouds couldn't dampen Fayette's mood when she awoke on the 

morning of her wedding. In just a few short hours, I shall marry the man I love, she thought to herself happily. They had invited no-one to the ceremony but Fayette didn't care. Her first wedding, to Raymundo had been a lavish, extravagant affair with hundreds of guests, and indeed, a day to remember. But that was in the past now, and although she still secretly hurt for her first husband, now was the time to look to the future, to her new life with Kendar. 

Humming an old Sosarian tune to herself, the princess began to brush her red-gold curls into place. She already had everything planned out. She and Kendar would move out of North Castle and buy a nice stately home together, perhaps back in Sosaria, or somewhere else completely. Maybe Moldera; she had spent many vacations there back when she had been a young girl, and after all, it was a time for new beginnings. There was no point staying at North Castle, not with Zelda forever resenting her, and her own mother angry at her for marrying Kendar. She, Kendar and the children could be very happy living elsewhere. 

Hung in her closet was a beautiful cream silk dress. It hadn't been specially made for the occasion, but Fayette knew it would be perfect. She took it out and held it up, still smiling. This, teamed with a simple pearl circlet in her hair and her sapphire necklace and matching earrings would look wonderful. I wonder what Kendar will wear, she thought to herself idly. Of course, her dashing fiancé would look completely handsome in anything. Already she had ordered a carriage to be ready to transport her to Mido that morning. No-one was supposed to leave the castle, due to the approach of the Catalian army but Fayette had kept her plans secret, paying a driver a large sum of money to enable her to reach her destination. Nothing, not even a small fry battle such as the one that was about to take place, would prevent her from wedding the man she loved. It had not yet started to rain and Fayette wanted to be in that coach and on the road to Mido before the heavens opened. She quickly changed into the dress and grabbed a matching silk reticule and soft velvet shoes to wear upon her feet. On her dressing table in a crystal vase were some beautiful red roses that Kendar had given her only the day before. She'd tied a gold ribbon around the delicate stems to make it into a bouquet. Her mother would be heartbroken, she knew, to miss Fayette's wedding, but it was for the best, the princess told herself. Her 

mother would only disapprove and try to stop her from going ahead with it, after all. 

***

It did not take long for Robert’s forces to reach the vast grassy plains that bordered the Tantari desert, and as Robert led his men from those sandy wastes, the night sky was turning from midnight blue to an ashen grey as the sun began to touch the world once more. Dark, heavy clouds were gathered over the green plains, but every so often, the thick blanket was penetrated by the day’s new rays, shafts of grey light struggling to reach down and touch the rain soaked earth.

Even in the grim light, Robert and his men could not fail to see their goal – the blue turrets of North Castle stood proud in the middle of the landscape, and while some of Robert’s company surveyed it in awe, Robert could only hold it in the utmost contempt. 

  "Look, over there!" 

"They’re here!" Two men, almost instantaneously, called out as the spotted the 

approaching Catalian army. Drake snatched a spyglass from one of the scouts by his side and looked through it towards the north. Sure enough, Robert was approaching, and so was his army. Drake pushed the spyglass back into the hands of the waiting scout and turned to his men. 

"Right. You’ve all been waiting for this. Those lot have no good reason what so ever to do this, it’s just greed. So show ‘em no mercy, for they will show you none. Some of you have faced battle before, some of you haven’t, but just so you all know this isn’t a rehearsal. You don’t get a second chance, no one does. You’re all going to have to kill today, and it isn’t nice, but war never is. Now belt up, and show those lot what happens to them that thinks they can come to our country and challenge us on our own soil!" roared the knight, raising his sword. A thousand shining blades followed suit and an almighty cry sounded among the amassed ranks of the Hyrulian army. "Archers!" yelled Drake. The archers stepped forward and their captain, Dion Insequi, gave the nod to his men and drew his own bow tight, watching as the Catalians approached. They were still a fair way off, and Dion did not want to order fire until they were in range. 

There was also the possibility that a messenger from their side might be sent across to settle terms...but the King had made it very clear that this was an invasion of Hyrule, and invaders had no rights as far as the Hyrulians were concerned. 

"Hold!" cried Dion, his voice loud and clear. Robert’s men continued to march forward, drawing nearer and nearer and the sound of men marching reverberated 

throughout the plains like thunder.

"There’s so many of them," muttered Aaron is disbelief under his breath, pacing atop his horse among his men. He was in command of the west wing of the army, and even he could see that the numbers were not adding up. With the absence of the men from Valour Hold, their army was severely under strength and the need to surround North Castle on all sides thinned out Hyrule’s forces even further. He looked up to the sky, and the thunder of Robert’s advancing army went on. He looked to the east, hoping to catch sight of the Valour Hold regiment, but to no avail. "Where are they?" he questioned in a hushed tone, before looking back to Robert’s advancing army. He saw Dion’s archers aim their bows, and watched as the morning light glinted off the numerous steel arrowheads aimed at the Catalians. "Guess we’ll just have to do without," he added with a sigh, drawing his own sword.

Link watched at the forefront of it all, just before Drake’s men. He looked back at the archers and then back to Robert’s advancing army. They were well armed, he could tell, but Hyrule had one advantage and that was their cavalry. Robert had been unable to bring his own, and as a result all of his men were on foot. 

Suddenly, Robert’s forces ground to a halt. Silence permeated between the two sides, thick and threatening. And then the rain came down.

The constant spatter and splash as each droplet of water hit the ground rose to a grand cacophony, the drumming of rain drops droned on as they hit metal, stone and earth. It gradually grew heavier, dropping at a faster rate, before suddenly dying off again. Eyes turned up to the heavily clouded skies, and the rain still fell, soaking all who stood in its path. As if someone was turning a tap, the rain grew heavy again, and Link reached out with his hand, palm upwards, fingers uncurled and watched as the rain spattered off his skin, big, fat wet droplets that exploded into a stream of rising water upon impact. The rain changed direction with the wind every few seconds, making it impossible to avoid it, and fat, wet, bubbling rivers ran everywhere at the feet of both armies. And then as soon as it started, the rain suddenly seemed to stop. Link looked back to Robert’s forces, and saw the glint of arrows being aimed with wide eyes and then, there was a lone cry.

"Fire!" A thousand missiles sped towards the blue, red and gold of Hyrule, and Link reached to his back, grabbing his shield and crouching down underneath its cover. 

"Fire!" cried a second voice. Dion’s. The air hissed as more arrows cut through it, although this time in the other direction. Link dared to look out from under his shield, when an arrow suddenly struck through the metal, just inches from Link’s face. The Hylian cursed and sank lower, suddenly realising that the ground was increasingly becoming muddier and harder to keep a footing on. 

Another round of arrows were fired from the Catalian side, and no less than a second later, Dion’s men had responded. Link dared a glance at the men who all stood behind him, wondering whether they were to stand their ground or advance upon Robert as soon as the chance arose. Then it began to rain again. Water drops mixed with the flying arrows, and then Drake gave the sign. Not all heard the knight’s roar, but they pushed on anyway at the insistence of their comrades. Link looked from side to side, then led the line forth, his fear conquered and his heart as stone. 

"I hope you’re ready, Robert," hissed the hero under his breath as rain pounded upon his lithe frame. And then he broke out into a run, his sole intention to protect his land and his family. 

***

  Navi let out a gasp of relief as she reached the shelter of the Great Ruto Forest, home to the greatest faerie settlement in all of Hyrule, perhaps even the Demiari, the Silva-Veredis Le’ Fey. It had taken her all day and much of the night to reach the main settlement of the faeries, and she was already beginning to feel that something was incredibly wrong, far beyond just the mysterious deaths at Valour Hold. She had been caught in the sudden downpour, not a good thing for any faerie, but luckily she had made it to the forest before it got too bad. As the faerie ventured deeper into the forest, she could not help but feel uneasy. She knew the Fey was magically protected, like her own settlement back on Maze Island, but she could feel something else, something behind her. 

She suddenly turned, only to be confronted with the dark trees that she had passed moments before.

"No. Not here," she murmured, a feeling of confusion washing over her. Whatever it was she was feeling was not in the forest, but it was nearby, and that made Navi feel extremely uncomfortable. Navi turned back to her present course, and it was not long before she came upon the clearing that was home to the Fey. 

Beautiful lights sparkled everywhere in the darkness, and the magical pool in the middle of the Fey shone under the light of the new dawn. Navi paused a moment, taking in the beauty, just for a moment forgetting all of her worry. It was not long, however, before the ancient faerie was focused back on the task at hand, and she looked all around her, trying to sense if any faerie she knew was near. She looked to the Great Palace, hidden in the trees, and shook her head. 

No, no one she knew there. She cocked her head for a moment, finding such a discovery odd. Surely Tamara should have been present. Unless...

"Navi?" The faerie span round, her heart thudding in her chest.

"Oh, Carrie...you startled me," sighed the faerie, her heart slowing once more. 

"Sorry...but I’m glad to see you Navi. I mean, I don’t know what to do..." blurted the red haired faerie at once. Navi frowned with concern.

"What...what is it?"

"It’s Sprite...and Felicity...and Tiffany. They’re all gone!"

"How do you mean?"

"Well, I haven’t seen Tiffany since I left her at Death Mountain, and Felicity is 

nowhere in the Fey even though she said she’d be around and now Sprite’s gone to 

Death Mountain looking for that Mara woman!" cried Carrie, her eyes glistening with tears. Navi leaned forward and gave Carrie a light hug.

"Death Mountain?" she echoed. 

"Uh-huh...and...and there’s something wrong in the air? Can’t you just feel it?" added Carrie, pulling away from Navi. The older faerie nodded in agreement.

"Well...I actually came here looking for Felicity. Something...something had happened at the Hold, something terrible, and I feel that Felicity may be in someway connected," began Navi.

"What? What’s happened?"

"Every man in Valour Hold is dead."

"Dead?!" cried Carrie in shock. "How?!" 

"I don’t know. But a faerie of the settlement reported to me yesterday morning that she had seen a dark force the evening before, near the hold. We went to investigate, and they were all...but the thing is, there was an aura around all of them. A dark, evil one. A taint, if you will..."

"But...but what’s this got to do with Felicity?"

"She had the same taint about her. I think that she got that taint from being in close contact with someone extremely evil – possibly this Mara character." 

"But...but Flic said she hadn’t seen Mara!" pointed out Carrie, feeling a little light headed. 

"She was lying. I hate to tell you this, Carrie, I know she’s a friend and all, but I think she may be in league with this witch." Before Navi had even finished speaking, Carrie flew into a rage.

"No! No! Felicity would never, ever do something evil! Not on purpose! I mean, Mara must have her under her control somehow!"

"Well, maybe. But...she isn’t here." Carrie looked down at the ground, overwhelmed by Navi’s words. Everyone in Valour Hold, dead? Felicity in league with a witch? It all seemed unreal.

"Wait. Oh my...you knew about the invasion, didn’t you?" asked Carrie suddenly. Navi frowned.

"Invasion?"

"Catalia is invading Hyrule. Hyrule’s forces are all gathered outside North Castle and...well, doesn’t Valour Hold have all of the best men?"

"Yes...yes, I believe so."

"And Mara was in league with Robert, Catalia’s King."

"And?"

"Hyrule will be expecting the men from Valour Hold, and Mara has killed them all. If Catalia is going to attack, now will be the best time, before help from Dalsona turns up!" 

"We need to tell North Castle," concluded Navi, finally catching up.

"Come on. And let’s hope we’re not too late!" 

  The sound of battle could be heard all around Hyrule field, and as metal crashed against metal, Link turned and dealt death to just one more faceless stranger. 

They had met head on, the Catalians and Hyrulians, and Link could not tell from his position on how the fortunes of each side were actually faring. It was still raining, although only a fine drizzle, and the cries and shouts of men everywhere was almost deafening. But despite the chaos, for that was what it was, Link felt almost at peace with himself. True enough, his blood was rushing through his veins and his heart beating like a drum, but it was as if his senses were sharpened, for every sound, every swish of an oncoming blade, every grunt of pain as death emerged victorious, every thud of a lifeless corpse to the sodden earth, seemed all at once apparent to the hero. Link had suddenly found himself and his blade at one, every movement was swift and deadly, and no man who faced the hero lived to see the next stroke of the hero’s sword. Link was surrounded by soldiers on all sides, both in the blue, red and gold of Hyrule and the purple and silver of Catalia but despite this, he saw nothing but his next foe.

"Is that Link out there?" asked Dion to himself, a little incredulous, as he stood on the slight rise by North Castle, arming his bow. Though the Dubatian by birth could not see much in the melee, there was one figure who seemed to stand out, for they were cleaving a path through plum and silver bodies like a blade through grass without ever seeming to pause for respite. "It must be," he concluded quietly, aiming his arrow high into the air and letting go of the bow string. A thousand more missiles followed it and rained down into the crowd of fighting bodies, and Dion grabbed another arrow from his quiver. They were aiming as far back as they could, away from their own men. He frowned as he watched more men fall, and noted that the muddy field of battle was turning a crude and crimson red. 

"Again!" he called, hoping his eyes were deceiving him. For it looked that Catalia were winning. 
  Robert smiled to himself as he watched the scenes of battle unfold. The Hyrulians had been clever in thinking that they could seize his men in a pincer like movement on both sides, but they had been unwise to Robert’s thinking, and had played right into his gauntleted hands. For as soon as the Hyrulians had moved in, Robert had countered their move with one of his own – sending out two vast regiments to outflank the flanks. This meant that the east and west flanks of the Hyrulians had become caught between two ranks of Catalians, giving them little chance of survival. The General King was admittedly surprised at the resistance of the Hyrulians so far, especially seeing as his forces easily outnumbered their flagging numbers. But he knew it was only a matter of time before they would break through. And then Hyrule would be defeated, and he would be glorious in his victory.

  Trapped. That was how Aaron felt, and he was cursing his luck. As the east flank 

had crashed onto the east side of the Catalian forces they had barely flinched. Aaron had instructed his men to fight away, and progress was being made, his side slowly pushing forward, looking forward to a meeting in the middle with the west flank. But Robert had not won his superb reputation as a General lightly, and now Aaron could see why. Instead of stretching out his forces into a long line in an effort to avoid being surrounded, Robert had instead compacted his vast forces into a single squat unit that had almost invited envelopment. It had been too easy of course, Aaron had first thought, and now he knew why. For behind Robert’s initial forces there had been two more regiments who had fanned out and surrounded both of the attacking Hyrulian flanks, sandwiching them between Catalians and Catalians. They were surrounded with no means of escape other than to fight their way through. However, it was hard. Hyrule’s resources had already been stretched with the lack of forces arriving from Valour Hold, and as a result, his flank was thin. To attack one side of the Catalians meant neglecting another, and every man knew that the first rule of battle was to never turn your back on an enemy. To do so meant death. So they fought back to back, but every time a Hyrulian fell, it was becoming more and more difficult to cover one another. They were surrounded. Trapped. 

  "They’re going to bloody massacre them!" muttered Drake, watching in horror as he saw Robert’s forces surround the east and west flanks. He cursed aloud and cleaved the skull of an oncoming foot soldier in two from atop his horse. He was in the middle of the battlefield, where men of both sides were beginning to get a little thin. Bodies were strewn everywhere, but even Drake could see that the blue, red and gold of Hyrule was the far more prominent colour laid out on the bloody field of Hyrule. He held up his sword and called out to his men, drawing their attention to the battle on the flanks. He hated to change tactics mid-battle, but they had little choice. "To your comrades aid!" he bellowed, charging west. He turned back and saw from the south more forces arriving, obviously those who had been safeguarding North Castle’s south side. It did not rest easy with him that North Castle would be exposed, but he supposed little could be done. "Desperate times call for desperate measures an’ all," reasoned the knight gruffly, before felling his fourteenth Catalian with a sickening 

crunch. 

  "Oh, by the Goddesses! We’re too late!" cried Navi as they left the forest. Even before they had left the cover of the trees, the two faeries had heard the noises of warfare, but now to see it with their eyes confirmed their worst fears. 

"Link! We need to find Link!" said Carrie firmly, flying forward. "He’ll know what to do!" 

"Wait. We can’t just go flying in there! There’s a battle going on!" Carrie stopped.

"We’re faeries. We’ll be fine!" she insisted shortly.

"Not if we get hit by an arrow we won’t. Look, if you just let me think a moment..." began Navi.

"We don’t have a moment!" said Carrie in a raised voice laced with desperation. 

Navi ignored the younger faerie and closed her eyes. Carrie glared at her and looked back to the battle field which was thick with the bodies of fighting men. 

Navi suddenly opened her eyes. 

"Right. Carrie, go and find Link and tell him. I’m going to go back to the Fey."

"What?!" shrieked Carrie incredulously.

"You’ll find Link in the centre of battle, with dying or dead men all around him, just look for the trail of dead Catalians and you’ll find him. They’re losing, Carrie, badly. I’m going to go back to the faeries and summon them here. Hyrule is our land, too and, for once, we aren’t going to let the humans deal with this problem alone. Now go!" Carrie nodded dumbly to Navi’s instruction then flew off. Navi watched her go, willing her on, then turned back to the forest. She didn’t know what the faerie council would have to say about such actions, but she knew that, united, the faeries could help the humans, and she would do everything in her power to make sure that they did.

  Aaron grimaced grimly as the blood of his enemy spattered across his face as he slew one more Catalian. They were surrounded on all sides, and the enemy was closing in on them like a pack of wolves would a lone deer. If things had seemed bad before, Aaron miserably noted, things were now looking utterly hopeless. 

There was no more than a few dozen of his own men left standing, and they were outnumbered thoroughly on all sides. Holding up his sword, Aaron beckoned their enemies upon them, but the Catalians seemed more content to prolong the moment and savour such a crushing victory. Suddenly, a more senior looking soldier stepped forward, facing Aaron and let out a sardonic sneer.

"Surrender now and you’ll live. Or you can put up your weapons and say goodbye to any chance of seeing another sunset." Aaron at once turned to his nearest companion and spoke in a low tone.

"These men killed our comrades. Surrender is not an option. Our only chance is to charge them and hope we can break through," said the young captain stubbornly. His companion nodded solemnly, and Aaron turned back to the Catalian.

"We are prepared to die for our country, Catalian, the question is, are you willing to do the same?" challenged Aaron, before letting out a mighty roar and rushing towards the Catalians. He was swiftly followed by all of his men that remained, and this manoeuvre quite surprised the Catalians, who had been expecting the Hyrulians, who had little chance of survival, to surrender. Aaron struck the first blow, and it was followed by many others, as they all abandoned any sort of formation and fought with little regard for anything but their own lives. 

  As Drake struck down yet another foe, his eye was suddenly drawn to the horizon 

on the east. From atop his steed he could see the glint of armour and weapons approaching, and his heart swelled at the sign of what he took to be reinforcements. His men and the men of the east regiment were faring far better than Aaron’s side, and yet they were still somewhat on the back foot.

"All is not lost!" cried the knight as he saw the approaching forces and he wheeled around, dealing death to one more adversary. Such a call raised the hearts of the fighting Hyrulians, who had begun to feel jaded and exhausted from the battle. The Catalians were of course feeling similar feelings, especially after their night time march through the desert, and yet they had no such similar call to raise their spirits. 

The approaching forces were the men of Orion Reyblade, as well as numerous other 

followers who had decided to follow as Orion passed through Ruto and Saria. As soon as Orion could make out the battle outside North Castle, he beckoned every man who was with him to charge. They galloped forth atop their steeds, and others without horses of their own ran forward on foot.

It was a welcome sight indeed for the Hyrulians, and they gave a great cheer when they saw men of their own colours approaching. Many of the Catalians turned in surprise when they heard Orion and his men thundering across the plains, and some of them began to flee in terror and desperation. As Orion saw the Catalians fleeing, he at first presumed it was because of he and his men, but it was not. 

A massive shadow soon shed some light on the true cause of the fleeing foreigners, and Orion, along with many others, turned to see a huge dragon looming above them in the air with green scaly skin and a mane of bright pink hair. 

"Well I’ll be..." muttered Orion with a grin on his face, while others began to run away and dive out of the angry dragon’s path. 

A plume of red hot flame suddenly seared through the air, extremely close to Drake in particular, toasting several Catalians. 

"Sal?" muttered the knight in question when he, too, saw the dragon and his frown soon gave way to a smile when he realised that it was, in fact, the old comrade of Link and indeed a dragon Drake himself had once tried to slay. 

Shaking his head in disbelief the knight turned back to the battle, raising his sword in a salute to the great beast. "I’ve never been so glad to see a dragon," he muttered before plunging back into the melee. For the first time since the Hyrulians and Catalians had met that day, it looked to be the home troops who had gained the advantage.

  "Sal?" questioned Link in shocked awe as he saw the shadow of a dragon swoop low over his head. The hero, who had indeed left a trail of blood in his wake, was 

distracted for a moment as he turned his eyes to the grey sky which was now illuminated by the presence of a great dragon. He pulled his sword grimly from the lifeless body of a fallen Catalian, before turning his eyes back to the battlefield which was now no more than a churned mess of mud, blood and corpses. 

He did not truly want to kill any of the men he had so far killed, and every time he ended another life he felt little, for he desired his sword to strike the heart of only one man, his kinsman Robert. For those that came across the hero, he was a fearsome sight. His face was spattered with blood, his dark hair was plastered with sweat, gore and rain against his skull and his sword was so thick with the blood of Catalians that the blade itself appeared to be a rust red colour. His mind was consumed with anger and rage, and yet the hero still felt strangely detached from all that was happening, he felt as though he were not truly there and felt somewhat untouchable. But the hero was not without injury. An ugly red weal marked his right cheek, and an unsightly gash was strewn down his sword arm, yet neither injury was anything more than a mere superficial flesh wound. The smell of burning flesh suddenly assailed the fighter’s nostrils as he sank his sword into the neck of another enemy, and a burning man ran across his path screaming out to the Goddesses for redemption. 

"Good old Sal," murmured the hero in appreciation. "It’s been too long." 

  As Sal had landed, Zelda had jumped off the dragon and rushed into the castle grounds. Her first thought had been the Triforce. The Princess ran through the courtyard and across to the east tower. The door swung open easily, but as she passed the threshold, Zelda already knew that something was wrong. The magic spell that protected this tower from evil passing it had already been broken. 

Mara had removed it when she had taken the Triforce of Wisdom back at Death Mountain. Felicity's spell was still working strongly, and the Princess began to ascend the steps, knowing that this was her last chance to prevent Mara from carrying out her plans. If she could regain the Triforce, she might just stand a chance. She had to destroy the witch before the evil sorceress destroyed Hyrule. 

Felicity's magic had given her a second chance and she wasn't going to waste it. 

Hyrule's fate lay in her hands now.
Chapter 10

Mara was waiting at the tower summit. Her cruel mouth formed a wordless sneer as she watched Zelda step through the door.

"Back so soon?" she said sweetly. "I would have thought my little trick would have rendered you incapable of ever getting up again. But it looks like I was wrong. You have the Fey on your side," she sneered. Zelda flipped her long hair over her back, and eyed Mara defiantly. 

"I've come to take back what is rightfully mine!" she snapped.

"Yours? I think it is mine now, Princess," Mara said, walking across to the Triforce Pedestal. She had already replaced the Triforce of Wisdom back with the other two magical prisms. "Already my consort Robert advances his army upon this very castle. By night it shall fall into his hands and you, my dear Princess, shall be dead! You and your wretched husband, and the rest of your family! Hyrule will be mine, and soon after, the entire Demiari!" she exclaimed.  Zelda had seen the battle taking place outside when Sal had flew overhead. She couldn't believe that Robert's army had arrived so quickly. But who knew how long she'd been lying unconscious at Death Mountain? It had to be at least two days since she had left North Castle.

"You tried to kill me once, you will not succeed again," she said. Mara simply laughed.

"The life drains from your weak body even as you speak, Princess! It shall not take much to end your pitiful existence!" She then turned her back on Zelda, approaching the Triforce once more. "This is what I have been waiting for, this exact moment," she said, placing her hands on the Triforce of Power. Nothing happened. Mara tried each Triforce in turn, attempting to channel their powers. But again, nothing. Zelda watched with interest, hope suddenly rising in her. If Mara couldn't make a magical connection to any of the Triforces, then she obviously wasn't bestowed with any of the corresponding virtues. Suddenly Mara whipped round, glaring at Zelda. "You! I have seen you use the Triforce, tell me or you will die!" she shrieked angrily. 

"I cannot tell you, it is something you just know," Zelda replied coolly.

"You lie! Reveal to me the secrets of the Triforce, if you value your pitiful life!" Mara screamed, advancing towards Zelda with a furious look on her face. Zelda stepped backwards, away from the witch.

"Each Triforce corresponds to a virtue; either power, wisdom or courage. Certain people in the Demiari are born with these virtues and only they can control the Triforce's power! People like me, like Link! There is no secret!" Zelda exclaimed. Mara glared at her hatefully. 

"Very well. Then there is only one thing for it," she said in a cold voice. Zelda stared as Mara began to raise her arms. She was going to summon Link to the tower. 

***

  "This is a feud between men, Navi, and not us faeries. We will not fight their battles for them," said Nazareth gravely, the head chief of the faerie council. Navi frowned in frustration and let out an annoyed sigh.

"Don't you see?! If we don't intervene we will lose the protection of the Hyrulians! We have lived with their kind for hundreds of years and for them to be wiped out could mean our end also. The Catalians don't understand us faeries like the Hyrulians do..." said the faerie angrily, amazed at the ignorance and stubbornness of the council.  

"We are not to intervene, Navi, it is not our place!" said Nazareth insistently. Navi shut her eyes for a second, holding back a scream of frustration.  

"We can't just stand by and watch Hyrule fall! The Catalian King is in league with a powerful witch! A powerful witch who has already turned the chief advisor of our Queen to her own dark ways!" spat Navi desperately. As she spoke there was an uncomfortable shift among the council, and Nazareth looked at Navi long and hard.

"You speak of...Felicity?" he asked cautiously.

"Yes! She was somehow involved with the massacre of the Hold...don't ask me how, but she was involved," swore Navi.  

"No...it is impossible, Felicity is not capable of such wickedness!" said another member of the council in disbelief. Navi looked at Nazareth.

"I am speaking the truth," she swore. Nazareth frowned.

"That is a very serious accusation to make, Navi. If it were true...well, you must be aware of the penalty for such a crime," said the elder faerie. Navi nodded. She knew alright. To kill just one human unprovoked meant death. To kill an entire army of men... Felicity would be stripped of her powers and sent into exile. It was the worst punishment that any faerie could face.

"All of you know and respect Felicity, I know. Imagine that if she could be lured to such evil, then what would the consequences be if her wicked seducer were to take over Hyrule? Our minds would no longer be our own, and we would be recruited to her service without choice," implored Navi. Nazareth let out a long and drawn out sigh. "If Tamara were here, she would agree with me. The humans must be helped!" added Navi desperately. Nazareth nodded a slow nod and rose from his seat. The rest of the council followed suit.  

"Very well, Navi. Perhaps this is our battle as much as the humans." Navi let out a sigh of relief. She knew Nazareth was not doing this through choice. It was faerie lore. A long time ago, even before Navi's time, all faeries had been bound to serve the Hylians. That was no longer so, but it was now custom for any faerie whose life was saved by a human to serve that human until death. If a faerie killed a human then that could only be repaid by the death of that said faerie. If Felicity had been involved in the Valour Hold massacre as Navi suspected, then that meant the entire faerie race was bound into the service of the race wronged. And that meant fighting against the Catalians.

"Good. We've wasted enough time already," said Navi sharply. Nazareth looked at Navi gravely.

"If your claims are untrue, Navi..." he began. Navi nodded.

"I know. But she was involved. Whether it was her own will or not," said Navi solemnly. Nazareth nodded and left the clearing along with the rest of the council. Although it was a victory for the ancient faerie, she did not feel victorious. Doubt was already beginning to crawl into the faerie's mind as to whether Felicity had really been involved with the massacre. She shook her head defiantly. It did not matter. The humans needed their aid, and if it came at the cost of one faerie, whether it be Felicity, or Navi, that was a price the faerie was prepared to pay.  

***

  "They're here! Valour Hold has arrived!" cried a jubilant voice over the noise of battle. Drake turned and saw to the east the approaching regiments of Valour Hold, and his heart swelled.  

"Finally," he muttered, glad to see that the tide was now turning in Hyrule's favour.  "It's about bloody time!" cried the knight loudly, unable to hide the glee in his gruff voice.  

  Aaron turned as he heard the cries of relief and joy, and saw, to his delight, the approaching men of Valour Hold.

"What time do you call this?" he cried, swinging his sword at an approaching Catalian and catching him in the gut. The Catalian fell to his knees, his mouth hanging open, before falling to his face with a splash of blood, mud and water. "Perhaps we might just survive this after all," added the captain as an after thought, before turning his back on the Valour Hold regiment, renewed with enthusiasm and hope.

***

  Sprite stared at Navi as if she were crazy.  

"We can't do that!" she exclaimed, glancing over at Felicity anxiously who was lying semi-conscious on a nearby bed. She had arrived back at Silva-Veredis Le'Fey not long ago with an exhausted Felicity and a frightened Tiffany. Navi had just returned from a meeting with the Faerie Council and now she was suggesting to Sprite that Felicity had to accompany them both to the battlefield.  

"But we need Felicity in the circle to break the spell! She was involved somehow... plus her magic is the strongest of us all," Navi replied. Sprite shook her head. 

"She's far too weak, she used the last of her powers to help Princess Zelda. She needs to rest Navi! If she doesn't, she might die."

"We've no choice... look, Sprite, I know you and Felicity are close, but the future of Hyrule is bleak if we don't help out the only way we can!" Navi argued. The two faeries glared at each other, neither willing to give way.

"As Queen of the Fey, I order that Felicity stays here!" Sprite finally proclaimed. 

"And by order of the Faerie Council, which I might add, has the final say in matters of Hyrule, Felicity must come with us! You cannot overrule the Council," Navi answered, folding her arms. Sprite just looked defiant. She knew she was defeated. If the Council ordered that Felicity must attend, then there was nothing she could do to prevent it. She scowled at the other faerie in hatred. .

"Stupid council!" she spluttered. Navi's expression softened for a moment and she laid a hand on Sprite's shoulder in comfort.

"Look, Sprite, I can see as much as you can that Felicity is in no fit state. But we need her. Hyrule needs her," she said. Sprite pushed Navi's hand away and glared at her furiously. 

"This will kill her!" she cried, tears forming in her eyes as she looked over at her grievously ill friend. Navi walked over to the bed and looked down at Felicity, who was extremely pale, a sharp contrast to her long black hair cascading onto the pillows and her dark crimson dress. Slowly she placed a hand onto the faerie's forehead and shut her eyes.

"I can't fight Mara's dark magic, but I can ease it," she said, before beginning to chant something in Hylian that Sprite couldn't quite understand. Felicity was briefly bathed in a soft blue glow and after a moment, two spots of colour formed in her cheeks.  She blinked, looking confused for a moment, before sitting up in bed.

"Felicity!" Sprite exclaimed, rushing over to embrace her best friend. She turned to Navi, who was stood to one side shyly. "Uh, thanks, I guess. Does this mean Flis will be okay?"

"It's just a revive spell, Felicity will need plenty of rest if she's to survive," Navi answered.  

"Thank you, Navi. Now lets hope I feel okay for long enough to dispel what Mara's done," Felicity said, speaking for the first time. She eased herself up off the bed and stood. "Is Tiff okay?" she asked suddenly, concern flashing across her pretty face. Sprite looked down at the floor, still upset. 

"She's resting, like you should be," she said. 

"She'll be fine... you helped heal her, right, Navi?" Felicity said, looking across at Navi. Navi nodded.   

"Yes. Tiffany will definitely be okay. The rest of the Fey have already left the forest to head out to the battlefield. Come on, we better catch them up," she said.  

"We're with you, Navi," Sprite said, taking both her and Felicity by the hand. "Let's go and kick some Catalian behinds!"

***

  Robert balked as he saw the reinforcements arrive.  His men were already suffering heavily on the western flank, and now Hyrule had more men arriving from the east.  And not just any men.  

"Mara!" he cried aloud, anger spilling over him as he raised a clenched fist to the sky.  The woman had promised him that the men of Valour Hold would be no threat. She had lied! This was not going to plan at all. Robert had been so sure of victory when the battle had begun - he had outnumbered and out manoeuvred the pitiful Hyrulians and yet it was he, Robert, who was suffering. "This cannot be!" he roared, spurring his steed on and racing towards the thick of the battle. He had stood back long enough. He could do so no longer.

"Your Majesty! Please, what are you doing?" asked one of Robert's advisors desperately. Robert turned on the man and snarled at him.

"We are losing against these fools! I will not stand idly by and watch this plan fail!" he shouted furiously, his dark eyes glittering with dangerous menace.

"But to risk yourself, sir, is foolish!" reminded the advisor pleadingly.

"I am no fool. How dare you even suggest it!" cried Robert angrily, whipping his sword from its scabbard and cutting off his advisor's head in one fell swoop. Silence overcame the camp and Robert glanced around, daring another to oppose him. His beheaded advisor fell to his knees and then slumped into the mud.

"Let that serve all of you as a reminder to choose wisely who you call a fool!" screamed the general almost hysterically before turning and riding away into the bloody melee of battle.

  It was Aaron who saw them first. The faces of the men of Valour Hold. Their uniforms. Their stance. They were not allies of Hyrule. They were its enemies.  

"By the Goddesses," whispered the young captain, the icy hand of fear finding its grip around his heart. The men of Valour Hold were pale and ashen grey, their uniforms sopping wet as if they had just made a trek through the sea itself. Their eyes were a murderous shade of red, and many of them wore the expressions of men who had died with fear in their hearts. "What sorcery is this?" asked the captain, his heart beginning to pound wildly. They were trapped once more between Catalians and Catalian allies. It was like a nightmare, but Aaron knew he was not asleep. This was no dream.  

"Watch out!" cried Aaron, his voice hoarse as he saw the men of Valour Hold draw their bows. They were aiming for the few men of Aaron's that remained. "Behind you!" yelled Aaron desperately, bringing his shield down in front of him. His warning came too late for many. Arrows flew through the air and struck down many Hyrulians, and one arrow found its path came to an end in the steel of Aaron's shield. The impact sent Aaron sprawling to his back, and more arrows rained down on him. He held up his shield defensively, knowing that it was all that stood between him and death. His last thoughts were of his wife, Aimee, and his son, Timothy, before something struck him on the skull and his vision blacked out.           

  "What in the void?!" cried Drake in amazement and confusion as he saw the men of Valour Hold draw on their own allies.

"What in the void are they doing?" he growled, his voice catching in his throat as he saw arrows fly. He cursed aloud and swung his sword in a devastating fashion into the neck of a fleeing soldier dressed in purple and silver. "What are they playing at?" he yelled, riding through the field in an attempt to get a closer look at the events unfolding on the east flank. His attention distracted, the knight failed to see a fallen Catalian rising to his feet, sword in hand. He swept his blade up and across Drake's steed, and the knight was thrown from his seat, landing face down in the mud. With a grunt the knight pushed himself up, reaching at his belt for his sword, but it reached little but air. He cursed again and got to his feet, only to be confronted by a bloody faced and sword wielding Catalian. Drake put up his hands and let out a low chuckle.

"Come on, man, you don't want to kill me. Don't you know who I am?"

"Names matter little to the dead," spat the soldier, raising his sword above his head.  Drake smiled and then launched himself at the Catalian, wrestling him to the ground.  He held the man's head down in the mud and delivered a few heavy fisted blows, knocking the man into either death or unconsciousness - he could not tell which. He prised the sword from the fallen man's fingers and then turned back to the east. He swore under his breath and then marched on, little deterring him from his set course.     

  As Drake pushed on through the battle field, his attention was momentarily distracted when his eyes were drawn to the centre of the field. Link. The hero was little more than a killing machine, and Drake suddenly felt glad to have the hero on his side. But then he saw something he had no expected. Robert. The General-King of Catalia. The man behind all this needless death. He was approaching Link from the North, and Link had his back turned, concentrating on dispatching three Catalians who decided to join together in a bid to stop the hero.

"Link!" cried Drake, calling a warning to his friend, but his hoarse voice failed to carry over the field of battle. Letting out another curse, Drake began to race towards his friend, hoping that he wasn't too late to help him.

  Link heard the approach of a mounted foe, but he did not turn to face him. Three Catalians had him surrounded, and he was more concerned with getting rid of them for the time being. But then something changed. The Catalians seemed to see something behind Link that warranted their reverence, and then Link knew who it was who had approached him. He forgot those that faced him, and turned his back, looking up at Robert, his brother in name though not in blood.  

"Robert." He spat the name like one may spit something distasteful from one's mouth, and his eyes were full of disdain and disgust for the King of Catalia.

"Link," greeted Robert, dismounting from his horse. He walked up to Link and then nodded at those who stood behind the hero. Before Link could react he was grabbed on all sides, his hands brought behind his back, an arm pressed against his neck.  Robert smiled, almost serenely, a different picture to the angry and furious man some may have witnessed moments before. Robert now knew Mara had not lied. He had seen the men of Valour Hold turn on their own comrades. Mara had been correct when she had said they were of not threat to Robert. Robert looked at Link and let out a small sigh as the hero struggled in vain against the hands that held him.

"You have killed many of my men, today, Link. What a sight it would have been if we had been on the same side," said Robert in a contemplative tone. Link continued to struggle, attempting to break free of Robert's men.

"I would never have fought for you, Robert. You are all that is wrong with our kind.  Arrogant and greedy and corrupt. You care not for life, but for power, and that makes you no better than a common thief," growled Link, barely able to talk as the forearm of a Catalian pressed against his throat. Robert smiled.

"But I am a King, Link. And what are you? You are nothing," sneered the general.  

"At least I won't be dead in a few moments," spat the hero defiantly. Robert raised his eyebrows and smiled.

"Oh? And what makes you think that? As far as I can see, I am the one with the upper hand, Link," said the Kokiri amiably. Link frowned.

"Appearances can be deceiving," he muttered fruitlessly. He knew Robert was right.  Men were fighting all around them. Everyone else was too busy fighting for their own lives to even realise Link was about to lose his. Robert nodded to the one of the Catalians behind Link and he felt his throat released. Robert drew his sword and held it to Link's Adam's apple.

"Any last words?" inquired Robert.  

"Yes. Put your sword down and I won't run you through, you cowardly bastard!"  Robert froze, and Link suddenly saw his comrade and friend, Drake, standing behind the King, his sword in his back. Drake nodded to the Catalians that held Link.

"That's right, let him go, and I might consider letting your so called King live," ordered Drake. The Catalians released Link and stepped back unsurely.

"Kill him, you fools!" cried Robert suddenly, but Link had already grabbed his sword from one of them and dispatched the three of them in a sweeping strike. He turned back to Robert who was seething with fury.

"Do you want to have the honours, Link?" asked Drake politely. Link regarded Robert carefully and then, after a moment of deliberation, shook his head solemnly.

"He's not worth the steel of my sword, Drake," said the hero slowly, backing away from Robert, his eyes full of disdain and disgust. Robert's eyes glittered furiously at Link's words, and he stepped forward suddenly, his handsome face distorted into a mask of hatred.  

"You are nothing!" screamed the Kokiri furiously, before spitting at Link's feet in a gesture of animosity. Link looked down to the mud and then back up to Robert.  

"I'd rather be nothing than what you are," he said, sickened by the very presence of his kinsmen. It baffled him to think that the man stood before him had once been a sweet and unassuming boy, with not a word of hatred for any person, living or dead. But then, Link thought, the world was a different place to what it had been back in those times. So very different. His contemplation was suddenly broken when he heard a whistle on the air.  

"Oh Din! Look out, Link!" cried Drake suddenly, but it was too late. An arrow flew through the air and struck Link through the shoulder. The hero let out an anguished cry and fell backwards. Drake pushed Robert out of the way and fell by Link's side, sighing in relief when he saw the wound was not as bad as it could have been.

"Drake, watch out!" cried Link as Robert loomed over them, and Drake rose to his feet, striking Robert on the chin with the back of his fist. The Catalian span to the ground, landing with a thud, and Drake turned back to Link.

"You okay?" he asked. Link nodded.

"Just finish him! Finish him and it'll be all over," cried Link insistently. Drake turned, only to see Robert staggering over to his steed.

"Oh no! You aren't going anywhere!" shouted Drake, rushing over to the Catalian.  This time Robert was ready for the knight however, and he lashed out with his sword, catching Drake on the shoulder. The knight fell back, clutching his new wound, and he turned his blue eyes to the fleeing Catalian.

"You're going to die sometime, Robert. You're just postponing the inevitable!" he called after the Catalian monarch. Robert looked back as he rode away and shook his head.

"Aren't we all?" he cried mockingly, before disappearing from Drake's line of vision.  The knight shook his head and staggered over to Link, blood ebbing freely from the wound Robert had inflicted on him. He looked down at the hero, who had suddenly turned very pale, and Drake crouched down by his side, looking at the arrow lodged in Link's right shoulder with dismay.

"That arrow came from the bow of a Valour Hold man," he said slowly, casting his gaze gingerly back to his own wound.

"Isn't that what they call irony?" asked Link, emitting a weak chuckle, easing himself up. He let out a sharp gasp as he rose, and Drake steadied him.

"No. It's called treachery. Valour Hold is fighting for Robert. I saw them turn on our own men with my own eyes," said Drake morosely, helping Link to his feet.  

"But...no. That's impossible," said Link with a furrowed brow.

"I know that. But it's happened...now come on, I'm getting you back to the castle. The last thing we need is you dead," said Drake gruffly. Link shook his head, breaking away from Drake's grip. He swayed for a moment and almost fell, and he would have done if Drake had not caught him. "Come on. Dying out here won't help anyone," reprimanded Drake softly, supporting the hero with his good shoulder. "Now let's get going while we have the chance." Link could not argue, the arrow in his shoulder hurt more than he could describe, and he knew from the pain it was causing him that the steel shaft of the arrow head had struck the bone, shattering it. His right arm dangled uselessly from his side, and he could only offer a silent thanks to the goddesses that it was not his left arm, his sword arm, that had been struck.

***

   "By the Goddesses, what in Hyrule is that?" exclaimed a Hyrulian soldier, shading his eyes against the oncoming shimmering cloud passing above him. Drake looked in his compatriot's direction, also seeing  the spectacle. The sprinkling of magical dust that fell upon him at the moment was enough to assure him of the answer.

"The Fey! But what are they doing here?" he wondered out loud. Drake was used to having faeries around; Sprite and her friends were common visitors to the castle, after all. But he knew, as a rule, the Fey kept themselves entirely separate from humans and Hylians, concerned with their own affairs only. Maybe things were about to change. And in that case, it meant things were looking up for Hyrule. 

  "Let us all join hands!" Navi ordered to the massive gathering of faeries. She firmly took the hand of Sprite, who in turn took Felicity's hand, who took hold of Carrie's hand, and so forth. Soon hundreds of faeries had joined hands in a gigantic circle, high above the battlefield. Below them the massacre of war continued as Catalia came closer to their goal. Navi turned to Sprite.

"I'll start, repeat what I say around the circle," she instructed. Sprite nodded.

"Okay," she said, her glance flitting downwards to see if she could spot Link. He was nowhere to be seen. Navi saw her look and smiled.

"Link is fine," she said. 

"I know... I just wish..." Sprite started, before trailing off. "Well, just get started, Navi!" she quickly ordered, her face suddenly flushing. 

"As you wish. Okay, here we go," Navi said, closing her eyes. She murmured in Hylian, and Sprite followed suit, also closing her eyes and repeating the words. She didn't know much of the language, but it was as if she'd always known it. She heard Felicity speak, and then Carrie and the spell continued around the circle.   

  A shimmering radiance rained down upon the vast battle plain, like water from the heavens. Everybody stared up in awe and wonder, stopping their fighting as they did so. Magical auras began to surround the undead Valour Hold fighters, their ashen faces once more becoming warm and pink, their eyes no longer red and wicked, but shades of blue, green, grey and brown. They were mortal once more. Aaron rolled over in the mud, life returning to his wounded body as the magical aura touched him also. 

"Tis truly the work of the Goddesses themselves!" one soldier exclaimed in wonder. 

"The witchcraft has been lifted! Oh praise to the Goddesses!" said another, dropping to the ground in worship. The men of Hyrule at once saw their alliance doubled and at that moment there came the sound of more marching feet. They looked up on the horizon to see the pennants and banners of Dalsona approaching, an army dressed in blue, white and gold. 

"Hyrule is saved! Dalsona is here!" cheered the men. 

"Hail to King Nicolas of Dalsona! His alliance has never yet failed us!" shouted Captain Krin, riding up on his grey mount, sword in hand. Already the Catalians were beginning to scatter. Hyrule's own army already now outnumbered them, and the Dalsonian reinforcements were a formidable sight, with their cruel curved blades and shiny golden armour. Aaron stood shakily, shading his eyes. Damon suddenly rode up alongside him.

"Friend, here take this sword," he said, tossing the young vice-captain his weapon.  "My bow shall serve me equally as well," he added, arming himself with the new weapon. Aaron smiled.

"Thanks, Damon," he said gratefully, gripping the blade tightly. He wasn't sure what had just happened, but whatever it was, it had been a blessing. Now it looked like Hyrule was going to win after all. A fleeing Catalian dashed past him and Aaron began to give chase. Then men around him had also been filled with new vigour. The goddesses were on their side. 

***

  Drake had left Link as soon as he was sure that the hero was safely inside the walls of North Castle. The knight, despite insisting on Link's own treatment, did not stay to have his own wounds tended to. Link did not like the prospect of being away from the field of battle, especially when it was so apparent that Catalia were gaining ground with every passing second, but the words Drake had spoken had been true. Link would not be able to help anyone if he were dead. 

 An inexperienced healer was sat by Link, tending to his wound in the best way that they could manage. As his shoulder wound was inexpertly bandaged, Link couldn't help but glance down at the discarded arrow which had caused him so much pain.  There was no doubting its point of origin, it was the arrow of a Valour Hold man, and although Link knew that it was no uncommon thing to be struck by one's own archers on the battlefield, he could not help but wonder if it had been an accident. Drake's words once more rang through his mind, 'Valour Hold is fighting for Robert.' It couldn't be true. It didn't make sense. Link winced as the healer touched upon an errant stitch and the young apprentice hurriedly apologised.  

Nothing made sense anymore, the hero supposed, it hadn't for months. He wondered if it ever would again. As the hero pondered these thoughts, there was an almighty crash and Link sprang from his chair, his hand reaching for his sword in an instant.  At the door to the healers chamber stood no one else but Link's own kin, his most hated enemy. Robert.  

"Shouldn't you be on the battlefield?" asked Link, confused and bewildered as to how Robert had come to enter the castle.  

"I was looking for you. It was only natural that I would find you behind castle walls, like the coward you truly are," snarled Robert, drawing his own blade. It was not as fine a sword as Link's, but it was wicked all the same, and it dripped with the blood of dead men, and living men too, for Link knew that Drake's blood was also on that blade, and potentially soon would his.  

"Yes, that's right, Robert. Belittle me, if it makes you feel better," invited Link, stepping forward, testing his right arm warily. The pain in his shoulder was still there, and it was slowly intensifying, but Link did not show any pain in his eyes, at least not to Robert. The healer was slowly backing away, afraid for his young life, but neither Kokiri paid any notice to him, they were only intent on one another. Link put up his sword.

"To the death, Bobby?" he asked. Robert smiled. It was not a genuine one.

"To your death, coward," he growled. Link gritted his teeth at Robert's remark and then made his move, lunging forward, lightening quick and catching the tip of Robert's chin with his sword. Robert stepped back, touching the blood that dripped from the cut and looking down at it with interest.

"Was that the first time you drew blood from a man?" he mocked, tossing his sword from one hand to the other.

"Maybe. The smart ones usually run away before I get the chance," replied Link, lunging forward again. This time he marked Robert's cheek, drawing yet more blood.  The Catalian King could not comprehend Link's speed, but he was not about to show Link that it worried him. He merely wiped his cheek with his free hand, which served only to leave a scarlet mark smeared across the right side of his face.

"Pray tell, why is that? Do they detest the stench of a man who soils himself as soon as the first sign of danger emerges?" This time Robert was too quick for Link, and the usurper left a neat mark under Link's left eye.  

"Coming from the man, if you can be called that, who had to murder an ageing, defenceless woman to call himself King?" retorted Link, neatly avoiding another lunge made by his foe.

"At least I didn't have to marry a whore to gain a crown," spat Robert, blocking Link's counter blow. The hero's eyes narrowed at this comment, he felt warm blood trickle down his cheek, and he lowered his blade before slicing it towards Robert's torso.  Robert blocked, only just, and smiled.

"Touch a nerve, did I?" he inquired cordially.

"Zelda is no whore, and I married her, not for her status but, because I loved her," growled the hero, warily pacing adjacent to his enemy, waiting for the next move. He did not wait long.

"Loved? Interesting how you place that in the past tense," commented the King with a sneer, flashing towards Link and striking towards his chest. Link moved his sword in accordance, neatly blocking the attack.

"I'll go on loving her until end of my days," he replied solemnly, his voice strained, frustrated. Robert turned and walked away from Link, switching his sword from his left hand to his right.

"So not for very long then?" he replied airily, turning to face Link once more, sword raised, eyes narrowed. 

"Longer than you'll live to know," promised Link, shifting the angle of his blade with a flick of his wrist. He raised his chin to Robert, beckoning him towards him. "Unless, that is, you run away again," he prodded scornfully. Robert frowned at Link's words, and his sword arm twitched slightly as the hero spoke.  

"Touch a nerve, did I?" quipped the hero lightly. He took a step towards Robert, still wary, still in pain.  

"No...I was just wondering how a fool such as yourself came to be known as the hero of this country," answered Robert. Link shrugged as best he could, never letting down his guard.

"I would give my life for this country... I would give my life for Catalia - under its rightful ruler," he replied bitingly. Robert smiled ruefully as Link spoke.

"So you would die for me then? I'm touched."

"I said rightful ruler. That isn't you," corrected Link, edging closer to his adversary. 

"Oh, but I think you will find that I am the rightful ruler of Catalia, whether you like it or not," contradicted Robert patronisingly. Link shrugged again.  

"Be that as it may...I will never see you as King of my home country," swore the hero.  Robert had no time to reply, as Link leapt forward, sweeping his sword forward with a powerful blow. He brought the edge of his sword across the front of Robert's chest, slicing the thin armour and into the flesh beyond. Link could tell by the clean sweep of the cut that the wound was only superficial, but it was enough to send Robert to his feet, his sword flying from his hand. Link stepped over the king, pointing his sword to Robert's throat.

  "You have caused the death of many Hyrulians and Catalians alike, and that is something for which you must die," began Link, pressing the tip of his sword into Robert's throat. Robert leaned back, his eyes shut, his chest rising and dropping rapidly as he struggled for breath.  

"Kill me if you will, but don't expect this to end things. My army shall win, with or without me, and you shall still have lost," growled the Catalian King angrily. Link looked down at Robert, his eyes devoid of malice and hate and instead full of sadness.

"What happened to you? What quarrel did you ever have with me or Hyrule?"  
Robert looked up at Link as he heard the question, his brilliant green eyes meeting with Link's blue ones. 

"You killed the one woman I ever loved," spat Robert with a grimace. Link frowned, not comprehending the King's answer.

"I don't know what you're..." he began. Robert let out a cold snigger, shaking his head.

"No of course you don't. Kylara. You killed her, and have not paid the price... how can the world be such a place of injustice where callous cowards live whilst innocent, kind angels die?" Link shook his head.

"I didn't kill her, Robert. She took her own life," he began, his voice wavering.

"Because of you!" spat Robert, his green eyes darkening in accusation.  

"Do you think I wanted her to kill herself? Do you think I asked her to? If I could change what happened, I would have it done in a second, Robert, but the past can not be changed... you of all people should know that," said Link sadly, his desire to kill the man before him waning by the second. Robert looked at Link with hate in his eyes, a frown on his forehead, contorting his usually handsome face into a mask of ugliness.  

"I wanted justice, Link. Can't you see that?" he questioned coldly.  

"I'm innocent of what you accuse me of, Robert. But do not think for one second that I do not regret what happened."    

"How touching," remarked Robert sourly, fixing his green eyes upon Link. Link looked down at his foe, and raised his sword, ready to deliver the final, deadly blow. But then something changed.

  The air around the two began to flicker, and Link began to feel a pulling sensation at his very core. His eyes met with Robert's, and he knew that the Catalian usurper was experiencing the same kind of feeling.  

"What in the...?" began Link, but the question died on his lips as a massive light exploded before his eyes, and he felt the air around moving and shifting. There was another almighty flash, and moments later the healer's quarters was empty, devoid of all life. Robert and Link had simply vanished.
Chapter 11

  Zelda wished that she was simply having a nightmare. At least she could have woken up. But this was the harsh reality of things. There they all were, in the Triforce Tower, at the very pinnacle of North Castle. Link was to her left, and on the opposite side of the room stood Robert and Mara. Mara was hold of the three Triforces, a smug smile on her wicked face. Robert however looked weak; he was bleeding from several wounds and leaning upon his sword for support. 

"I've summoned you all here for a very special event!" Mara sneered looking round at them all. The room was spinning, Zelda felt so weak... Felicity and Sprite's spell was starting to wear off... Mara stepped forward, laughing loudly. "So pathetic! So puerile! I really expected better from you, Princess!" Zelda took a breath and looked up to face her adversary once more. 

"You can't achieve your aims! The Triforce won't work that way!" she finally retorted. A look of fury crossed Mara's face at Zelda's words and she shot a bolt of magic at her in anger. Zelda managed to dodge out of the way, Link immediately taking her place and deflecting the beam with the blade of his sword. 

"You want her, you fight me first!" the hero proclaimed. 

"You're right, I need the pair of you alive," Mara said, smiling again. 

"Face it, Mara, your plan won't work. The Triforce will not grant wishes that aren't pure of heart!" Zelda continued. "You cannot control its power, you do not hold any of its virtues!" The witch looked furious at Zelda, her blue eyes narrowing and her blood red lips pursed. 

"Foolish Princess, why do you think I have brought you here? I may not be able to control it, but you can!"

"No!!!!" Zelda cried, shaking her head. "I will NEVER do your bidding!"

"You will! The both of you!" Mara said, looking pointedly at Link. 

"Count me out, now hand it over unless you want to end up like your traitorous partner there!" Link snarled, leaping forward, sword in hand. Robert gave a low growl, coming forward to defend Mara from Link. Their swords clashed loudly as their blades met. Mara ignored them, instead turning back to face Zelda.

"I know you know how to control this artefact, and if your pitiful life means anything, you will do as I say!” The witch ordered. Zelda stepped back, shaking her head again.

"It means nothing now, I would rather die than grant your evil wishes!"

"You will die anyway, but not before I have made use of you!" Mara retorted. Link and Robert's blades hit off each other again in a dull metallic ring. Zelda reached into her pocket, suddenly remembering the boomerang she had put in there before she'd set out to Death Mountain. It wasn't much good against humans, better for dealing with Ganon's cronies, but it would serve as a distraction. Before Mara could react Zelda let go of the magical weapon and it sailed gracefully through the air, hitting the evil sorceress on the wrist. She cried out in surprise, dropping the Triforce prisms to the ground. They hit off the floor scattering, bouncing slightly and Zelda dived towards the Triforce of Wisdom. If she could just reach it before Mara... 

  All of a sudden there was a tremendous explosion, as if a bomb had been let loose. Purple smoke arose everywhere and neither Link nor Zelda could see what they were doing. An evil laugh echoed off the walls, turning the blood in their veins to ice. The smoke began to clear, and stood in the centre of the tower was a huge, golden griffin. Zelda gasped. So Mara's claims had been true. She turned to look at Link, who was extremely white. 

"Looks like I arrived just in time," Enzar remarked coolly, his red eyes flashing evilly.

"I suppose you will come in useful," Mara said, temporarily distracted from the Triforce by the griffin's arrival. Zelda, ignoring them both, edged towards the prism. It was almost within reach.

"Pitiful humans! You think I shall do your commands, Mara?" Enzar continued. "How very, very typical of a human to assume such a thing!" he began to laugh. Mara was looking furious. 

"You are tied to me, I resurrected you! You cannot defy me this way!" she screamed. Enzar continued laughing. Zelda reached forward, her eyes closed. Her hand touched the Triforce of Wisdom, and the Princess felt its power ebb into her very soul, soothing some of the pain her body was currently experiencing. Unfortunately Enzar noticed, his sharp eyes noticing the movement and his attention was immediately off Mara and on Zelda. He swiped towards her, knocking her slender frame aside from the Triforce. She screamed in pain, and Link, who had for a moment been frozen in shock, sprang forward, trying to defend her from the griffin. Enzar easily knocked him aside also, sending him crashing to the flagstones and knocking the wind out of him. 

"Foolish children!" Enzar bellowed angrily, snatching up the Triforce pieces. He leered as he turned them over in his hands. "The Power of Gold... for so long I have wanted this moment," he said, speaking more to himself than anyone else.

"Enzar, you shall give it to me, I command you!" Mara cried.

"No!!!!!!" Zelda screamed in horror. Enzar turned to look at her, grinning evilly.

"Too many times you have won, but not this time, Princess!" 
Link had recovered, leaping up with his sword. He shot a beam of magic out of it, trying to hit Enzar's clawed hand. Enzar gave out an annoyed roar, swiping his free hand at the hero. Nimbly, Link leapt aside, swinging his blade against the griffin's side. The wound was merely a scratch but it was enough to incur the monster's wrath. He shot a bolt of magic at Link, who somehow managed to deflect it. Instead it hit off the wall, and the brick crumbled away, leaving smoke in its wake.     

"Link! Be careful!" Zelda cried, rushing towards her husband.

"No, Zelda, stay back!" Link said, standing in front of her and deflecting another magical bolt. 

"I will teach the pair of you a lesson!" Enzar sneered. "You will pay for ever daring to defy me!"

"You're going right back where you belong, Enzar, back to the Dark Realm!" Link retorted bravely, dashing forward to strike the monster once again. Mara was still screeching, incanting some form of spell but no-one took any notice. Robert was attempting to slink off towards the door. Enzar let out another roar and there was a blinding light. Link fell backwards, knocking into Zelda and they crashed onto the floor. The griffin then proceeded to grab Mara in his free hand and flung the witch off the wall. She gave a scream before sliding down onto the ground, temporarily stunned. Robert had also collapsed to the floor, holding his head in his hands. 

  Satisfied with his work, Enzar glared around at the fallen foursome, who all regarded the powerful griffin with immense loathing. The creature merely grinned as only a griffin could, with malevolence.  

"You think you are strong. But you are weak," he proclaimed grandly, before letting out a spiteful chuckle. Link, his eyes still on the griffin, reached towards his sword which had fallen from his hand when he had crashed into Zelda, but Enzar, despite his distractions, was no fool. As Link's fingers brushed the hilt of his blade, the griffin made a sweeping movement with his powerful claws and the sword was brushed away as if mere dust on wind.  

"Not one of you can comprehend my power," continued the griffin, leaving Link cursing his luck. Silence was the only reply the griffin gained, and his amber eyes glittered in surprise at the lack of challenge to his words.

"You are not even worthy of my time."  

"Then why keep us here?" demanded Link agitatedly, throwing a cautious gaze towards Zelda, who was looking increasingly weaker as time drew on. Enzar smiled again, the same malevolent grin, and exhaled noisily through his beak.  

"Because, dear boy, as much as I am loathe to admit it, you each have something that I need," he replied before turning his gaze to Mara, "except you, witch," he spat vehemently. Mara glared at Enzar, her eyes blazing with hatred, and she tried to stand as if to challenge him but as she did so there was a sickening snap and she fell to her knees with an agonised scream.  Zelda saw Enzar wince as the sorceress fell, but it lasted a mere moment, such a short moment in fact that the Princess soon doubted that she had seen it at all. Enzar walked towards Mara and towered over her, a thin snicker escaping his black beak.  

"Of course, without Mara, none of us would be here today," he said thoughtfully, "So perhaps we should give her some credit." The griffin snickered again, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  

"Without me you would be nothing but mere memory! You owe me allegiance!" hissed Mara weakly, the fire dying in her eyes even as she spoke.  

"I owe you nothing, human. Except perhaps death!" growled Enzar, lowering his head to hers. Link looked back to Zelda and reached out to her, taking her hand in his.  

"Are you okay?" he whispered, concerned for his estranged wife. Zelda looked to Link and managed to muster a weak smile, but it did not last long. Enzar drew away from Mara and turned on Zelda and Link.

"How touching. The philanderer showing some concern for his dying wife. But consider this hero, if she dies, at least you won't have to go through the messy process of a public divorce," sneered the griffin cruelly. Link leapt to his feet as the griffin spoke and stepped towards the beast, but Enzar simply smiled and raised a claw, muttering a dark utterance under his breath. As Link neared the powerful monster, he felt himself suddenly forced down to his knees. He let out a pained gasp, and looked up at Enzar, his eyes beginning to water.

"Yes, that's right, hero, kneel before me. It's about time I was given the respect I am due," cackled the griffin gleefully.

"You are due no respect," grunted Link through gritted teeth, his entire body shaking as he tried to break the control Enzar had cast over him. Enzar smiled down at Link, his eyes glittering.

"No, maybe not. But that soon shall change. Once the Power of Gold is mine, which it very nearly is, I might add, you shall all kneel down before me. And you shall do it willingly," promised the griffin. He stepped away from Link and rested the three Triforce prisms onto the pedestal, drinking in its mesmerising radiance for a moment.  

"But I digress. I feel that I owe it to both you, Link and Zelda, to inform you that I never intended for it to happen this way. I would have been quite content to wait a while, after all, I have the rest of eternity to do with the Demiari as I wish. I would have gladly waited. But Mara and her cohort have forced me to play my hand early.  And now I must act, because if this foul witch were to get her hands on it, I might never get the chance... her greed is ultimately her downfall... and now she will pay for such a mistake," began Enzar, pacing back and forth across the floor of the Triforce Tower, his eyes now intently focused on Mara whose eyes were half shut, her breathing slow and laboured.  

"The Power of Gold shall never belong to you or her," spat Zelda, life returning to her for just a moment. Enzar wheeled round and glared at Zelda, before stalking purposefully towards her weakened form. Link could do little but watch - he was still held by the griffin's spell, and his body could nary move an inch.

"Don't you go near her!" shouted Link as loudly as he could, hoping to draw Enzar's attention away from Zelda. Enzar stopped and looked towards Link.  

"I'm not going to kill her, hero, if that is what you are thinking. After all, I need her alive," he drawled coolly. Link tried desperately to unclench the fists that were by his sides, but Enzar's spell was too strong.  

"Alive for what? You can't make the Triforce complete without the three who hold the virtue in their heart, and in case you didn't notice, there are only two of us!" reminded Link, finally able to rise to his feet, breaking Enzar's spell. Enzar looked at Link with mild surprise, and simply turned away looking down at Robert, who had fallen unconscious.  

"Don't turn away from me!" growled Link, marching towards the griffin. Enzar turned to face Link and smiled.

"To face me unarmed is either courageous or extremely foolish. I feel it may be the latter," taunted Enzar, shooting a bolt of magic at Link's chest. The hero had no time to move, and it struck him true, causing him to stagger backwards away from the griffin. But he did not fall. Enzar looked uncertain as Link glared back at him and simply cocked his head.

"Your strength is evident, my young friend. It is a shame then, that once I am done with you, you shall have to die. You could prove to be too much of a threat," sighed Enzar, almost reluctantly. "Perhaps Ganon, the poor fool, was right to fear you. But I have an advantage over Ganon. Unlike him, I know you shall not harm me," said Enzar confidently. Link looked across the floor to his sword, and reached out with one hand. The sword flew through the air and into his grasp, and Link turned to face Enzar with a look of grim determination.

"I would strike your black heart with my sword without a second thought. I do not fear you, nor do I owe you any loyalty," swore Link in a steely tone. Enzar began to laugh even as Link spoke, a twisted and callous laughter that rang through the Tower with lingering menace.  

"That may well be so. But to do so would kill your son. Who is linked to me by blood.  And I know of no father who could kill his own son with such disregard, least of all you, Hero," revealed Enzar wickedly, stepping towards Link. He rose up on his rear legs and bared his feathered chest to Link, inviting him to strike him.

"Do as you will, hero. Strike that black heart of mine and end all of this. End all of this, and you never need worry again. But keep in mind that to kill me means to also kill that dear, precious son of yours... it is your choice. But I already know the decision you will make, because you suffer the fatal human flaw of sentiment, and love." Link raised his sword as Enzar spoke, and closed his eyes. He prepared as if to swing his sword into Enzar's chest, but as Enzar finished, he found that he could not. If Enzar spoke the truth, and his death could also bring about his own son's demise, then he knew he could not do it. His sword fell from his hands, and clattered loudly against the stone floor, and Link hung his head. Enzar got back to his feet and smiled at Link.

"So predictable. And in a way, so very disappointing. But enough of this. I tire of mere words. It is time for me to realise the ambition that so many others have failed to achieve." As the griffin spoke, he leaned down and touched Robert on the forehead, reviving the Kokiri King. And then he did the same to Zelda.                    

  "You are the ones I need," he proclaimed forcing them to stand in a semi-circle. "The power of three, and the legend speaks of blood relations and royal connections. Why, how perfect, all of you together like this. I only need you all to touch this Triforce and the Demiari shall be mine!" he proclaimed gleefully. 

"It cannot be done! It won't work!! Robert is not related to us!" Zelda bluffed, beginning to tremble with fear.

"Do not lie to me Princess! I know he is your husband's kinsman!" Enzar roared. 

"He is no kinsman of mine, the traitor!" Robert cried hoarsely. He's dying, like me, Zelda thought looking across at the kokiri. 

"Pathetic fools! Enzar laughed. "I have walked this very castle's ramparts without you knowing. I rescued your precious son, dear Princess! And I stole away your sister's heart!" Zelda and Link stared at each other in sick realisation. "King Nicolas was onto me, you needn't have worried. But you two were so caught up in your own petty problems you couldn't see what was right in front of you," the griffin continued. "I was biding my time, waiting for the precise moment at which to strike. However, this hitch in the works needs to be remedied. Join hands! Now!" Enzar ordered. They refused.

A wicked gleam glittered in the griffin's eyes at the blatant refusal of the three and he let out a dramatic sigh.

"Again, so predictable. I offer you a simple way to do things, and you refuse. Then so be it... if you want to do it the difficult, painful way...then don't let me stop you," purred the Griffin, pacing before the three.  

"Wait...what would you do?" asked Robert suddenly, who Link noticed was sweating profusely.  

"Patience, young Robert. You will see shortly," promised the Griffin.

"This won't work, Enzar," repeated Zelda coldly, her green eyes narrowing in defiance as she spoke. Enzar again smiled that malicious smile.

"No? Well, I shall have to start with you then, won't I?" began the Griffin. Link stepped closer to Zelda, raising his left hand.

"Don't touch her!" he commanded in a clear voice, but Enzar merely snickered at Link's attempt to ward him off.

"Oh...I am not required to touch her. Though I can assure you, the process will be quite painful," gloated the beast, before raising a taloned claw. Before Link could even move, a powerful beam of magic shot from the Griffin's claw to Zelda's chest.  The princess let out a cry of anguish and wavered on her feet, looking as though she might faint. She remained on her feet, whether through sheer resilience or the Griffin's magic and Link and Robert could only watch wide eyed as the magical connection throbbed and wavered before it slowly became tinted with blue energy, pulling from Zelda to Enzar.  

"You see...with my blessed blood, I am able to make your essence my own...quite a useful thing I might add. I am quite sure I do not need to explain what happens next," continued the Griffin. Link shook his head quickly and stepped before Zelda, severing the connection. Zelda fell forward, grabbing Link's injured shoulder causing him to wince in pain, and Enzar let out a roar of anger.

"Foolish boy! I will tolerate your foolishness no longer. Say goodbye to your courage!" screamed the Griffin, raising his claw once more. Link let out a gasp as a wave of magic hit him, and he looked down at his left hand, his eyes widening as he saw the Triforce shaped mark on the back of his hand glow a violent red. This time the beam took on a yellow hue, and Link could do little as he felt a part of him pulled towards the Griffin. He tried to resist the magic, but he could not, and as his courage was drawn into Enzar, the evil Griffin let out a cackle of triumph, leaving Link to collapse onto the floor.  

  The hero felt dazed as he lay there, Zelda atop him, and his body was soon overtaken by a series of inadvertent trembles and shivers. He looked up at his wife and let out a shaky breath, bringing up his hand and touching her cheek tenderly.

"I love you," he whispered, before his eyes slid shut and he slipped into unconsciousness.  

  Zelda watched desperately as her husband closed his eyes and she weakly pounded against his chest with her fists.

"Link, no!" she cried, wet tears clinging to her cheeks. She looked up at Enzar with hatred and glared at him.

"What have you done?" she cried, the words escaping her lips in a sob. Enzar gleamed at her.

"His virtue is now mine. And now for Power," replied the Griffin, switching his attention to Robert. The Kokiri looked up at the Griffin and let out a harsh chuckle.

"I have no virtue. Not the kind that you seek," he spat bitterly. Enzar grinned, revealing rows of shining, razor sharp teeth.

"But you do, Robert. You just never knew. Why do you think that Mara bothered with you?" asked Enzar gleefully. Robert took a step back, shaking his head defiantly.

"You are wrong!" he insisted. Enzar raised his claw, and again, a powerful beam of magic shot from him to Robert. Zelda watched him resist, but like Link, he could not.  Her eyes widened as she saw the red essence of Power drawn from Robert and into Enzar, and then closed her eyes as she saw Robert slump down in the same way Link had. Enzar's voice caused her to open her eyes once more, and she only just held back a scream of terror when she saw the Griffin looming over her.  

"Your turn now, Your Highness. And I promise you, this time, there is no one to stand in my way..."

   Zelda stood, a feeling of calmness suddenly washing over her. She eyed Enzar defiantly. 

"Power without wisdom corrupts, as Ganon well knew. It twisted him into something so foul and evil, but you are already so wicked that it could not possibly corrupt you further!" she said. Enzar simply laughed.

"Poor, poor Ganon, the wretched fool that he was. For so long he strove for the Power of Gold, even though he could only ever use the one virtue. Much like you, my Princess. But I, I am confident in the knowledge that I can handle all three," he said smugly. 

"The goddesses never intended that the remnant of their powers left here in the Demiari to be used for evil," Zelda retorted, folding her arms.  

"Yet the bearers of the power virtue are always evil, Princess, are they not?" Enzar remarked, glancing casually over at Robert. "Evil, twisted, corrupt, power-hungry... Why, Princess, it looks like you do have some intelligence after all! I was beginning to doubt you, after your foolish escapade to Death Mountain," he sneered. He stretched out a clawed hand towards her, once more making a magical connection, pulling the wisdom virtue from the blood in her veins. Zelda shook her head, stepping back, her resistance barely faltering. Through sheer psychic willpower she somehow managed to sever the connection.

"You will not take what is mine, Enzar!" she cried, her voice wavering. Suddenly a wave of nausea overcame her, sending her sprawling to the ground.

"Good, but not quite good enough, Zelda!" Enzar laughed. He reached down towards her, pulling the magical essence from her into himself. It was the last thing Zelda saw before she too, like Robert and Link, blacked out.

  As the power of three enveloped Enzar, he began to laugh maniacally. His very being seemed to pulse with new-found might, and the entire tower hummed with a magical vibe. Electricity crackled between the three Triforce prisms and Enzar stepped up before them.

"The Demiari is mine, all mine!" he laughed, his amber eyes turning a malevolent red. His clawed hands grasped them together, ready to fuse into one. The griffin was so intent on his task that he did not see Mara slipping away, out of the tower. All of a sudden Enzar was surrounded by a crackling magical aura. The light began to burn him, his feathers becoming charred and blackened. "No!!!!!" he exclaimed. "Noooooooo!!!!! This wasn't supposed to happen!!!!!!" Moments later, there was a blinding explosion of light, and Enzar seemed to grow in size, his body becoming stretched and distorted. He howled in pain as the magic suffused into his blood, before finally, seconds later, imploding into a ball of vibrant golden energy. There was a deafening eruption, another blinding flash  and then finally, silence. The Triforces dropped back onto their pedestal with a light 'chink'. All that was left of Enzar was a black pile of ashes and a solitary golden feather which floated to the floor.

***

 The Kokiri King could not believe that Mara, his lover, his partner, had only used him. If it hadn't been for Enzar's timely intervention, Mara would have betrayed him. She would have left him for dead along with Link and Zelda. He, Robert, had simply been a distraction. A way of weakening Hyrule's greatest defence. Link. A sick feeling was forming in the pit of his stomach as he realised these things. An immense pain was shooting across his skull, his wounds inflicted by Link bleeding and draining him of all strength and will to live. It was all over. He had won neither Hyrule, nor Link. The world around him was becoming hazy, merging with another. Through the swirling mists he could see a light, and a voice called out to him.

"Robert... it is time..." A beautiful woman with long dark hair and blue eyes beckoned to him, the whiteness of her gown almost dazzling. But beyond her the tower walls came once more into focus as Robert wavered on that fine thread between life and death. Catalia... Catalia needed him... "Your life in this world is over, my friend," the woman spoke, her aura glowing more brightly than ever. Robert could see his kinsman Link rising slowly to his feet. But he couldn't call out to him.

"Oh goddess, please forgive me," he croaked to himself as he let the spirit world take him to his final resting place. 

  It was all over. Zelda sank to the floor, sheer exhaustion overcoming her finally. Enzar was gone. Mara was gone. Robert was lying on the flagstones nearby, his wounds too grave to recover from. However the triumph of overcoming the evil trio didn't fill her with relief because there was something that felt to her, far worse than Mara's wicked plans. Link stood alone, leaning upon his sword, not looking at her. This was it, their final parting. Now her husband would leave for good, now that he'd  done what had to be done. She dared to glance up at him and for one moment, their eyes met. But in an instant he looked away again, quickly sheathing his sword and turning away, taking small steps to the tower exit. A lone tear rolled down her cheek and Zelda let out a small sob at his departure. He was at the door now, one hand upon the knob, preparing to turn it. Something inside her told her to stop him, and she jumped up quickly. A searing pain cut across her stomach and Zelda let out a cry of anguish, stumbling to the ground in sheer agony. 

  At her agonised scream, Link suddenly turned towards his wife, his natural protective instinct taking over his bitter pride. Zelda was sprawled upon the floor clutching at her abdomen and for the first time, he noticed that her clothes were soaked with blood. He rushed across, kneeling down beside her, stroking one hand through her long golden hair in comfort.

"Zel, Zel, what's the matter?" he asked frantically, lifting her slender frame into his arms for support.    

"Link, I..." Zelda started faintly. The tears were rolling down her cheeks freely, and Link realised that he was crying also. His hand shaking, he ran it down her side to the bottom of her blouse, almost not daring to lift it away from her body. 

"How did this... who..." he began, as he gently pushed the fabric aside the examine the wound across her stomach. A knife cut surely, he couldn't tell how deep it was, and although it wasn't bleeding too heavily, from the paleness of Zelda's face and her faintness, she had clearly lost a lot of blood already. How had she managed to hold up through the battle? The Princess didn't answer his questions but rather leaned into his embrace, her head against his chest. 

"Link, I love you... I'm so sorry..." she wept. "I'm lost without you... please don't leave me..."  Her words stripped away all their past arguments and Link knew all along that he would never stop loving Zelda. Not for anyone or anything. What had happened between them had happened but that time was past. How could he ever have imagined life without her? He cradled her away from him slightly, so he could gaze down into her tear-drenched green eyes.

"Zel... I'd never, ever leave you. Never," he breathed before lowering his lips to hers for a gentle kiss. When they pulled away, Zelda weakly grasped his hand, gazing at him intently.

"I love you forever, Link, please remember that always," she whispered. Then, without warning her whole body went limp, her eyes closing.

"No!" Link exclaimed, watching in horror as his wife slipped away before his eyes. Panicking he grasped her wrist, feeling for a pulse. There was one there, but it was weak. Her breathing was uneven and barely there. "Zel, Zel, wake up! You can't leave me now!" he cried, shaking her slightly. But she didn't respond, her life seemingly slipping away with each passing moment.

  The hero didn't want to leave her side but there was nothing else for it. Placing a kiss upon her cheek, he laid her gently upon the floor before rushing down the stone steps to the bottom of the tower. Down in the courtyard was chaos as soldiers and courtiers milled about everywhere, surveying the damage of the Catalian army when they had attempted to invade the castle. Link pushed through a group shouting frantically.

"Get me a healer! Someone get me the castle healer now!" Everyone ignored him and he ran back into the castle, which had already taken some damage from Robert's men. The healer's quarters were empty, as were Impa's, and Link began to panic. There was only one other person who could help Zelda. Selina. But he had no idea where the Dalsonian Queen would be. If she'd had any sense, she'd have gone from the castle, along with the rest of the court. He didn't have time to ride to Mido to find a qualified healer. By the time they returned, Zelda could already be dead. He grabbed a few supplies from the healer's quarters and walked back out into the gallery. Descending the staircase he spotted a lone guard sprinting along the hall and collared him.

"You there! Where is the Lady Selina?" he demanded. "Or Mistress Impa?" The guard gave him an agitated look. 

"Mistress Impa took the Lady Selina to the upper chambers of the castle! I believe her time has come," he finally replied, regarding Link somewhat warily. Link looked taken back by the soldier's words. Selina in childbirth already? It couldn't have come at a worse time, he mused, wondering if Nick knew. He had last seen his friend out on the North Castle plain, several hours ago. But that battle had ended not long ago, where was everybody? He walked back out into the courtyard, his eyes searching for Drake, Aaron, Nick, anyone. But there were so many people it was difficult to spot any of his friends. He would have to try and help Zelda himself.

  Link rushed back up to the top of the tower, Zelda still lying upon the ground. She looked so fragile, he scooped her up into his arms, carrying her out and up to their room. It took him some time but he eventually managed it, setting the unconscious Princess down upon their bed. 

"Don't leave me, Zel, not after all this," he whispered, gently undoing her blouse and tending to the horrific wound on her skin beneath. He washed away the surplus blood then rubbed on some healing cream, before binding it up with a crude bandage. It would not prevent it from bleeding anymore, but at least it was something. He had taken one last item, a revitalising elixir. Taking out the stopper, he poured a little down her throat and waited. Moments later Zelda gave a small cough and her eyes blinked open in surprise. Link's heart surged hopefully; she had responded to the potion. Maybe it would help her long enough for him to get help. He sat down on the bed next to her, taking hold of her hand. "I'm here, it's okay," he murmured. 

"Wh.... What happened?" Zelda stammered, looking confused. He brushed her hair away from her face with his free hand, before resting it under her cheek.

"You fainted, Zel... you're hurt badly. I've tried to help but..." Link looked down and Zelda followed his gaze to her stomach and the bandage.

"It was Mara. I was fighting her at Death Mountain and..." she stopped, giving a little gasp of pain.

"Zel!" Link cried, panicking again. Zelda let out a long breath.

"It's okay..." she managed, though her tone was growing weak again. She sat up slightly, pulling Link towards her in a fierce embrace. "I love you," she repeated softly, before meeting him in an impassioned kiss. After a few blissful moments they leaned back again, smiling at each other. 

"I don't want to lose you, Zel..." Link murmured. "You're my everything, I'm so sorry for what I did," he said, before kissing her again. 

"It doesn't matter now, it's all over," Zelda replied. Reluctantly Link pulled away from her, his eyes never leaving hers for a moment. 

"Darling Zel, I don't want to leave you but... well, I need to get a healer. That wound is serious and you've lost a lot of blood..." he said, his tone becoming serious. Zelda nodded weakly, placing one hand on her stomach.

"You're right... I just hope I can hold out," she murmured. Link leaned over, planting a small kiss on her cheek. 

"You will. You have to. Not just for me, but Hyrule, Zel," he said, caressing her hand with his own. Then he quickly turned and left the tower, hurrying back down the steps. He hoped Mido would have the person he required because he knew that the potion wouldn't last long. If he lost Zelda now, it would kill him. But pushing those thoughts aside he made his way to the stables, grabbing the first available horse. Every second counted.
Chapter 12

"Here's 100 rupees, it's all I've got on me, but I'll give you another 500 at least when you get to the castle. Please, this is your Princess we're talking about!" Link pleaded with the Head Healer at the Mido Apothecary and Healing Guild. He didn't have enough money on him to pay for their services as advertised on the board outside, but at the mention of Zelda, luckily the healers were only too ready to help.

"No need, no need! If it is Her Royal Highness, then we shall leave straight away!" the Head Healer proclaimed. Link thanked him profusely, before wandering back outside onto the street. He untied Carefree from the wooden stand that was next to the shop and mounted up.

"Come on, boy, we better get back to the castle ourselves," he said, spurring his horse along the road in a brisk trot. As he passed down the street, he suddenly noticed a familiar figure seated on a stone bench, her head in her hands. There was no mistaking the cascade of red ringlets, it was Fayette. What was she doing out here in Mido? Surely no-one would have been allowed to leave the castle during the siege?  She didn't look up as he approached, she was too busy crying. Curious, Link pulled Carefree to a halt in front of her.

"Faye?" he called out. Upon hearing his voice the Sosarian glanced up, her face all red and blotchy from sobbing. She gave a small sniff then delicately dabbed her eyes with a lace handkerchief.

"What do you want? Shouldn't you be in Catalia by now?" she remarked snidely. Link frowned.

"That's none of your business, Faye. But what are you doing here, surely you should be at the castle, where it's safe?" he questioned.

"None of your business, Link!" Fayette snapped back, mimicking him. Link shook his head to himself, feeling annoyed at her attitude. 

"Fine. Well I'll be going now, my wife needs me!" he retorted, nudging Carefree to go forward again. At his departure, Fayette suddenly jumped up from the bench and rushed after him.

"Link, wait!" she called. Link let out a sigh and pulled Carefree to another halt. He turned in the saddle, giving Fayette a frustrated look. 

"What now?" he questioned shortly. Fayette let out a small sob and she wiped away her tears. "Is something the matter?" he asked, his tone still cold. Fayette gazed at him imploringly. 

"It's... it's Kendar," she started, glancing down at the ground as fresh tears began to fall again. It suddenly dawned on Link why Fayette was in Mido. He took in the cream gown she was wearing, the pearl circlet in her hair, and the drooping bunch of red roses she was clutching. Fayette had been planning to marry Kendar that day. But he had never turned up. Because he had had other affairs to settle. Link stared in horror at Fayette, realising that he couldn't possibly tell her the truth. That Kendar had not been who he seemed. It was too cruel. Although he despised the Princess, there were some things that she didn't deserve. She hadn't deserved to have her husband Raymundo murdered, and now, when she thought she'd found love again, Link couldn't possibly shatter her fantasy. Fayette could never know that Kendar was really Enzar. That he had never ever loved her. 

He dismounted and walked across to Fayette, taking hold of her arm. 

"Faye, I'm really sorry, but..." he began.

"Why didn't he come? He promised me!" Fayette wept, sounding almost hysterical. "He said he'd meet me today at the Mido Chapel, but he never turned up. I've waited all day, all day, Link! I thought he loved me, that he wanted to wed me!" she cried. Link swallowed, not really knowing what to do. Eventually he caressed her back a little, trying to comfort her. 

"He did love you," he lied.

"But if he loved me, why isn't he here?" Fayette asked, still weeping. Link took her by the hand, looking her squarely in the face. 

"Faye, he would have been here if he could have been. But..." he paused, feeling terrible by the lie he was about to tell. It would kill Fayette. But it would kill her even more to know the real truth. 

"But what?" she asked, her blue eyes glittering with tears. Link looked down at the ground.

"I'm so sorry, Faye, but Kendar, he... he fought really bravely but..." Fayette stared at him in horror, obviously realising at what he was getting at.

"No!!!" she exclaimed. "No, please, Link, don't tell me..." she wept. Link automatically pulled her into an awkward hug. 

"He died a hero's death Faye, he was so brave but there were so many of Robert's men... I tried to help, we all did, but it was too late. I'm sorry. But I know the whole time, he was fighting for you, Faye. He told us all how much he loved you. He was so noble and courageous," he said softly. Fayette just sobbed on his shoulder. 

"Oh Link, what will I do now?" she cried.

"I'm really, really sorry, Faye," he replied. "Neither of you deserved this," he added, feeling there was some truth in that. Regarding Fayette, at least. He stepped away, regarding her with sympathy. "Come on, we'd better get back to the castle," he said, thinking of Zelda again. If he lost his wife, he'd be in a far worse state than Fayette, who was already suffering. He wasn't sure how anything in the past few weeks had come to pass between him and Zelda, but it was hitting home how much he loved her. He couldn't live with her, but he couldn't live without her either. And right now, she needed him more than ever. He mounted Carefree again, and motioned for Fayette to ride behind him. Then he spurred his mount on, riding him as fast as possible back to North Castle. He couldn't waste another minute not being by Zelda's side.  

***

  Back at the castle was a state of confusion as everyone attempted to get back to their daily jobs and tidy up the mess left behind from Mara's undead army and Robert's men. Selina had given birth to a baby girl, but she was still in labour for her second child and getting exhausted. Impa stayed nervously by her side, while at the same time worried about Zelda, who lay in a state of unconsciousness, her extremely anxious father right by her side as the Mido healer attempted to try and help her. Things were not looking good for either the Princess or the Dalsonian Queen. Impa dipped a clean rag in a small bowl of water, and wiped it over Selina's forehead.

"Come on, Your Highness, it won't be long now," she said, trying to encourage her. Impa had helped deliver many babies over the years but never twins, and never a labour as long as this. Zelda's had both been relatively easy; in fact, Selina herself had helped deliver the princess's two children. 

"Impa, I'm so tired!" Selina complained, her voice wavering as another contraction sent sharp pains shooting through her abdomen. Impa frowned, feeling anxious. Selina was losing a lot of blood, and it seemed like this second baby just didn't want to be born. She'd been in labour for hours and extremely exhausted. Nick had been in several times, but eventually Impa had ushered him, and everyone else, away. Selina's little girl, who had been born three hours previously was sleeping quietly in a crib nearby. She had light brown skin, brown eyes and masses of thick, curly black hair, weighing a healthy seven pounds. Impa only hoped that the second baby would be equally as healthy. Suddenly Selina let out a small gasp of pain, and Impa realised her contractions were getting closer together.

"My Lady, please don't give up, this baby shall be born!" she said. Tears were in Selina's eyes as she tried with all her strength to push.

"Nick... where is Nick?" she murmured, giving a sharp intake of breath. Impa stroked Selina's hair gently.

"He is close by, but you must concentrate on this baby, Selina!" she said. Selina nodded, pushing again. Surely this could not go on for much longer. The pain was already threatening to overcome her. No wonder Zelda had not wanted anymore children! Selina had known that it would hurt, but not as bad as this, and certainly not have lasted so long. She wept in agony, wishing it was all over.

"Not much longer, keep pushing, I can see the baby!" Impa called, but already Selina was growing hazy. Whether she had the baby or not she didn't know as she blacked out from loss of blood and extreme exhaustion. 

   Link bolted up the stairs to his tower, pushing open the doors and rushing inside. Zelda was still lying upon their bed, the healer and the King by her side. 

"Is she going to be okay?" he questioned the healer, who was looking extremely grave. 

"We may be too late," the healer said sadly. Link looked over at the King, who had his head in his hands. 

"No!" he said, reaching across the bed to the limp form of his wife, picking up her hand and holding it inside his own. "You have to do something!" he added, almost hysterically.

"Link, her wounds are too grave, she has lost a lot of blood internally as well as externally. I've stitched up the wound across her stomach but I can't revive her. Her pulse is barely there, it would take a miracle to help her now," the healer explained. 

"I should never have let her leave the castle," the King said, more to himself than anyone else. 

"No, it's my fault. If it hadn't been for me, she would never have gone," Link said softly, gazing down at Zelda, tears forming in his blue eyes once more. The King looked up at him sharply. 

"You really shouldn't be here, boy!" he said, sounding a little angry. Link hung his head.

"No, Your Highness, but she is my wife and I love her. I won't leave her side, you'll have to take me by force and even then I'll fight it," he vowed.

"I see your mind is made up," the King said. Link nodded.

"Not even the Goddesses can part me from her," he stated, going round the side of the bed to be closer to her. Gently, he took her hand once more, caressing it with his own. "Zel darling, you promised me you'd hold out," he murmured, running his other hand across her cheek softly. Tears splashed down his own cheeks and down onto the bed, but he didn't care if either the King or the healer saw him crying. After all this, did anything matter anymore, apart from him and Zelda? He looked over at the healer again. "Is this all you can do for her? Is this it?" he demanded sharply. 

"Your Highness, her wounds were fatal. I fear it is too late..." he said sadly, not looking at Link. The King let out a small sob himself, not speaking a word or looking at either of them. At that moment suddenly the door burst open, a panicky guard on the threshold.

"Sire! Mistress Impa pleads with you to send the healer at once if he can be spared!" he said.

"No, he can't! Can't you see, the Princess needs him!" Link snapped, even though the guard had been clearly talking to the King. 

"There is nothing more I can do for her, Link," the healer admonished, looking over at the guard, and then the King. 

"The man has done all he can, Link, all we can do is hope," Harkinian sighed. 

"Hope isn't enough!" Link retorted, turning his attention back to Zelda. Her soft golden hair spilled out onto the pillows, her beautiful green eyes closed. She looked so peaceful... only her soft breaths gave any indication that she was still alive. 

"It's Queen Selina, Sire. She's given birth to two healthy twins but she's fallen unconscious and Mistress Impa cannot revive her!" the guard continued saying. Link snapped to attention at Selina's name. The blood drained from his face further. Selina was ill?

"Then you must depart at once! Quickly, to second floor, this guard will escort you to Selina's chambers!" the King ordered. The healer quickly grabbed his things and left. Link shook his head.  

"No..." he murmured softly. In the tower he'd thought that the nightmare had finally ended. But it was just continuing on. Harkinian walked over to him, placing a comforting arm around his shoulders.

"Come on, Link, we have to be strong. For both Zelda, and Selina," he said. Link could only nod numbly. 

  Ewan let out a sharp gasp as he awoke from a dreamless sleep, and for a moment, the young prince experienced an uneasy feeling of disorientation. He blinked once or twice in the darkness and then slid out from his bed, his breath shaking a little as he did so. His sleep had been without event, and yet the prince felt as though something had awoken him, though he could not say what it was. A sudden compulsion overcame him, and he walked over to the window, picking up a small stool and standing on it so he could get a proper view of the castle under the cloak of darkness. As his eyes adjusted to the night's shadows, Ewan's eyes suddenly brought into focus the Triforce Tower and he knew what he must do. Stepping down from the stool, the prince crept across the room to the bed where his best friend Timothy lay, and he gently took his constant companion by the arm and shook him quietly but insistently.  

"Tim," he murmured in a low voice. The boy shook his head in his sleep and turned over, facing away from Ewan. Ewan repeated his friend's name, a little louder than the previous attempt, and this time Timothy awoke with a startled splutter.  

"Wh...what? Who..." murmured the boy reluctantly, rubbing his eyes.

"Tim... I need to go to the Triforce Tower.  Will...Will you come with me?" asked Ewan, consciously keeping his voice low.  

"Wh...why? My dad is on guard...the Triforce will be safe," said Timothy sleepily, laying his head back down on the pillow. Ewan stopped him.

"No...it isn't that. I...I need to see the Triforce," said Ewan.

"But why?"

"I...I don't know. Please come, I...I don't like the castle at night," admitted the prince sheepishly.

"Okay...but if we get into trouble," cautioned Timothy, groggily getting out of bed.  Ewan smiled in the darkness, glad to have secured his friend's company. He had not been lying when he had told Timothy that he did not like his home after nightfall.  

  The two boys stealthily left the nursery in bare feet. They did not carry a candle with them, for no matches were left in the nursery to light them with. No doubt the two could have gained a lit candle from their nurse maid, Impa, but that would have brought questions that Ewan knew he had no answers to. Side by side, the two crept along the darkened passages which where infrequently lit by low burning torches, and the two were careful to avoid the attentions of the patrolling night guards, which was not altogether difficult in the darkness that had settled in the castle's stone passageways that night.  

  It took the two no less than twenty minutes to reach the foot of the Triforce tower, but to Ewan's disappointment, it was guarded. Pulling back around a corner, Ewan leaned in close to his friend and whispered his plan into Timothy's ear.

"We need to distract him...Tim...that knight's armour up the passage, if you could push it over and hide then he would come past here to see what's happening. Then I can get into the tower," said the prince softly, his heart beating hard in his chest.  Timothy looked at his friend doubtfully, aware that such an act could result in punishment. Timothy was not the kind of boy who was easily pushed into anything he did not wish to do, but something in Ewan's manner and voice told Timothy that it was important he do this for his friend. The boy nodded resolutely.

"Okay," he agreed quietly and Ewan sank into the shadows thankfully and watched as his friend slinked away up the passage. Moments later a great crash sounded throughout the corridor, and to Ewan's relief the Tower guard came stalking past, sword drawn. The prince waited for him to pass, then crept around the corner and to the tower door. He reached up and opened it, before stepping inside the base of the tower. 

  He ran up every step, making little noise in his bare feet. When he came to the second door he paused, pressing his ear up against the wood, listening intently for any signs of movement within. Satisfied, the prince drew back and slowly opened the door, before slipping inside the tower room, clicking shut the door quietly as he did so.  

  The Triforce Tower was not sheathed in the darkness that Ewan had encountered elsewhere in the castle, for the three Triforces illuminated the room with their individual glittering light. Blue, yellow and red where the colours that each Triforce shone, but Ewan knew that combined, the individual Triforces would glow with the colour of gold. Timothy's father, Aaron, lay asleep in his bed, and Ewan gave him little notice before he proceeded to approach the glowing pedestal upon which the three Triforces lay. Standing on his tip toes, the prince reached out to touch the Triforce of Power which shone red light in the darkness, but his hand could only grasp at the corner of the pedestal upon which it lay. Grunting with frustration, Ewan cast his gaze about the tower for something on which he could stand, his eyes finally resting on an overstuffed comfy chair. Ewan looked to Aaron again, who still slept, very aware that he was already on thin ice. But he knew he had no choice. He walked over to the chair and angled it towards the Triforce before beginning to agonisingly push it as quietly as he possibly could towards the Triforce.  

  In reality, it only took moments, but for Ewan it seemed to take an age. The scrape of wood on stone as he pushed the chair was excruciating, as was every glance cast towards the Triforce's guardian. But Ewan succeeded in reaching the Triforce without alerting Aaron, and he swiftly climbed onto the chair seat, before regarding the Triumvirate of Magic with awe. Power, Courage and Wisdom. For a second, Ewan tore his gaze from the three magical prisms and looked out of the window of the tower, to another tower just across the way. To the tower of his parents, where a candle still burned, even at this late hour. Ewan knew his father would be with his mother, praying desperately for her to recover. Ewan knew this would not happen... his mother was slowly dying and he now knew there was but one way to save her. His sleep that night had not been dreamless, as he had first thought, and now he could remember the dream that had awoken him clearly. A golden women had been stood over the bed of his sick mother, and healed her with just the merest of touches.  The Power of Gold. The prince looked back to the three Triforces and then reached forth with his palm outstretched, resting it against the cool surface of the red Triforce of Power. He felt the coolness within the magical Prism spread from his fingers to his wrist to his arm, and like poison he felt it reaching for his heart. He let out a gasp and then he felt his heart gripped by a hand of ice. His eyes widened and began to water, but Ewan did not flinch nor turn away. A steady hiss turned into a crackle, and a sudden shot of magical energy leapt from the Triforce of Power to Wisdom, to Courage. The sound finally awoke Aaron, but he was already too late. The stunned protector could only watch in awe and amazement as before his very own eyes he saw the mixed kaleidoscope of colours turn from purple to green to orange...and then to gold.       

  Ewan had never known such pain in his short life. His veins felt afire with ice, and yet he could feel the Power of the Triforce surging through him. Yet he did not let go.  The Triforce began to shift and join before him and then as soon as it had begun it was finished. His palm no longer rested on just one piece of the Triforce, but its whole, the Power of Gold. Ewan felt his palm slide down the smooth golden surface and his eyes slipped half shut, and then he heard it. The voice of the Goddesses.    

  "Your heart is pure, make a wish that is pure of heart and it shall be granted..."

  Ewan opened his eyes. The Triforce, now golden and in its true form, glowed before him in anticipation and the prince parted his lips and began to speak in a sincere but faltering request.

  "My...my mother. Princess Zelda of Hy-Hyrule...Please...don't let her die. I want her to be well again...please..."  

  Aaron rose from his bed as he heard Ewan speak, and then he realised what was happening. The Triforce had been joined. Something he had read of in legend and seen only in dreams. Ewan was trying to save his mother.  

  "Pure one, your wish is as pure as your heart and shall be granted. Your mother...is well again."  

  As soon as the Triforce had finished speaking, Ewan drew his hand away. He regarded the Triforce silently for a moment and then his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed on the chair with a soft grunt. Aaron rushed to his side as soon as he fell and scooped him up in his arms.

"Ewan?" he asked desperately, looking down at the prince with grave concern. The boy was still breathing, but only just. The protector was momentarily distracted as he heard a hollow clink, and to his further amazement he saw that the Triforce had become three again. As if nothing had happened.  

  ***

  Hours later Link still remained by Zelda's side. Eventually the King had retired to bed but Link couldn't sleep. Earlier Ewan had tried to come in the room, upset about the absence of both his mother and father, scared because of the siege, and wanting comfort. Link hadn't wanted to tell his son that his mother was probably not going to make it through the night, luckily Impa had ushered the little boy away, insisting that he go to bed. Link felt bad, but he couldn't have answered his son's questions. Not yet, anyway. Why did it have to come down to this? Why had it had to take tragedy to make him and Zelda realise that after everything that had happened, they still loved each other? Almost fifteen years ago when he'd first met Zelda, he'd been convinced she was the only woman he'd ever love. Now he knew that that initial feeling had not been wrong. He thought of all the women he'd ever met, and not one came close to Zelda. Fayzie of course, would always be dear to his heart. Maybe as she'd said, in another life, they might have been more than just friends. But Zelda was the mother of his children, his closest friend and confidant, the one person he gave up everything for. And despite their differences, he regretted not for one moment marrying her. Even though it seemed like all Kylara's supposed prophecies were coming true he didn't care. Nothing was ever going to stop him being with the woman he loved. Nothing, of course, apart from her dying. As he held her in his arms he knew that he was going to lose her. Her previously even breathing was beginning to falter, she had shown no signs of improvement at all. He gently stroked her golden hair, laying a small kiss on her forehead. She did not stir at his touch.

"Oh Zel...  If you go now, I can't possibly live," he sighed. Life without Zelda did not bear thinking about. Then he smiled to himself. He still had his children. But still... eventually he leaned down to plant a kiss on her lips, then got up off the bed, laying her down carefully.

"I love you forever, Zelda," he whispered, a single tear streaming down his cheek. He knew that she was gone from him now. Hands in his pockets, trying not to shake he quickly turned away before his sorrow rendered him completely incapable of moving.

  At that moment there was a flash of golden, iridescent light and Link looked around in surprise. He could have sworn he saw a beautiful woman with swirling amber hair hovering above the four-poster bed but it was gone as soon as he glanced up. However the most surprising sight of all was the fact that Zelda was sitting up in bed, blinking and looking slightly confused.

No... I'm imagining it, Link thought to himself, barely able to believe his eyes. This is just a dream...

"Link!" Her voice permeated through the air, bringing him back to his senses. "Link, where are you going?" she called again. 

"Uh.... nowhere. Nowhere at all," he managed to say, dashing back over to the bed. They met in embrace, tears of happiness streaming down both their faces. "Zel, I thought... I thought..." he stammered.

"What... what happened?" Zelda asked, her expression still bewildered. Link shook his head.

"I don't know... a miracle, I think," he murmured, pulling her close for a kiss. The door banged open as a palace guard dashed into the room looking worried.

"Uh... Sir Link, Your Highness! Please do excuse my entrance but you must come at once!" he said. 

"Why? What's the matter?" questioned Link.

"Sir, it's your son. We just found him up in the Triforce Tower unconscious. If it hadn't been for Captain Westley's young boy raising the alarm..." he started.

"No!" Zelda exclaimed, trying to jump out of bed. Link grabbed her arm.

"No, Zel, stay here. I'll be right back," he promised. Zelda gave him a stubborn pout.

"No way, Link, I'm coming with you!" she insisted. He gave in.

“Come quickly!" motioned the guard. They quickly followed him out of the tower. 

***

  "So she'll be alright then?" Link pressed anxiously, as he listened to the healer's prognosis for his wife. The physician nodded, smiling.

"She'll be fine. Never known anything like it, she's obviously resilient," he said. "A complete miracle. The goddesses were smiling down on the Princess this day." Link stuck his hands in his pockets. He didn't really know what to think himself, but Goddesses or not, he was sure that the Triforce had had something to do with Zelda's recovery. Maybe it was some use after all... 

"I guess so," he finally replied. "Thank you for everything," he added, on afterthought.  "I'll make sure that you receive a fine payment for all your help." The healer waved his hand and shook his head.

"Oh no, no, absolutely not! This is the Princess of Hyrule we're talking of, the most important person in the kingdom! I simply refuse to take payment," he said.

"I insist. Maybe you could put the money into researching some new remedies," Link suggested. The healer seemed to relent at this.

"Well... only IF you insist. I suppose some extra rupees would come in handy..." he mused.

"Of course they will, and of course I insist," Link said.

"You're a good man, Sir Link. I always thought that the Princess chose a good husband in you," the healer rambled, smiling warmly at Link. Link looked down at the floor, feeling slightly ashamed. He was barely a good man... nor a good husband. He still didn't even know if Zelda wanted to stay together with him. When she'd been dying in his arms she'd said that she'd forgiven him, that she didn't care, that she'd always love him. But he wouldn't blame her if she changed her mind. He'd deserve it. He looked back up at the healer again.

"The stitches... how long will it take to heal the wound?" he questioned.  

"Just a few weeks. Any qualified healer should be able to deal with it... Mistress Impa should be competent as well. It's not too difficult," the physician replied. 

"And there'll be no lasting damage? I mean, nothing internal?" Link continued. 

"Well... that's hard to tell... everything seemed fine, but there's no sure way to be sure. Of course it was in a particularly bad place, but I don't think it should affect your wife's childbearing capacity, don't be worrying about anything like that, Sir Link," the healer replied. Link felt a touch of bitterness at the man's words; Zelda had never cared for more children anyway. She had absolutely insisted after Brianna that she never wanted to be pregnant ever again.

"I'm sure she'll be happy to hear that," he said, sighing slightly. "Well, I'll be sure to send someone along to the guild to settle the bill," he added. The healer tipped his hat then gathered up his belongings.

"May the goddesses smile down on you for the rest of your days, Sir Link. Good day," he said, walking out of the Great Hall.

"You too," Link answered. He stood there for a while, knowing that he had to go and talk to Zelda. But first he decided to go and see how his son was getting on. The healer had pronounced no lasting damage on Ewan but Link knew the best cure for his son was simply love. He turned and ascended the staircase. 

  Nick cradled Selina, his two children in his wife's arms. He placed a small kiss on her forehead and she smiled up at him happily.

"This is so wonderful," she said softly. 

"You're wonderful. You and my two beautiful children," Nick replied, his heart swelling with pride and joy as he looked down at the two sleeping babes. "You know, you really had me worried though. Don't ever do anything like that again!" he laughed, referring to the previous night when she had completely fainted. Selina gave a small laugh.

"Oh, and to think, a healer needing a healer!" she exclaimed. Nick stroked her thick, luxurious red hair, before leaning close to give her a gentle kiss on the lips. 

"You gave us all a scare. I was out of my mind, and what with Zelda as well..."

"Oh! How is Zelda?" Selina said, remembering her close friend. 

"She's okay, I think. I saw Link before and he said the healer had given her a good prognosis, thank goodness," Nick explained. A look of relief crossed the pretty Queen's face.

"And Link? Do you think things will get sorted out between them?" she said. Nick frowned slightly at his wife's words. 

"I hope so... I think it's best if we leave them to it and don't get involved," he said firmly, putting a hand over hers.

"But..." Selina protested.

"I know you just want to help, but this is between them two and nobody else my love," Nick said kindly, caressing her hand. Selina looked down at he babies again then back up at her husband.

"I guess you're right, it's just that Zelda is my best friend... and Link is a pretty good friend, too. I hate to see them just being so stupid," she sighed. 

"I think maybe they've realised that they still love each other. Link barely left her side last night or this morning. I'm sure in time, things will be right once more for them," Nick assured her. Selina nodded.

"Well you know, there is one thing..." she began, smiling.

"I was thinking the same. I thought, if you didn't mind, one could have a traditional Dalsonian name, and the other, Hyrulian. What do you think?" Nick interrupted, grinning widely at her. Selina laughed.

"That's a great idea! But now we need some names!"

"Go ahead," Nick grinned. Selina pouted a little. 

"Hey I did all the hard work, you go first!" she laughed.

"Oh no, you caught me out! Ah well..." Nick appeared to ponder for a moment. "How about, for this tiny, beautiful girl here, Renee?" he suggested.

"Renee... that's so pretty. What does it mean?" Selina asked gently stroking the baby girl's head. 

"It means 'precious gift', for which she surely is," her husband explained. Selina looked down at her son cradled in her other arm.

"Well, we've decided for your sister, now you," she murmured. Only one name flashed through her mind prominently, but it was one she knew she could not choose. Aramis. She frowned a little, recalling her past love. How much she had loved him! Not like Nicolas of course, but she had loved Aramis all the same. But it would hurt Nick if she suggested such a name for their baby. Then she remembered Aramis' middle name. Alexander. It was perfect. She looked up at Nick. "How would you feel about calling him Alexander?" she questioned.

"Whatever the lady wishes," Nick smiled. "You cannot get much more Hyrulian, and it is a wonderful name."

"Sure?" Selina asked.

"Sure. Renee and Alexander Dalsona," Nick smiled looking down at his two children happily. Selina linked her husband's hand once more smiling too. She'd never felt more happy.

   Zelda was sitting up in bed reading when Link finally ventured upstairs. He opened the door quietly, slipping into their room and closing it quickly behind him. He'd already spoken to the guards patrolling the foot of the tower; no interruptions, under any circumstances. Zelda looked up as he entered, her complexion still very pale and drawn, but there was a smile on her lips.

"Link!" she exclaimed happily. All misgivings he'd had before he came upstairs faded somewhat. She pushed the blankets back, sliding off the bed and standing a little shakily next to it. He walked across to slide a supporting arm around her, pulling her close. Leaning back a little she looked up at him, still smiling. He'd always loved her smile... "I've been waiting for you all day..." she murmured.

"Well, you had to get your rest Zel... and I've been with Ewan. He's much better now, was playing with Timothy when I left him earlier..." Link explained. Zelda caught hold of his hand.

"I have to see him soon. And Brianna too... I feel so awful I've never..." she started. Link brought his free hand up to caress her cheek.

"You can see them tomorrow, it's okay, you need to keep resting, the healer said so," he interrupted. "And Selina is going to be fine. Her babies are beautiful," he added. Zelda gave him another smile. 

"I'm so glad," she said softly. 

"So am I," Link agreed. They stood looking at each other, suddenly both quiet. Link wasn't sure what to say, while a flush crept into Zelda's cheeks. 

"Link, I..." she started. She didn't get to finish. He didn't want to let her. Instead he leaned close to kiss her, in a way that left them both almost breathless. By the goddesses, he loved her. His eyes shining once again with tears, he took both her hands in his own.

"Oh Zel, Zel, I'm so, so sorry. I'm sorry. Please, I know I don't deserve it, but can you ever forgive me?" he pleaded. Zelda looked down at the ground then finally dared to meet his gaze; he saw that she was crying too. 

"Can you forgive me, Link?" she finally asked. 

"I love you, Zel, of course I forgive you. I should have been a better husband, I..." he started.

"No, it's not you, it's me! I've treated you so horribly and you never deserved it, I'm so sorry for everything, oh Link..." Zelda wept. "I promise from now on I'll be a better wife to you, I'll do whatever it takes to make you happy," she pledged. 

"Just being with you makes me happy, Zel, you've always known that," Link replied.

"No, no, anything! I mean, you want more children right? Why don't we try for another baby?? Wouldn't that make you happier than anything?" Zelda said, all her words rushing out in a torrent. Link sighed. 

"I'm happy with having Ewan and Brianna. Just having you, Ewan and Brianna is enough," he insisted. Zelda turned away, stepping aside, her arms folded. 

"Oh," was all she said.

"Zel... please don't take this the wrong way..." he sighed. 

 "What's the matter? Don't you find me attractive that way anymore? Or maybe..." she started, her tone angry. 

"Don't be stupid!" Link interjected. "You think if I didn't love you, I would be standing here now? But can't we just take things one day at a time, huh?" he asked. He stepped forward to put a hand on her shoulder. "Of course, nothing would give me greater pleasure but I want things to be perfect between us first." Zelda turned back to face him, her face slightly flushed.

"But they are," she managed to say. Link sighed again. Who was she trying to kid? Then again...

"Come here," he motioned, pulling her back into an embrace. Zelda reached up to kiss him and he didn't stop her. It felt far too good, after all, and maybe she was right. As they reached the dizzy heights of passion, Link had already discarded his belt and tunic and steered Zelda towards their bed. She didn't resist, pulling him down beside her, still kissing him. Pausing for a moment she said, "I love you, Link," he answered simply by kissing her back.

    They had barely got much further when the tower door creaked open. Zelda let out a small cry of surprise and embarrassment while Link quickly sat up, trying not to look too flustered by this unexpected invasion of their privacy. 

"Should have locked it," he whispered to his wife, giving her a mischievous grin.

"I'll say," Zelda replied, her expression coy. They both turned to the doorway, only to see Ewan stood there looking quizzical. Link looked at Zelda then back to his son. Hastily buttoning up his shirt he hopped off the bed and  dashed across to his young son, kneeling down in front of him.

"Hey little guy, are you okay?" he asked. Ewan nodded.

"I just wanted to see mother, that's all," he said simply. Zelda had also got off the bed and walked over.

"I'm right here, darling," she said, bending down and picking him up for a hug.

"Dad said you were sick but you were going to be okay. But I couldn't rest without seeing you," the little boy said earnestly. 

"I'm fine, Ewan," Zelda affirmed, kissing him on the head then setting him back down on the ground. 

"He said you'd be sleeping but you aren't," Ewan added. Link and Zelda looked at each other again, smiling slightly. 

"I was just about to, sweetheart," Zelda lied. 

"Yeah, me and your mother were just about to get some sleep... why don't I take you back to the nursery and we can all do something together tomorrow morning, you, me, your mother and your baby sister?" Link suggested. Ewan shook his head. 

"I don't want to go back to nursery. I want to stay here with you and mother dad... I want to make sure mother's okay," he said stubbornly. 

"Honestly, Ewan, I'm fine. You're so sweet, but you know, I've got your dad here to look after me," Zelda said.

"Yeah, Ewan, you don't need to worry. C'mon, the sooner you go to bed, the sooner tomorrow will come, and we can go on a nice picnic somewhere, won't that be nice?" Link suggested hopefully. 

"I want to stay here," Ewan insisted. Link and Zelda threw each other exasperated looks. 

"And you want more children," the hero muttered darkly to his wife. He turned back to his son, trying another tactic. 

"Hey, Ewan, next month is your birthday, and how old will you be?" he questioned.

"Eight," Ewan replied automatically.

"So just think, you're a big boy now, you don't need to stay with your mother and dad at night, right?" Link suggested. 

"But I miss you! You left, you always leave!" Ewan said plaintively. The hero looked down at his son guiltily, realising things had affected their son more than they had thought. He drew Zelda close with one arm, and Ewan with the other.

"I'm sorry, Ewan... it's just sometimes dad has to go do things in other places, it's my job as a hero," he explained.

"But I don't like you leaving! Me and Brianna, and mother!" Ewan said. 

"Ewan, we're all together now, and not one of us is going anywhere," Zelda reassured their son. He clung to both of them. Link turned to Zelda, laying a small kiss on her cheek.

"Another night maybe?" he suggested quietly. Zelda nodded.

"Yeah... I guess we better let him stay here tonight," she sighed. Link rubbed her on the shoulder comfortingly.

"We've got plenty of time to be alone together. Come on, let's try and get some sleep," he said, leading both his wife and son over to their bed.
Chapter 13

   Zelda was well enough to attend the Royal Council held the following morning. It was indeed a sombre state of affairs. At this very council the fate of Catalia as an independent country would be decided. With no monarch and no heir, yet no ultimate conqueror it was now classed as a free state. But with that status, Catalia would be surely be attacked and taken by neighbouring lands, Tanol in particular. Zelda knew that her father would never let that happen. All the familiar faces of the council were seated in the chamber, along with various members of Seline's council. Robert had been Chief Advisor as well the Army General and Seline's heir. His wounds too grave, he had been dead by the time Link had returned to the tower with help for Zelda. As the Princess glanced over at the members of Catalia's council, she could see relief in some of those faces. Perhaps they realised that Catalia was best off in Hyrule's care. Her father stood at the head of the table, speaking clearly. 

"The recent tragedies of the loss of your Queen, and now her heir leaves Catalia in a very vulnerable position. Tanol will be posed for attack, as will possibly other regions. We must prevent such an usurpation within your country by assigning another form of control as soon as possible," he said.

"But Sire, there is no other heir! No worthy claimant to the throne exists!" a member of the Catalian council interjected. 

"Catalia is lost!" another said. The King shook his head.

"I shall not see Hyrule's sister country falling to the hands of the savages. We have two options and two options only," he said.  

"Hyrule has rarely aided us in the past, tis true!" one of the older men exclaimed in a bitter tone. Zelda frowned and rose up next to her father.

"You have heard the evidence for the treason of your heir! Robert, had he been alive, would have been charged for warmongering and murder. Hyrule had every right to turn her back on Catalia. But we are not that harsh. Hyrule offers you aid and you are in no place to reject it," she spoke up. There was a few disgruntled murmurings within the room but nobody dared to object to Zelda's words. Then one man spoke up.

"You have no solid proof of our General's treachery! Surely this is a convenient way for Hyrule to deny they played no part in the tragedy of Seline's death and also Robert's?" 

"How dare..." Zelda began angrily, when she felt the restraining hand of her father on her arm. 

"Zelda! Please, be seated!" he ordered. She flushed, but hurriedly did as she was told. Harkinian looked round again. "The first choice is not one I offer gladly, but it may be the best solution. For centuries, Catalia has always been regarded as a sister country and ally to Hyrule. Now maybe it is time we took your country into our protective custody, making it part of Hyrule..." At the King's words there was a small outcry from the Catalians.

"Catalia is not yours to take!" exclaimed one.

"You have no choice in the matter. Your heir invaded us on intention of capturing our country. That battle you have lost, and by that default, Catalia is Hyrule's. However I have little intention of acquiring  more land or indeed, taking away a country's independence. That is why I have a second proposal in mind," Harkinian said calmly. He looked down the row of expectant faces. "Yes, the easiest solution is to take these lands as our own. But there is already discontent spread in your land for Hyrule. Discontent breeds rebellion and rebellion can become the downfall of any kingdom. That is why I will give you the choice, give your country a choice, to vote in a Lord Protector who will act as the governor for your country. It will be your election and this man, along with a council, shall govern Catalia. Brynnel works on a similar principle, and I do not doubt that it would be successful in your current situation; should you choose wisely, of course." Zelda stared in her father in dismay whilst a murmur went along the table. 

"But Father! Catalia invaded us and lost! By all rights, Catalia is now Hyrule's!" she pointed out in a quiet voice. 

"By rights, yes. But Catalia would never have invaded if it hadn't been for Robert's orders," Link interrupted. 

"Quite right, my boy," the King agreed, nodding over at his son-in-law.

"You can't just let them walk away from this!" Zelda fumed. 

"Zel I..." Link began. He paused, noticing how all eyes were now upon their whispered conversation. Zelda didn't care. She stood again, eyeing the council, and her father and Link in particular, defiantly.

"As heir to this Kingdom, my power is only second to my father's. I will not stand back and agree to any of this council's plans!" she exclaimed. 

"Your Highness, please! Your Father has already spoken!" Impa said.

"No! Catalia has brought me nothing but pain these last few months and they shall not walk away without compensation! I say we take these lands as part of Hyrule!" Zelda said angrily. 

"Your Highness, we have to object!" said one of the Catalians. 

"Your objection won't be necessary," Harkinian said. "My word is final is on this." He turned to his seething daughter. "Zelda, you cannot change my mind on this. Please, do not attempt to overrule me in this way." 

"I am sure there are others at this council who agree with me!" she said abruptly. But as she glanced around the room, not one person raised their hand in support. Drake shot her a sympathetic glance but she knew it was hopeless. Even Link was siding with her father. Shaking with humiliation, Zelda raised her heavy skirts slightly and  dashed across the room to the door, trying not to cry. The whole room was quiet as they witnessed the Princess's departure. Harkinian finally spoke a few moments later.

"Please excuse my daughter's behaviour. She wasn't really fit to attend this council; she has been through a lot of stress in the last few days," he apologised. Link rose up from his seat and looked over at the King.

"Your Majesty, please excuse me for a few moments," he said politely, before exiting the chamber also.

   He found Zelda outside in the passage, sobbing her heart out. She barely looked up as he came out of the Council room.

 "Zel! Zel, don't cry!" he said, rushing across to her. They met in a warm embrace.

"Oh but Link! It's so wrong!! If only you'd never gone back to Catalia, none of this might ever have happened!" Zelda wept. 

"But I had to, Zel. I had to go," Link said, stroking her hair comfortingly. "I wish none of this had ever happened either. But we can't change the past." Zelda took a breath and wiped away a few of her tears.

"You didn't have to go!" she repeated. 

"No, I didn't. I went through hell there, Zelda, and you know it. But I was born in Catalia. My family lived and perished there. If there's one thing I can do for them, it's pay my respects. You visit your mother's grave every year. I have to do the same, can't you understand?" Link asked, looking up at his wife imploringly. 

"But if you hadn't gone, you would never have suffered at the hands of Aden and Derin, or met Robert... or... or..." Zelda stammered, trembling slightly. "Or that... that... Fayzie," she managed to stay, still shaking. Link stiffened slightly at the mention of Fayzie's name, a guilty blush spreading across his face.  

"Zel, I'm so, so sorry," he gasped, pulling her closer to him. "I never meant... I never..."

"I just want justice brought upon Catalia for all that has happened!" Zelda exclaimed, leaning back in his arms to look up at him. "Yet my father seems quite happy to let them get on with things!"

"Zel, your father is right! Catalia resents Hyrule and our interference will only make matters worse. We have to forget about them, and move on. I'm sorry that it had to happen this way but no matter what we do, things won't ever change. Please don't insist on opposing your father," Link begged. "I know you're upset, hell, so am I, by everything. It's going to be hard to get through this. But if we stick together... we can get through anything. I know we can. I love you so much, Zel, and I hate myself for what I've done to you. But I want us to forget it all and just start again. Please?" 

"I do too, it's just..." Zelda started. 

"It doesn't matter, Zel. Please just listen to me. We don't mention Catalia or anything regarding it anymore. This afternoon we're going to take the kids out and have a picnic down in the Great Ruto Forest and then tonight, I promise to love you like I never have before," Link said, bringing up her dainty hand to his lips. 

"Sounds wonderful," Zelda murmured softly, meeting his gaze with a smile. He smiled back at her.

"It will be. Now come on, we better go and rejoin the council," he suggested. Zelda shook her head.

"No... I'd rather not. You can, but I think I'll go and get the children ready for this picnic," she said. Link stuck his hands in his pockets.

"Suit yourself. I'll come and join you after your father has finished up with the council," he said. 

"Okay," Zelda agreed. On impulse she leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead. "I love you, Link. Don't ever forget that," she said. He smiled and then left her to return to the council chamber.

  The King's final words did not last too long. It was decided that Catalia would elect their own leader, under supervision and the jurisdiction of Hyrule. Documents were signed, treaties renewed and peace was made between the two countries. Link left the room feeling relieved at the outcome. Harkinian was right. Catalia was it's own country and it still deserved that status. It was through Robert's blind ambition that they had attacked their sister country. But Robert was gone now. A lump in Link's throat formed as he considered his kinsman for a moment. Images of the young boy flashed before his eyes. Who could one once so innocent, have become so bitter and twisted? He had never wished Robert to die. But it was too late now. Whether he liked it or not, he had contributed to his tribesman's untimely death and that would weigh down on his heart, just like Kylara had, and his family had. His head hanging, he walked out of the council chamber and into the back passage. He hadn't walked very far down it when somebody stopped him.

"Link... Link, wait." He turned to see Damon stood behind him, the rugged ranger looking concerned. 

"Hey," Link greeted, attempting a smile for his friend. Damon's face remained solemn. He put a hand on the hero's shoulder. 

"I've got a message for you. From Fayzie..." he began. Link bit his lip, flushing. 

"Oh?" he asked, surprised.

"She says she forgives you," Damon said softly. "That's all," he added finally. Link looked down at the floor again. 

"She's a good woman," he mumbled. 

"A very good woman. But Zelda..." Damon started.

"I love Zelda. I... I was a fool. An inconsiderate fool. I have no idea what came over me," Link said glumly. "It was like I was another person." Damon patted him on the shoulder.

"Fayzie understands. And I know you love the princess. We all do. It's going to be okay, Link," the ranger reassured his friend.

"I just wish it hadn't happened," Link replied. "Look, promise me something Damon."

"Yes?" he asked.

"Look after her for me. You're a good man... Better than I'll ever be. You make sure no-one bothers her for me, will you?" Link answered. Damon nodded.

"Of course. I suppose you can't really speak to her with all that's happened," he remarked.

"I wish I could but not right now. But I brought her over here, and I want to ensure she'll be alright," Link replied. 

"You have my word, friend," Damon said stalwartly. They shook hands and then bade each other farewell. 

***

   Later that evening Link met Zelda at the nursery to say goodnight to his two children. Ewan still seemed a little clingy; but Link supposed he didn't blame his son after everything that had happened. They had spent the better part of the afternoon going for a long walk in the Ruto Forest and stopping for a picnic in a pleasant clearing. Then later they had seen off Nick and Selina and their two children off on Nick's ship back to Dalsona. They were already eager to show off their beautiful babies to their country after all. After the evening meal Zelda had gone off somewhere with her father but she'd promised to meet him later here. She smiled at his approach, getting up from the floor where she'd been sat reading a book with Ewan, dusting down her dress. Ewan leapt up too, rushing across to Link and hugging his leg.

"Dad!" he exclaimed. Link grinned down at Ewan and ruffled his son's reddish-brown hair. 

"Hi Ewan, did you enjoy the story you were reading?" he questioned. Ewan smiled.

"Yes. You and mother always pick the best stories!" he said. He turned back to Zelda. "Mother, can I stay up and read a little longer by myself?" he asked hopefully. Zelda smiled down at him.

"Well... so long as you don't stay up too late..." she relented. The young boy looked at both his parents a hopeful expression on his face.

"I know! I'll come and read it to you in your room!" he suggested. 

"Er..." Zelda began.

"Why don't you read to us tomorrow? Your mother needs to get some rest, you know," Link quickly interjected. Ewan frowned, looking a little sulky. 

"I don't like sleeping in here anymore with all these babies," he complained.

"In a few years, you'll be able to have your own room, sweetie," Zelda said, looking a little worried. Ewan brightened considerably. 

"Near yours?" he asked. 

"Umm.... maybe," Zelda said. "Now why don't you run along now, read another chapter and then get some sleep, else you'll be very tired tomorrow!"

"Oh, okay," Ewan relented. Zelda knelt down to kiss him, as did Link and they both walked back into the passage.

"Do you think he'll be okay?" Zelda asked anxiously, glancing back over her shoulder.

"I sure hope so. You know, Zel, I feel really bad. Brianna's too young to understand but you know Ewan; he's always been smart for his age, I just hope this hasn't affected him too much. And the whole thing with the Triforce..." Link trailed off there, looking pensive. Zelda slipped her hand into this as they headed towards the Northeast tower. 

"I know..." she said quietly, her expression thoughtful also. "It's amazing... Ewan... he has powers with the Triforce that no-one else has."

"The power of three," Link said quietly. He looked over at Zelda.

"I'm not sure if it's a blessing, or a curse," she murmured. 

"A blessing when it comes to you, that's for sure," Link replied. She gave him a small smile, but still looked unsure. They started up the steps to the tower. "Come on, if we hurry up we might get a kiss or two in if we're lucky," he grinned. 

"Oh Link! Honestly!" Zelda exclaimed, pretending to look angry. Her expression melted into a smile as she started to giggle. Link smiled back at his wife. Maybe things were going to get back to normal again after all. 

    Fayette slipped into the nursery after seeing Link and Zelda depart. She felt a stab of jealousy at seeing them back together; it didn't seem fair. First she'd lost Raymundo, and now Kendar. Yet Zelda, after everything that had happened, still had someone there who loved her. Unlike Fayette. She hadn't even been able to bear to look at Nick and Selina's two downy-haired babies, instead she had simply given them a wide berth, hiding up in her room for most of the while. As she walked into the dimly lit room, she smiled at Ewan who was still up reading. He smiled back at her.

"Hello Auntie Faye, are you okay?" he questioned. Fayette nodded.

"Of course, dear," she smiled. She might hate Zelda, but she couldn't hate her children. Ewan was about the only member of Zelda's little world who didn't hate her. Leaning down she tucked in Roderick, who was already soundly asleep.

"Goodnight, Rosella," she said to her eldest daughter, who was playing by herself in a corner with a few dolls.

"Goodnight, mother," Rosella piped up, kissing Fayette on the cheek. The twins were fast asleep also, she pulled their blankets straight then walked over to Raymundo's crib. The toddler was awake and he gurgled in glee to see Fayette. Smiling she reached down to pick him up for a moment. At least she had her children. They were the only thing that kept her going.

I suppose I deserve it, she thought glumly. She thought back to all the times that she had been deceitful and cruel and wished that none of them had ever happened. But in some ways she wondered how Zelda got away with her own bad behaviour. Her step-sister was no angel either, after all. Raymundo chuckled gleefully, interrupting her train of thought for the moment. She smiled down at her youngest son happily. 

"At least I still have you," she said truthfully. Raymundo laughed again, then made an indiscernible noise, kicking his little legs energetically. "My, you're excitable tonight," Fayette laughed, kissing him lightly on the forehead. "Only a week until your first birthday, darling, we'll make that a very special day," she promised. Stroking him on the head to calm him down, she then gently replaced him into the crib. She had lost Kendar, but at least she hadn't lost her children. She looked over at Ewan who was still reading. There was one thing she'd always have over Zelda at least. She was a far better mother. She walked across to the little boy and kissed him on the forehead also. "Goodnight, Ewan, don't stay up too late now," she said. Ewan shook his head.

"I won't, I already promised mother and dad too," he said sincerely.

"Good boy," Fayette smiled. She turned and walked out of the nursery, smiling at Impa who was just walking in as she left. "They're nearly all asleep, just Ewan and Rosella are still up," she said. 

"I'll make sure they don't stay up too late, My Lady," Impa said politely.

"Goodnight," Fayette bade the nursemaid, before walking off gracefully along the gallery in a swish of heavy purple silk. 

  Link smiled over at Zelda in the dim candlelight of their room. He stood by the door, holding the key.

"Shall I lock the door this time?" he suggested playfully. 

"Ah... well... of course, if someone were to need us..." Zelda began, grinning slightly.

"Yeah but I want you all to myself. No interruptions," Link replied. "Call me selfish but..." Zelda smiled and walked up to him, taking hold of the small key and placing it in the lock.

"Okay, you won me over," she murmured, pulling him close for an impassioned kiss.  Moving away again she said, "I'm glad everything is all over." She walked over to her dressing table, starting to remove all her jewellery.

"Me too," Link agreed, following her queue to start to get ready to settle down for the night. He put his boots neatly to one side and hung his tunic, belt and scabbard over a nearby chair. "One thing though," he said.

"What?" Zelda asked, turning to look over at him.

"I wonder what happened to Mara," he mused, his face suddenly a bit anxious. 

"With any luck, she won't be coming back here, ever. It's too bad Enzar didn't finish her before he was destroyed," Zelda replied. She walked back over to where Link was stood. "But anyway I don't want to talk about her, like I say, it's all finished with and we should have nothing more to worry about," she smiled as she gently unbuttoned his white undershirt. 

"I know, it's just... well, Zel, I can't help feeling..." he started. 

"Oh Link..." Zelda sighed. "All that matters is Hyrule is safe once more, and you're back where you belong... right?" she asked hopefully.

"Right," Link agreed, clasping her hand with his. "I never meant to hurt you, you know," he said sincerely. 

"I... I deserved it," Zelda said, blushing a little. Link pulled her close for a hug.

"I love you, Zel, okay, don't ever forget that. But I wouldn't blame you if you hated me," he said.

"I could never hate you, Link. I've done nothing but love you since the day we met," Zelda replied.

"Too bad you took long enough to admit it!" Link said, suddenly laughing a little. Zelda gave him a wry smile. 

"I didn't have to admit it; you already knew!" she said, laughing too. "Besides," she added, "aren't we getting off the real subject here?"

"Real subject?" Link asked, a little dumbly. 

"Maybe actions can speak louder than words," Zelda replied, proceeding to remove his shirt.

"Yeah, you're right, Zel, I think we've done enough talking for one day," Link grinned. Zelda noted a few of his battlefield injuries, looking upset.

"Oh Link, you know, with all that happened at the tower, I almost forgot that you'd been out on the field during the siege," she sighed. 

"Oh, they're nothing, honestly. Not as bad as yours," Link replied, gently brushing a hand across her cheek. 

"It's nothing," Zelda murmured, leaning in for another kiss.

   "Hey! You can do that later!" came a high pitched voice. A blast of faerie magic narrowly missed the pair. Both Link and Zelda let out a groan.

"You forgot the windows!" Zelda exclaimed.

"Hey, how was I meant to know she'd come up here?" Link said, holding up his hands.   

"I arrived just at the right moment, I'd say!" said Sprite, flying towards them, her hands on her hips. 

"Yeah, right," Link grumbled. "What do you want, anyway?" he added.

"Ooh, well if that's how you're going to act..." Sprite said, looking offended. 

"I'll leave you two to catch up, I'm going to take a bath," Zelda decided, picking up her night-clothes from off the bed and disappearing into the small adjoining bathroom.

"Give me a minute, Zel, I'll join you," Link called after her.

"Hey, not so fast!" Sprite scolding, shooting some more magic at him.

"Hey, stop that!" Link said, rubbing his shoulder. "It hurts," he added.

"No, it doesn't. Anyway, you ought to be thanking me!" Sprite remarked. 

"Thanking you?! Last night it was Ewan, and now tonight it's..." Link started.

"Oh, there is that as well," Sprite giggled. She flew up closer. "No, what I meant was, you Hylians really have a lot to thank us faeries for."

"Oh yeah... well tell the council we send our deepest thanks," Link replied. "See, Navi isn't so bad after all," he added on afterthought. Sprite folded her arms.

"Well, er... you know... people change," she remarked. "Anyway Navi doesn't want thanks, she's just going to go back to her little forest commune place to 'be at one' with nature or something."

"Oh Sprite, give her a break!" Link replied, shaking his head. 

"I am! Just no need to give her a swelled head; she might get that insane idea back in her head that she ought to be your faerie guardian again!" Sprite said, looking horrified at the mere thought. 

"That might be a good idea, at least she wouldn't just interrupt me and Zel just when we're getting to the good stuff," Link remarked. Sprite raised an eyebrow.

"Oh yeah? Do you two have no shame, why can't you just go to sleep instead like any other normal person," she retorted.

"Maybe I'm not tired!" the hero replied. 

"That's evident," Sprite smirked. "Of course, I am rather enjoying the sight of you without your shirt on..."

"Sprite!!" Link grabbed his shirt in an attempt to cover himself up whilst his faerie guardian simply giggled with glee. 

"Oh Link, you're spoiling my fun!" she complained. 

"No more like you spoilt my fun!" Link retorted.

"Calm down. Besides I just stopped you from making a big mistake," Sprite pointed out.

"Mistake? How? I fail to see how a guy like myself who is simply enjoying the pleasures of married life..." Link began

"Ooh, spare me the details!" Sprite interrupted. "Anyway, it's not just Navi and the council that you need to thank," she continued. 

"Yeah?" Link asked, sitting down in a nearby armchair. Sprite flew over and alighted on the armrest. 

"Did Zelda ever tell you what happened at Death Mountain?" the faerie queried.

"Well, no, not really. I don't think she wants to talk about it, to be honest," Link answered.

"Oh well, maybe you should ask her about it sometime. Then you'll maybe want to thank yours truly for keeping an eye on Her Royal Perfectness, and maybe thank Sal as well," Sprite smiled. Before he could answer she flew up and kissed on the tip of his nose, then giggling again, threw a handful of faerie dust at him. "Remember, Link, you can lock every door in the castle and I'll still find a way in! See you soon, my handsome hero!" Then she flew off in a cloud of sparkles, her laughter still echoing in her wake. Link smiled to himself before standing up and wandering in the direction of the bathroom. Faerie guardians, you couldn't live with them, but you couldn't live without them, he mused.

   Some hours later, Link still lay awake in bed. He couldn't stop thinking about all the things that had happened, his conscience pricking painfully whenever he thought of the things he had done. Zelda lay beside him, sleeping peacefully. He leaned over to run a hand through her silky blonde hair, before resting it on her cheek. She shifted slightly in her sleep at his touch but didn't wake. He gazed down at her for a while, just relieved that she was alive and beside him once more. All thanks to their son.  He thought of Ewan and smiled, then his thoughts shifted to Fayzie and her young son Aden. He only wished that he could have prevented the things that had passed between them, but it was too late now. Zelda had never mentioned it once, but the more he thought about it, she had barely spoken of the past few weeks events at all. It was so unlike her, and yet, in some ways, Link felt relieved. And Fayzie had been forgiving. He knew that she understood. He just hoped that they would still be friends after all this. And that Zelda would let them be friends. He knew it was a lot to ask, but he had to make amends with Fayzie somehow. He had  taken her away from her home and left her with nothing at all. But she still forgave him for that. 

  The King had made it quite clear that if he were to hurt Zelda again, there wouldn't be a second chance. Link was surprised that he'd even been given a first. However he knew that King Harkinian doted on his daughter, and if Zelda wanted to still be with Link, if that made her happy, then he also was happy.

"I love you dearly, boy, like a son. But there is no excuse for what you did to my daughter. If in her heart she has forgiven you, then so have I. I welcome you back to this family with open arms gladly. But should it happen again... I am not sure I could be quite so forgiving," the King had said to him earlier that day. "You are a brave and noble young man who has done too much for Hyrule to ever be completely rewarded. I don't wish any ill-feelings between us, Link." Link could only nod numbly because he didn't know what else to say. Then Harkinian had embraced him and given him back his Kingdom ring, which Link had discarded when he had told Zelda that things were over between them. Slipping it back on his finger, he knew that it belonged there, never to be removed again, like his wedding ring.

  Aaron had said very little, only assuring Link that they would be friends no matter what. Drake had been a little more gruff though.

"This could have worked out very differently, lad," he'd said. "You've been very lucky." Link didn't doubt that. He didn't even bother arguing with the knight. Drake was protective of Zelda after all. But whatever his friends might think of him, so long as he was back with his family, Link didn't care anymore. This thought in mind, he soon found himself drifting off into the best sleep he'd had in weeks. 

***

  Meanwhile, many hundreds of miles away, Mara Hespara stood above a high Molderian hilltop, her strawberry blonde curls blowing in the icy wind that cut across the plain. She had lost this time, Hyrule had been lucky. She cursed the name of Enzar; he had been integral to her plan and it had all gone horribly wrong. And those stupid faeries, combating her black magic. It was all too much. However, there was one good thing. She had escaped. Unlike the father of her future child, that coward Robert Kokiri. Smiling, Mara ran a hand across her belly.

"Maybe you have won this time, Link and Zelda, but I will avenge you in the future. My son or daughter will personally see to that!" she sneered into the night. Then she was gone.

