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Prologue


The Wayside Inn was not a well-known
establishment. It rested at the edge of a town too small to be named, both a
part of the town and apart from it. The town and the inn were built near Dry
Creek, several miles from the kingsroad. 


There were several reasons that the Wayside Inn
did not see many travelers. It was not well-advertised, for one, and there were
also a number of larger and more profitable inns down the road. Those were
located in the town of Durrenhill, and though they were more than a half-day’s
ride away, they were built directly on the kingsroad and were easy to spot.


Only those who knew the area of Dry Creek or
somehow lost the road visited the Wayside. Or the men of the town, who
frequented the inn for drinks. On its busiest day, the Wayside Inn might seat
as many as twenty people, roughly half of whom would be guests taking rooms.
But this was not a busy day.


Sloan stood behind the bar, eyeing the room as he
worked to wipe down the counter. His wife Eska was out getting food, leaving
him alone to manage the inn. It was not a problem for him. Lunch had already
been served, the remains of the stew left hanging over the dying fire, and
there were just over a half-dozen men seated throughout the room, most of them
familiar to him. It was a good-sized crowd for lunch.


Sloan finished wiping down the counter, satisfied
that it was finally clean. He prided himself on keeping a clean establishment,
and made sure that the bar was kept smooth and dry at all times. Spilled drinks
were quickly cleaned and no table was ever left sticky or grimy. It was a point
of pride for him. He checked his work to make sure that he hadn’t missed a spot
and frowned when he saw a small stain. He scrubbed it away and set aside the
cloth.


With his work finished, Sloan stepped back and
took a breath. He made sure that none of his customers were watching before
quickly pouring himself a drink. He corked the bottle and put it back where it
had come from before raising the cup to his lips. The wine was sweet and
refreshing. He took a second sip and set his glass down on the bar, careful not
to spill.


Sloan eyed the room again, making sure that none
of the guests looked to be in need of anything. A few drinks were near to
empty, but the men holding them seemed not to mind. Most of them were in animated
conversation with the three travelers who had stopped for the evening. They
were two traders and a hired guard traveling north from Estion, and they
carried grave news with them, which of course interested the men from town.
Sloan himself had heard of the death of the royal family a few weeks earlier,
but not in any detail. The man who carried the news knew only that they had
been killed, nothing of who was responsible or what the state of the capital
was. It was unsettling, and Sloan had not wanted to believe it. But the grim
reality was confirmed when a second man gave the same news, though he knew
little more than the first.


“I’ve only heard the news secondhand, but Graff
here was in the city when it happened. He was there.” One of the traders singled
out his friend, pointing animatedly.


“You were there!”


“Tell us what happened.”


The townsmen began shouting over each other, vying
to have their questions answered and their curiosity sated. The trader Graff
smiled, enjoying the attention. He waited a moment before gesturing for
silence, which came quickly. All the men were eager for news, and this was a
firsthand account. It was a rare opportunity, and those in attendance would be
gossiping for weeks, the focus of all the other townsfolk. Even Sloan could not
resist moving slightly closer so he could listen while he worked. Knowledge of
current events, particularly such important events as the fall of the royal
family, was expected of an innkeeper.


“It happened weeks ago, but little news has been
heard since the royal family was killed,” Graff began. “I imagine that the city
has been placed under martial law, no one allowed to leave.”


Graff’s friends nodded in agreement. It seemed
sensible that all access to the capital would be locked down after what had
happened.


“I was lucky to have already made plans to leave
beforehand,” Graff continued. “I was in the capital on business, you
understand. I had sold my goods and made my purchases, so I was already set to
leave when everything went to hell.”


Every ear was listening as Graff told his tale. He
had the full attention of every man in the inn.


“On the day it happened, you would never have
known what was coming. There were no signs, though bother me if I would be able
to recognize the signs for such a thing.” Graff shook his head solemnly. He
stared ahead for a moment, eyes glazed over and looking at something that only
he could see. He did not seem to like the vision. After a moment, his gaze
snapped back into focus and he continued his story. “I spent the day going
about my business. Made a tidy profit and ensured my carts were filled with
goods. Day turned to evening turned to night. I don’t know what woke me, but I
remember that there were cries in the streets. Whistles sounded and when I went
outside—”


The door to the Wayside Inn opened, interrupting
the tale. All heads turned towards the disturbance, which was a man with a
dirty cloak tightly wrapped about him and a blade worn openly at his waist. The
hood of his cloak was up, hiding his face. The man quickly glanced about the
room, taking in the scene and noting each individual present. His gaze lingered
a moment on the face of the guard, who had clearly noted the man’s blade,
before finally settling on Sloan.


“I am in need of supplies,” the man said, walking
past the gathered men to where Sloan stood at the bar. The voice was rough, yet
it betrayed the youth of the speaker. Up close, Sloan could see that the man
was in fact much younger than he had suspected. He was no youth, but he was
young.


“I am in need of supplies and directions,” the
stranger repeated.


Sloan hesitated for a moment, glancing at the men
across the room. Graff was continuing his story and Sloan dearly wished to hear
the tale from the source. It would be a shame to have to ask one of the townsmen
to repeat it to him, and he knew that information would be lost in the
retelling, but he had a customer. If he was lucky, he might be able to hear the
story again later. Graff seemed to enjoy talking, and he was staying the night.
Naturally, this newcomer would be curious to hear the tale as well. Sloan
focused his attention on the man standing across from him, assuming the role of
helpful innkeeper.


“You are in luck, stranger. I am well-stocked with
food, drink, and any other essentials that you might need. May I ask how long
you plan on staying?”


“I do not intend to stay,” the stranger said with
a glance about the room. Graff was describing the scene that he had awoken to
and what he had seen when he went outside. His story had redrawn the attention
of the other men, except for the guardsman who kept shooting glances towards
the newcomer.


“Surely you are joking! Evening is falling and the
night will be cold and dark. You cannot intend to carry on. Durrenhill is much
too far for you to reach before nightfall. It is many miles away and the roads…
The roads may not be safe at night.”


“I know how to build a fire and keep warm.”


“It is almost winter! The snows have not yet
started, but the weather has been cold enough to freeze the ground each night.
I assure you, my rooms are affordable and you will not find another inn
anywhere nearby. You must stay!” Sloan protested, but the youth was resolute.
It was clear that he intended to leave, and nothing that Sloan said would
persuade him to do otherwise, no matter how foolish his decision was. The
innkeeper sighed in resignation. He could not press the issue without being
impolite, but perhaps he could take another route.


“If you will not take a room, you must at least
stay for a meal. Supper will be warm and filling.” The boy was unwilling to
take a room, but he might be willing to take the time to eat a hot meal. With
luck, darkness would fall as he ate and he would be forced to see reason. That,
or Eska would return and make the boy stay. Sloan was hospitable and would
respect his guest’s decision to leave. Eska would berate him until he agreed to
stay.


The youth frowned and shook his head.


“Our food is cheap,” Sloan insisted, thinking that
perhaps money was an issue.


“I am in a hurry. I cannot stay to eat.”


“But surely—”


“I can stay only long enough to purchase
supplies.”


Sloan sighed inwardly and adopted a courteous
grin. If the stranger insisted on leaving, Sloan would not stop him.


“What will you be needing? I have breads and
cheeses. Drinks. Even some fruit, though it will cost you. There will be no
more harvests this year, so my supply is limited.”


“I will take two loaves of bread, some cheese,
meat, and anything that will last for a while without going stale or spoiling.”


“How far do you mean to travel, if you don’t mind
my asking?”


“A long ways,” the youth said vaguely. He seemed
to sigh as he said it, but Sloan could tell that it was not a subject to be
discussed.


“Well then, I’ll be back shortly with some
supplies.”


Sloan turned away from the bar and walked down the
hall to the storeroom. It was little more than a small pantry stocked with much
of the food that was served or used to cook on a daily basis, but it was
insulated and well-kept. The Waystone had been held by Sloan’s family for
several generations, his great-grandsire having built the inn. Sloan himself
had reworked the storeroom to seal it and keep it better insulated.


He walked into the small room and set his light
down on a shelf. He looked about and began gathering what food he deemed worthy.
Two loaves of bread, as requested, a goodly amount of cheese to accompany the
bread, and whatever else he saw that would do well for traveling. Thinking of
the boy’s youth, Sloan swiped an apple as well. It would make for a nice snack.
He bundled up the food and then walked to the inn’s rear door. He kept the meat
stored outside in the larder with his winter reserves where it could be kept
cool and safe from flies.


Sloan returned to the bar to find the youth
focused intently on Graff’s account of what had happened in Estoria. His
manner, however, seemed tense and secretive, as though the news bothered him.
He had not turned to face the other men, joining the group in listening to the
story. In fact, with his hood up, it would have been difficult to tell that he
was paying attention. But approaching from the front, Sloan could see the tilt
of his head and the way his torso angled just slightly towards the men.


“Nobody knew that the king had been killed,” Graff
was saying. “I didn’t even learn what had actually transpired until a week
later, when I was already well outside of the city. Before then, I had just
assumed that it was riots or something else of the sort. I decided to play it
cautious and leave the city early the next morning. But at the time, it was the
middle of the night, so the gates to the castle grounds were shut. Apparently,
there was some commotion at the main gate, but the people gathered there were
sent running.”


“Is this your first time hearing the news?” Sloan
asked.


“No.”


“Terrible news. Didn’t believe it at first. Now it
worries me each time I hear it.” Sloan shook his head. “This trader, Graff, he
was there when it happened,” Sloan gave a nod to identify Graff as the speaker.
This piqued the youth’s interest.


“Really? I had heard that the city was placed
under guard and no one has been allowed to come or go since the betrayal.” He
turned to glance at Graff.


“That’s more or less true. But as I understand it,
he was able to leave the city early the morning after, before it was placed
under guard. You can ask him about it yourself,” Sloan said, hoping that the
youth would ask to hear the story so that he could listen in as well. But the
youth shook his head.


“His story does not interest me.”


The innkeeper eyed him doubtfully. The youth had
seemed interested in the story before, when no one could see. It was possible
that he did not care for the current news. Perhaps he found it distasteful or
disrespectful, but there was no need to act aloof.


The youth stared back at him, as though daring
Sloan to contradict him. But like any good innkeeper, Sloan avoided unnecessary
confrontation. He nodded to the food and supplies that he had gathered on the
counter, calling the youth’s attention to them.


"I gathered some food and what few supplies
ought to be of use to you."


Sloan grinned as the youth leaned forward to
examine what had been brought. He began methodically sorting the various
supplies and foodstuffs, pushing some away while examining others before
grouping them off to the side. Sloan's grin faded as the youth pushed away the
slice of pie that had been brought.


“I am more interested in quantity than
quality," the youth said. "I do not need to eat well, I need this to
last.”


"For how long?" Sloan exclaimed. It was
less than a day's journey to Durrenhill, where the boy could easily restock
before continuing on. And wherever it was that he was going, it couldn't be
very far. He was traveling alone during the winter months.


"My journey will take me very far, and I do
not mean to keep stopping for food unless absolutely necessary."


Sloan grumbled but swept the rejected food aside
and glanced at what the boy had elected to keep: a firestarter, some cloth,
cured meats, bundled bread that was not as fresh as it could have been, a pinch
of salt, crackers, and other various foods that would last longer and travel
better than a slice of pie.


"How much for this?" the youth asked.


Sloan gave the question a moment's consideration.
He could tell that the boy was not well-off, though he could probably sell his
blade for a decent price. Normally, the innkeeper would have haggled, but he
decided to start with a fair offer.


"Ten coppers," he said, knowing that the
boy would not have the money in silver. He was so sure of this that when a full
silver piece appeared in the boy's hand, he had to fight his natural curiosity
as to why a ragged youth was carrying silver.


“I will need to fill my waterskin, if possible.
And I'd like a second as well.”


The boy placed the silver piece on the counter,
but kept a hold on it.


“You’d be better off with wine. It is less likely
to freeze out in the cold.”


The boy considered for a moment.


“I’ll pay for a new skin of wine, but I wish to
fill my own with water.”


He pulled out a copper and slid both coins across
the bar. Sloan took the money and turned to fill a skin with sweet wine.


“That night was chaotic.” Sloan heard Graff
speaking from across the room. His voice had grown and Sloan could tell that
he’d had a fair bit to drink.


“What happened?” someone asked.


“The people that had gathered at the front gate
fled screaming and woke most of the city. The castle grounds were closed, but
shortly after, the gates opened and guards came patrolling through the streets.
They kept order and told everyone to stay inside. At the time, it was strange and
imperious. But looking back, their actions made sense. They walked the streets
looking for anyone or anything out of place, waking people as they went. At
some point, they began going door-to-door looking for someone.”


“Who were they looking for?” Sloan called from
across the room as he finished filling the wineskin. He couldn’t help himself
from listening in on the conversation. And it appeared that despite his earlier
words, the youth was very interested in the man’s story as well.


“I dun know,” the trader called back. “They were
vague at the time, and I didn’t pay them much attention. They didn’t even ask
me directly. If I had known then what I know now, that the royal family had
been killed, I would have paid much more attention. I just assumed that they
were looking for some troublesome youth, an apprentice of some sort, I believe
that's what they said.”


Sloan nodded, passing the wineskin across the bar
to the youth.


“There’s water out back. I can fill your skin if
you have it on you.”


“Thank you, but no. I will fill it myself, if you
don’t mind.”


Sloan shrugged and turned towards the men
conversing across the room. He expected the youth to take a seat somewhere,
perhaps eat a bite and join the conversation. Instead, the boy turned towards
the door.


“You are mad if you truly intend to go.”


“I must be off. It would do no good to linger
here.”


“Not even for a night? For a short rest?”


“I cannot stay.” The youth cast a wary glance
about the room, lingering on the two traders and their hired guard. He took the
bundle of supplies that he had been given and walked out into the night.


Sloan watched him go and then returned his
attention to the men's conversation.


*      *      *


The following weeks saw the first
snowfall of the season, little more than a light dusting of powder that hinted
at what was to come, and a surprising number of travelers. Sloan was used to a
drop in patronage once the first snow fell. Travel and trade became less common
as the weather and the land made even short journeys trying and uncomfortable
at best. Even the townsmen, with their nightly drinking ritual, came less
often, preferring the warmth of their beds and wives than the beer and wine
that Sloan could offer. He couldn’t blame them, however. Eska kept him company
and it meant less work each day.


This year, however, the Wayside Inn saw an
increase in travel as the winter months drew nearer. This would not have been
of note to most inns, barely a handful of visitors every other day, but given
the relative isolation of the Wayside and the time of year, the unexpected
business kept the innkeeper and his wife busy.


Sloan catered to his guests, telling them what he
knew in exchange for the most current news. All talk was of the capital and the
royal family. The Lord Commander Gannon had taken on stewardship of Estoria,
and the capital had been closed off for trade and travel, the city kept under
constant guard. With the roads watched and travel restricted, there was little
word from the capital. Only speculation, which abounded. It was commonly known
what had happened to the royal family, though the specifics were unknown. Most
seemed to think that an assassin had been sent to kill the king, though some
believed that the royals had been betrayed by someone close to them. There were
many opinions and thoughts as to how and why it had happened, but there was one
question that everyone wanted answered: who was responsible?


There was also much grumbling about the increase
in armed patrols on the kingsroad and other major roadways. Groups of soldiers
were becoming a common sight on the main roads, some marching towards
Oscilliath and others creating checkpoints along the roadways. A checkpoint was
even established on the kingsroad near Durrenhill, despite the small size of
the town. Rumor spread that the soldiers were looking for a fugitive, and the
implication was that the person was somehow involved in the death of the king
and the princess. No details were freely given, though.


By this point, Sloan had completely forgotten the
youth who had visited his inn more than two weeks past. Graff and his companion
had long since left with their hired guard, and Sloan currently had only two
guests who were staying the night: a man who had left the road on his way to
Durrenhill and found the Wayside Inn, and Sid Flaors, whose wife had kicked him
out after a rather nasty quarrel pertaining to the bedroom. Sid refused to
offer details and Sloan wasn’t going to ask.


It was still early in the evening when the knock
came at the door. The sun had yet to set and dinner was still being prepared.
Sloan was sweeping the front room and Eska was cooking. At first, he thought it
was simply the wind, but the knocking came again, this time heavy and
insistent. Sloan lay aside his broom and went to open the front door. He found
it curious that anyone would knock before entering an inn until he opened the
door.


On the front steps of his inn was a sour-faced man
in uniform, flanked by a pair of armored soldiers. Sloan knew enough to
recognize the man as an officer and promptly stepped aside to admit him. The
officer gave a curt nod as he entered, glancing about the common room to
examine his surroundings.


“You must be chilled,” Sloan said, thinking of the
two soldiers wearing armor. He closed the door against the cold and gestured
towards the fire, where a table was ready for visitors to warm themselves.


The officer glanced towards the table and frowned.


“Thank you, but I prefer to stand.”


Sloan halted, already turning to move towards the
fire. He glanced at the two soldiers, but if either of them were bothered by
their officer’s rejection of the hearth, they did not show it.


“Very well,” Sloan said, thinking to himself that
this was a strange visit. “How may I be of service to you?”


“This is the Wayside Inn, is it not?”


“You’ve heard of it! Have you been recommended? By
a friend perh—”


“You mistake my intentions,” the officer stated
coldly. “I have not come to you seeking to stay. I have come seeking
information.”


“I suppose I trade in information and gossip,
though I’d not thought anyone would come here, so far out of their way, for
talk alone.”


“It is for precisely that reason that I have
sought it out.”


Sloan was beginning to wish that he had not opened
the door. He did not know what business this man had, but he would rather that
it did not involve him. Or Eska. Sloan glanced back towards the kitchen, where
his wife still labored over dinner.


“I would be glad to assist you, if I am able.”
Sloan let the end of his sentence trail, inviting the officer to introduce
himself.


“Your assistance is mandatory, though your
cooperation is noted. It makes things easier, for all involved.” The officer
paused, considering his next words. “Have you had many visitors over the past
few weeks?”


The casual question took Sloan by surprise. Given
the recent events, Sloan had expected the conversation to focus on the news of
Estoria. He had thought that perhaps he was going to be ordered to spread
official news from the army. Or perhaps he was to be questioned about the
grumblings of the people regarding the army. Many were discontent and some were
more than willing to give voice to their thoughts when aided by drink.


“I’ve had more than is usual for this time of the year.
None that caused any trouble, though.”


Again, the officer paused to consider his words.


“You have heard news of Estoria, yes?”


Sloan nodded. It was all anyone spoke of.


“I am looking for someone. A boy.”


“Your son?” Sloan guessed. An officer of the army
wouldn't usually attend to such matters unless they were important or personal.


“No. This boy is a fugitive fleeing the crown’s
justice, dangerous despite his youth. The boy is wanted for questioning by the
Lord Commander and Steward of the Realm, Gannon.”


The worry that Sloan had felt before doubled. He
was more than willing to trade information and gossip, but he had no desire to
be involved with someone like Gannon. He had heard troubling rumors.


“The boy that I seek is young, no more than
seventeen or eighteen, and he is likely traveling alone and on foot. He is dark
of hair and light of skin, and he bears a unique sword of blackened metal.”


“You believe he was here?” Sloan asked. He tried
to think of all the visitors that he’d hosted. Many of them had been traveling
alone, but he remembered none who matched such a description.


“I believe that you will assist me to the very
best of your abilities,” the officer said menacingly. “There is a price on his
head. If he has been here and you are able to help identify him, you will be
rewarded. If not, then you have been warned.”


The man’s threat was thinly veiled.


“Now, think hard.”


Sloan shook his head. “I cannot recall anyone of
that description. A number of people have passed through though, many traveling
alone. It may be that I’ve forgotten or did not notice.”


The officer examined him, searching for some
indication of falsehood. When he found none, he reached into a pocket and
produced a sheaf of paper with writing on it.


“To spread the word,” he said, handing the paper
to one of his men, who proceeded to nail the paper to the wall.


Sloan stared at the notice in annoyance, but he
knew better than to protest.


“Someone will be sent to check again soon,” the
officer said over his shoulder as he left. The door slammed shut behind and
Sloan shivered as the cold draft washed over him. He feared the thought of
another visit from such men.


“Who was at the door?”


Sloan turned at the sound of his wife’s
questioning voice. She stood in the doorway to the kitchen, hair bundled up and
an apron draped loosely over her dress.


“Soldiers,” he told his wife. “An officer came
looking for someone.”


“Who was it?”


“Don’t know. The man wasn’t too specific. He
described a youth traveling alone, no name given. Nailed a notice to the wall
as well.” Sloan gestured towards where the paper had been nailed in place.


Eska gave a shocked gasp and crossed the room to
examine the wall, voicing her displeasure. Sloan, however, was no longer
listening. A memory had come back to him of the lone traveler several weeks
past. A youth hidden beneath his cloak, one who could have passed for a grown
man. He had carried a blade, though it had looked ordinary to Sloan.


The youth could very well have been a simple
traveler. Or he might have been the one that the soldiers were hunting.


Sloan suddenly felt weak with dread. He sat
himself in one of the many vacant chairs and tried to think. What would he do
when he was next visited by the soldiers? He shut his eyes and cursed the fates
for involving him in such matters.









Chapter 1:                        
Eliza / Gannon


Eliza fled down the hallway
without glancing back. The way ahead was lit by torchlight, but the light went
out as she ran, leaving everything in her wake in the darkness. Her thoughts
were hazy and muddled, slow and disjointed. She did not know where she was or
where she was going, but fear gripped her and she knew that she mustn’t stop
running.


The princess
reached an intersection and came to an indecisive halt, looking frantically
about. She mustn’t stop, but where to go? Where would she be safe?


Safe from what?
a voice in her head questioned.


There were
screams behind her, causing the young princess to turn back towards the
darkness. She could see nothing, but that only made the fear worse. Something
bad had happened. Something was coming for her. She needed to move, to run and
escape what was happening.


More screams
came from the darkness, prompting Eliza to turn. She turned down the hallway to
her left without a thought and ran as fast as she could, knowing that she was
being pursued.


“There she is!”
a voice cried out.


Eliza cried out
in panic and ran harder, tears blinding her. She was already lost, so she took
every turn that she found, hoping desperately to escape her pursuers. She could
see shapes, formless masses on the ground meant to trip her. She tried to be
careful, but she was running too fast and the ground had become wet and
slippery. Her foot caught on one of the things that littered the floor and she
tumbled to the ground, crying out in pain.


In moments, she
would be caught. Without thinking, without looking, Eliza hurled herself
through the door to her right and crawled into a corner behind something large
and heavy. The room was dark, the light from the hall now gone.


Heavy footsteps
came from outside. Eliza listened hard, hoping to hear her pursuer pass her by,
but the footsteps stopped outside of the room. Eliza whimpered in fear and
pulled her knees to her chest, willing herself to become smaller.


For a moment,
there was silence, broken only by the princess’s muffled sobs. Then she felt
something grab her, jerking her from her hiding spot and out into the open. She
screamed and tried to fight, but found herself powerless as she was pulled
towards the hallway. As she struggled, she caught a glimpse of what awaited
her.


Bodies littered
the floor, blood pooling on the floor. Eliza could see now that her hands and
dress were bloodied as well. There was red everywhere. Death everywhere. She
tried to shut her eyes against the horrors, but the images wouldn’t leave her.
She saw her father’s form, disfigured and grotesque.


“You are no
longer safe.”


*      *      *


Eliza woke screaming, her voice
filling the room. She looked about frantically for the figure of her father,
fearful of what she would find. Her room was empty, though the adjoining rooms
of her suite were dark. Anything could be hiding in those shadows, and she gripped
her bedsheets tightly.


The door to her room opened and someone spoke to
her in soothing tones. Eliza slowly began to calm as she realized that she was
not in danger. She was in her rooms, alone but for the maid beside her. She’d
had another nightmare. She shivered at the memory, the fear not yet gone.


“Are you calmed now, mistress? Is everything
alright?”


“I’m safe,” Eliza whispered to herself. “It was
just a nightmare. Not real.”


Spoken aloud, her words brought her clarity. She
had been having a horrible dream, that was all that it was.


For a moment, she felt better. Then she remembered
the figure of her father and the reason for her nightmares. Not everything had
been imagined. Her father was still gone.


“That’s right, Princess. You are safe,” the maid
responded. “It was nothing more than a dream. Everything is better now.”


Eliza frowned at that. Everything was not better.
Her nightmare was over, but she could not escape the reality that now faced
her. Her terror had simply given way to the pain and sadness that weighed
heavily upon her.


“Are you feeling better now that the nightmare has
passed?” the maid asked.


No, Eliza thought, but she did not give
voice to her thoughts. Instead, she managed a hesitant nod and turned away so
her expression would not be seen. Her eyes still watered, a mixture of
lingering fear and sorrow.


“That is good,” the maid said, pulling away and
crossing the room. Dim light flooded in as she pulled back the window curtains.
“You have been unwell lately, and I know that you must still be tired, but it
is very nearly midday. It will be good for you to try and rise, even if only to
walk about your rooms. Your body will not get stronger if you stay in bed.”


“I am tired, Tilly. I would like to rest,” Eliza
said. Now that she was awake, her head was swimming and the light made her eyes
ache.


“I would like to get you some fresh air. It is a
shame that you are not able to leave your rooms. I would open the windows for
you, but I fear that the cold would do more harm than good. The sunlight will
have to do, for now.”


Tilly went about the bedroom and the sitting room,
dusting and finding things to clean, talking as she went. Eliza made no effort
to listen. She lay back and closed her eyes, trying to shut out the light and
stop her aching head. She felt the pangs of hunger, but could not bring herself
to care.


My father is dead.


The thought consumed her, something that she
wished desperately to reject. To forget. To ignore. But she could not escape
it, not even in her sleep. And her father was not the only one who had died.
Many others had lost their lives on that night, and Eliza did not even know how
many. She remembered very little of it all, only bits and pieces that had
become distorted by dreams and nightmares. The one image that stuck with her
was the sight of her father’s body, bloodied and dead.


Eliza’s most recent memory had been waking several
days after the event, finding herself under heavy guard. Her thoughts had been
muddled, her body weak, and her throat raw from screaming in her sleep. The
Lord Commander Gannon had come to see her. He had told her of her father’s
death, giving truth to her nightmares. She had been told what transpired, that
her father, the king, had been assassinated by some foreign power. Eliza had
been found alive, kept safe by Gannon’s own soldiers. He assured her that he
would keep her safe and that he was working to find out who was responsible.


The sadness threatened to overwhelm her, but she
fought against it by burying her emotions deep within her. It helped to dull
the pain, but only temporarily. The sadness was ever-present, waiting to break
her spirit and crush her. She could only remain detached for so long before she
would break again.


“You are going to need to eat, Princess,” Tilly
said as she took a tray of food from Eliza’s bedside. The tray was still laden
with food from when it had been brought to her the previous evening.


“You have not been eating well. You have not been
sleeping. You must try to recover, else you will not be well for the funeral.”


The words struck Eliza.


“I don’t want to hear of that,” she said weakly.


“But it has been weeks, Your Highness. The
preparations have been made, and the date can only be postponed for so long.
The people need to see you, to know that you are still alive.”


“Get out!” Eliza yelled, her cry startling the
maid and causing her to drop the tray. It clattered to the floor, spilling its
contents and shattering one of the plates.


Tilly dropped to the ground and began gathering
the pieces of the shattered plate, avoiding Eliza’s gaze. She cleaned as much
of the spilled food as she could, made sure that no pieces of the plate had
been missed, and then rose to leave.


“I will have food and drink sent to you, Your
Highness,” the maid said as she went.


Eliza watched her go, noting the guards outside
her door. Once the door was shut and Tilly had left, she allowed herself to
cry. She had not meant to yell at the maid. The girl had always been kind to
Eliza, and she was one of the very few people that Eliza had contact with. But
Eliza couldn’t face the thought of the funeral. It was a looming deadline that
gave a sense of undeniable finality to her loss. It would mean confronting
things that she was not ready for.


Eliza allowed herself to sob for a few moments
more. It was strange, but languishing in her grief gave her a kind of comfort.
And she needed that right now.


Tilly was right, of course. The funeral for her
father could not be pushed back indefinitely. It had already been several
weeks, and the people had no idea that she was still alive. To keep her safe,
Gannon had insisted on keeping her hidden and her presence a secret. Eliza had
deferred to his judgment. She was in no fit state to make decisions, and could
not bring herself to care about anything. But she did have a duty, and
she could not hide away forever.


Eliza wiped her eyes and turned towards the
window. The sky outside was filled with dreary grey clouds, hiding the sun.
Even so, what little light there was caused her head to ache. If she wished to
rest, she would need to pull the curtains closed again.


Annoyed, Eliza rose from her bed and crossed the
room on unsteady legs. The previous weeks had been spent almost entirely abed
due to sickness and sadness, leaving her weak. Fatigued from a lack of sleep
and food, she found it difficult to cross the room.


She leaned against the windowsill for support,
placing her brow against the cool glass. Her head was swimming and she felt
dizzy.


Outside, the ground was covered by patches of
white. It had snowed recently, signaling the start of the winter season.
Estoria would not see much snow now, but soon travel would come to a halt and
the weather would be unfavorable.


Eliza looked beyond the castle grounds, out
towards the city. It looked different than it had before. There were fewer
people walking the streets, and everywhere there were patrols of guards.


How can they just go about their lives? What
will happen without my father to lead the way?


Eliza’s thoughts were interrupted by the opening
of her door. Heavy footsteps entered the room, followed by others.


“You should not be up, young princess. You need to
rest in order to keep your health.”


Eliza turned towards Gannon. He watched her with
hard eyes, as he always did. It made her feel cold.


“I only wished to close the curtains. The light
hurts my eyes.” Eliza pulled the curtains closed as she spoke, darkening the
room. She took a step back towards her bed, intending to sit, but her legs gave
out on her. She sank pitifully to the ground and sat there for a moment, dazed.


“Byron, help her.”


A hand grasped Eliza and pulled her to her feet,
keeping her steady and leading her to the bed. Eliza’s vision had gone
momentarily white, and it was several moments before she felt better.


“You should call for help the next time that you need
assistance with something. That is what the maids are for,” Gannon said
sternly.


“I am well enough to cross my own room,” Eliza
replied, though she did not feel it. She did not wish to appear weak in front
of Gannon. She had already been confined to her rooms. Any further restrictions
would be intolerable.


She pulled away from Byron, who had led her to the
bed, and looked towards Gannon, meeting his gaze and daring him to challenge
her. Gannon frowned.


“How has your health been?” Gannon asked after a moment.
He was often asking after her health.


“I am fine,” Eliza responded weakly. Her throat
still hurt from screaming.


“Do not lie, Princess. You will only make things
worse by being stubborn. You will need your rest for the coming days.”


Something about Gannon’s sentence gave Eliza
pause.


“Why will I need to be well-rested?”


Gannon’s silence did not bode well. It meant that
he wished to speak of something that would upset her.


“What has brought you here?” she asked, knowing
full well what Gannon had come to discuss.


“We must discuss your father’s funeral.”


Eliza said nothing. She had made it clear that she
did not wish to speak of that.


“It cannot wait any longer. I have made the
necessary preparations already, and the date is set. It will take place tomorrow.”


Eliza stiffened. So soon? She could not face this.
She wasn’t ready.


“I understand that you are still unwell, but you
must be present tomorrow,” Gannon said. “I have taken your father’s place for
now, but I cannot hold power without your backing. The people must know that
you are alive so that I can continue to act in your stead.”


Eliza shook her head absently.


“You must be present, Princess. My guards
will keep you safe, and I will ensure that you are prepared and presentable.
When it is over, you will return here and enter a period of mourning.”


“I am already in mourning!” Eliza yelled. The
effort left her feeling unwell, but she did her best to hide it. “I am not
ready for this. It should not have been scheduled without my consent. Delay
it.”


“You cannot—”


Byron began to speak but was immediately silenced
by Gannon. The Lord Commander stared coldly at the boy until he retreated and
bowed in submission. He turned back towards Eliza and stepped forward, placing
a rough hand on her shoulder. It may have been her weakness, but his grip felt
overly strong, squeezing her shoulder almost painfully. With his other hand,
Gannon guided Eliza’s face so that her gaze met his own and she could not look
away.


“The funeral will not wait, Princess. You will be
ready tomorrow, you will play your part, and then it will be over. I will make
sure that you are kept safe, and that afterwards, you remain undisturbed. Your
day will be difficult enough without having to entertain people.”


Eliza nodded mutely. She wished to protest, but
could not find her voice. The will to fight drained away and she sagged in
resignation. Tomorrow, she would face her nightmares and see her father buried.
Gannon released her and stepped back.


“The…funeral. Who else will be honored?” Eliza
asked weakly. Her father had not been the only one to die, after all, but she
was uninformed. She did not know what had already been done.


“The funeral is for your father, the king. He is
the only one who still remains unburied. The few lords and ladies that died
were passed on to their families, and the guards and servants have all been
given their rites. Tomorrow, your father will be laid to rest and honored.”
Gannon answered her question without telling her what she had really been
asking after. His non-answer angered her, but she said nothing.


Eliza struggled to give voice to the question that
she so desperately wished to know, the question she was afraid to ask: What had
become of Baird?


“Baird…will he be—”


“No,” Gannon cut her off. “Baird has already been
given his rites. He will be honored tomorrow, as will all who died, but it will
be a ceremony for the king, not his servants. In this difficult time, the king
must be honored in such a way that allows you to come forward to unify the
people and maintain everything that your father worked to create. Do you
understand?”


She didn’t, but felt herself nodding anyways. Her
head was beginning to ache and her thoughts were muddled.


“Good. You will not have to worry about your
responsibilities, I will continue to rule for you.”


“What of Rowan?”


Her question gave Gannon pause. He stared at her
with cold, calculating eyes. She disliked those eyes and found that she could
not meet his gaze this time.


“Who?”


“Rowan. Baird’s apprentice. I have not heard word
of him. He was—” Eliza hesitated. “He is my friend. I assume that he will be
standing in for his master. Will I be able to see him?”


Gannon glanced over his shoulder at Byron, then
looked to Eliza.


“I did not know that the two of you were close.
Baird’s apprentice is dead.”


Eliza shut her eyes, trying to deny the words. If
Rowan was gone too, then she was truly alone. She should have asked sooner.


“How? He should have been safe. He was with the
other boys in the barracks. Was there fighting there as well?”


“He was found on the castle grounds, somewhere he
shouldn’t have been. Byron identified him.”


Eliza was too numb to visibly react. On the
inside, she was wracked with pain and guilt. She cried for her friend as she
felt the sadness begin to overwhelm her. But her tears had been used up and her
emotions were spent. Her sobs were weak and dry, giving little indication of
how deeply this new loss hurt her.


“You have been hurt, Princess,” Gannon said,
ignoring her sobs. Or perhaps he did not even notice. “Lives have been taken,
and may still be taken. It is natural that you seek vengeance for those who
have been killed. I promise you that I am working to find out who is
responsible, so that they may be brought to justice for their crimes against
the crown and against this country.”


Gannon’s words were harsh, spoken with a fervor
that was intimidating. They startled Eliza, but in her current state, she was
unfit to do or say anything. The sadness had returned, and she was struggling
to manage it.


The weight of a hand on her shoulder made Eliza
look up. Gannon had spoken to her, was trying to elicit some sort of response
from her. She didn’t know what to say. She shook her head, but that did not
seem to be the correct response.


“Do I have your permission, Princess?”


“I… What?”


“I will act on your behalf to discover who killed
your father. I require your approval to use whatever means are necessary.”


Eliza found herself nodding again. Her head ached.


“Do as you see fit.”


“I will.” Gannon nodded. Eliza thought that he
might be finished with her, but he had something more to discuss with her.


“Princess Eliza, have you remembered anything of
the night that your father died?”


The scenes from her dream flashed through her
mind. The image of her father.


“No. I have told you before, I have no memory of
that night. Nothing but muddled thoughts and feelings. The sensation of fear
and terror. Darkness. I do not know that I would like to remember.”


Gannon examined her, as though judging the truth
of her statement.


“You are sure that you remember nothing?”


Eliza nodded, and relief was evident on Gannon’s
face.


“Perhaps that is for the best. It is unlikely that
you would remember anything important, and I would not wish for such memories
to…disturb you.” There was a pause before he continued. “I have spoken with my
physiker. He believes that your mind has repressed your memories due to an
inability to cope. He has assured me that if your memory does not soon begin to
return, then it is unlikely that it ever will.”


“And the nightmares? When will they go away?”


The horrible visions that she had seen in her
dreams flashed through her mind, making her shudder. She glanced towards the
sitting room to reassure herself that there was nothing hiding in the shadows.


“You are unwell, and it would be best for you to
rest often. I will have a sleeping draught mixed, and another brought to you
with your evening meal. Make sure to take it.”


The aching in Eliza’s head was becoming worse,
beginning to distract her. She forced herself to nod, agreeing to take the medicine
provided. She did not trust herself to speak.


There was a knock on the door. Someone entered and
a tray of food and drink was placed by the bedside. Gannon took the cup and
pressed it into her hands, urging her to drink.


“It will make you feel better.”


Eliza brought the cup to her lips and sipped. The
drink was warm and had a hint of flavor that she could not place. It was sweet
and then bitter. It tasted strange.


She was urged to continue drinking until she had
finished the cup. A second drink had been provided, but Eliza did not reach for
it. The pounding in her head was lessening, leaving her dizzy. She leaned
sideways, using her arm to keep her upright.


“I have other obligations, so I will be taking my
leave,” Gannon said, turning to go. “I would advise you to avoid dwelling on
dark thoughts that will only disturb you and cause you more distress. However,
it is important that you inform me at once if you remember anything at all. No
matter how trivial the memory, you must tell me.”


He waited for Eliza to agree before leaving,
followed by Byron. The door closed behind them and Eliza was left alone in the
darkness. She barely even registered their departure. 


She thought of Rowan. She had lost him, too, and
she had not even known. The pain of this new loss washed over her and she began
to cry the tears that she had been unable to before. It was all too much for
her to bear. She could not do it alone. Not without a friend.


But there was no one left to her.


She lay down and pulled her knees to her chest, hugging
them close to her body. She was alone and afraid. The sadness, the overwhelming
depression, was back, and she did not have the will to fight it.


There had once been a time when she had always
been happy, and her greatest troubles had been things such as tutoring,
boredom, clothing, and not getting her way. Those things now seemed
insignificant. She would give anything to have that time, that happiness, back.
But wishing would not make it so. She wondered secretly if perhaps there was
some reason that all of this had happened to her, that she was forced to endure
such misfortune and pain.


Eliza’s lids grew heavy as sleep threatened to
take her. She struggled against it, fearing the nightmares that would come. She
blinked, and when she opened her eyes, she could see figures in the darkness.
Immaterial forms like shadows, but with glowing eyes that stared at her with
judgment and accusation. There was a new figure this time, younger than the
rest. Rowan.


Eliza shut her eyes and tried not to cry out. The
nightmares had returned.


*      *      *


Gannon left the princess’s chambers
with haste. He visited the girl only out of necessity, caring nothing for her
welfare or her well-being. She was useful to him alive, certainly. He had plans
to build her into a figurehead through which he could leech power and
authority. One more pliant than her father. But the reason that Gannon visited
the princess personally was to ensure that she was kept in a pliable state. It
would be inconvenient to have her memories return and, after tomorrow, it could
be dangerous if she recovered.


That was why the young princess was kept drugged.
His physiker laced her meals and her drinks with something that left her weak
and weary. It helped to keep her sick and offered a good reason to keep her confined
to her rooms. The man had also assured him that the drug would weaken her mind,
clouding memories and leaving her susceptible to suggestion. It was a potent
and useful drug, though addictive and dangerous when used in excess.


Gannon was not worried about those dangers.


“Did you want me to have an actual sleeping
draught mixed for the princess, or just the usual drink.”


Gannon scowled as Byron spoke. It had been
necessary to appear concerned for the princess, but it had been foolish to
offer her a drug. It would not do to have her associating such things with her
meals. As unlikely as it was, she could notice that she was under the effects
of something else.


“Have Pheagis mix something, but be sure that it
is unpleasant. I do not want her asking for more.”


The boy gave a servile nod.


“Get it done, and be quick about it!” Gannon
snapped, waving him away. He had other things to attend to at the moment, and
had no need for Byron. “And summon Lord Evans. I wish to speak with him.”


Evans. The lord who had assisted Gannon in
overthrowing King Alden. He was as all rich lords were, intolerable, but the
man was influential, well-connected, and privy to Gannon’s plans. Gannon needed
him.


Gannon descended to the main floor of the castle,
away from where he kept the princess hidden. He stalked through the halls,
making his way towards the chambers where he would meet with Lord Evans.


He would have preferred to use the throne room,
but such an action would appear too presumptuous, especially on the eve of the
dead king’s funeral. Besides, the things that he would speak of needed to be
kept private, away from any who might overhear.


Maids and servants bowed to him hastily as he
walked the halls, looking down and avoiding his gaze. It had been made very
clear that he expected deference and submission. Anything less was severely
punished. Gannon could feel their fear as they cowered from him.


They do not know true fear. Not yet.


Gannon’s mood soured as he approached his
conference chambers, finding the head trainer Darius waiting for him.


“You are not the man I came to speak with.”


“I wish to have words with you, Lord Commander,”
Darius said, his tone hard.


“I do not have time for you, trainer. I am busy.”
Gannon attempted to brush past Darius, but the head trainer blocked his way.


“The royal funeral is planned for tomorrow. The
king will be honored, yet I have heard nothing of Princess Eliza.”


Gannon fought his rising anger. “Perhaps that is
because the matter does not concern you,” he said. “You are the head trainer.
Your duty is to train the soldiers, loyal soldiers,” he emphasized. “Yet
you continue to involve yourself in things beyond the scope of your duties.”


“You would speak to me of acting
beyond the scope of my duties?”


“These are dark times. Our country must remain
strong, and the duty of leading this land has fallen to me. It is a difficult
responsibility, but one that I have willingly accepted.” Gannon flashed a grin,
knowing that it would anger the trainer.


It was Darius’s turn to scowl.


“This is not what I came for. I have made my
opinion of your stewardship clear already. I demand to know why there has been
no mention of the princess. You cannot think to honor only her father.” Darius
paused, his thoughts leading him to some kind of conclusion.


“There have been many announcements about
tomorrow’s ceremony,” he continued, “but very little has been said about what
will transpire. You are hiding something.”


“Your concern for the princess’s memory was quite
fleeting. Do you accuse me of something, trainer?”


There was a heavy pause.


“I assure you that Princess Elizabeth will be
given the attention that she deserves, though it will not be alongside her
father.” Gannon forced his way past the trainer, unwilling to continue their
exchange.


“What do you mean by that?” the trainer called
after him. His cry went unanswered as Gannon shut the door behind him without
so much as a backward glance.


“That man is quite troublesome.”


Gannon turned to face Lord Evans, who sat
reclining in a deeply cushioned chair. As always, the lord wore numerous layers
of silks bound at the waist by a sash. To combat the winter’s chill, he wore
additional layers of cloth beneath the silks and had a fur coat that had been
laid aside.


“He is a thorn in my side,” Gannon agreed tersely,
looking about the room to ensure that they were alone. “One that I cannot yet
attend to.”


“Too true,” Evans said, nodding sagely. “Even the
simplest of men would find it suspicious if those who openly opposed you began
dying without explanation. There would be nothing to implicate you, of course,
but it might cause people to wonder. And that is the last thing that we want,
for people to begin thinking.


“But the head trainer poses little threat for now.
His opposition is limited and has nothing to do with your greater plans, only
the power and authority that you have taken. If he only knew the depth of your
intent.” Lord Evans grinned slyly at the thought. “I wonder how he will react
tomorrow, when he learns that Princess Eliza is alive and well.”


“He will react poorly, which is why I plan to deal
with him.”


“Oh! And what exactly will you do? You cannot kill
him.”


Gannon shot the lord a glance that told him to
bite his tongue. Evans’s grin soured, but he kept his silence. He knew well
enough when it was unwise to press Gannon.


“I will deal with him,” Gannon said after a
moment’s pause, signaling an end to the topic of discussion. There were other
matters of greater importance to discuss.


“Tell me of the preparations,” he commanded. “What
news do you have?”


The lord shifted in his seat, smoothing his robes
and settling into a more comfortable position. When he spoke, his voice was
calm and neutral.


“The onset of winter has caused numerous problems,
though it has helped to keep Estoria isolated and under control. Restricting
travel to control the spread of news has worked better than I would have
thought. Word has slowly spread that the king and the princess were killed and
that you have taken command.”


“How has the news been taken?”


“Many of the lords are upset, but most care only
that they missed a valuable opportunity to better themselves. Some who were
close to the king may take action, but they will not openly oppose you. At
worst, they may call for a high council to be formed to vote upon an official
steward or regent.”


“They are dogs! Let them bark. By the time they
bring themselves to take action, it will be too late.”


“They will still be capable of causing some
trouble, though. I will work to placate them as best as I can. Those who were
close to the king may be calmed once they have news of the princess. The ones
who only seek power—”


“The ones who seek power will bow unless they wish
to invite my wrath,” Gannon interrupted. He would not tolerate opposition from
any of the high lords. They may think themselves powerful with their influence
and their riches, but they knew nothing of true power. They bought subservience
with gold. Gannon forced subservience through fear and strength of will. He
would not be tested.


“Erm…yes,” Lord Evans agreed hesitantly, surprised
by the force of Gannon’s words. “They will be less inclined to act on their
own. They would require support, or at least the appearance of it.”


He allowed for a brief pause before continuing his
report.


“I have been working to assist in the movement of
troops to the border. The graduation of most of those in training has been
scheduled, with the majority of their assignments taking them to the city of
Oscilliath, where we plan to host the majority of our army. It has been slow
going, though. The recent snows have slowed movements and made it difficult to
establish supply lines. Communication is slowed as well.”


“Are we on schedule?”


“We will be.”


Lord Evans’s answer was met with a glare. Gannon
could feel the rage rising within himself, and he struggled to suppress it.


“I assure you, Lord Commander, that everything is
in order. Our slowed movements are likely for the best. It will mask the reason
behind our actions from the other lords, and from the other countries. Under
the guise of reinforcing the border watch, we will mobilize an army.”


Gannon saw the formation of his army, the
tool with which he would conquer. The gathering of a force larger than Atlea
had ever known. A force to bring war.


The thought was pleasing.


“What of your Lauratrean contacts?”


“I have been in contact with them, though it has
proven difficult. The distance is great, and secrecy must be kept. Bribes have
been made and what I have heard is promising. A number of my contacts,
merchants and lesser lords, are open to our plans. They have provided me with
useful information. And I have received a message from the Buhli’dazzi.”


“You spoke with the Buhli’dazzi without my
consent!” Gannon raged. The Buhli’dazzi were a secretive group of Lauratrean
informants. They supposedly worked for the High King of Lauratrea, though in
truth, their loyalty was spread among all of the great houses. The Sandstone
Throne was not inherited as the Atlean throne was. When the Lauratrean king
died, rule would pass to the eldest High Prince of the most powerful High
House. Because of this, the Buhli’dazzi maintained the appearance of a careful
neutrality, offering their support in secret. Allowing them to learn of their
plans was dangerous and unacceptable.


“They approached me,” Lord Evans protested.


“Then you have been careless!” Gannon lashed out,
shattering a vase. The weight of his blade called to him. “How could you allow
them to learn of our plans? They cannot be trusted.”


“They cannot know what we plan. I have been
exceedingly cautious in my messages. No single contact has been given the same
details, and all have been led to believe that we are planning to move only
against several of the lesser houses of Lauratrea.”


“Then how did the Buhli’dazzi become involved?”


“Their message implies that they contacted me at
the wish of High House Ishtar. I believe that we may have found a high house
interested in granting us support.”


Gannon weighed the importance of those words. If
the Buhli’dazzi were only acting as messengers for one of the High Houses, the
situation might not be so bad. The High Houses were used to using the spy
network with caution, keeping them in the dark while utilizing their effective
network. After all, it would not do for the house heads to allow the High King
to know of their actions.


If High House Ishtar was truly involved, and if
the Buhli’daazzi remained uninformed, then Lord Evans’s message could indicate
the possibility of a powerful alliance. The Ishtars sought to make themselves
stronger by bringing down rival houses, perhaps even the High King himself.
Their cooperation would be very useful. Gannon would betray the Lauratreans, of
course, but that would come later, when they were no longer useful.


“If High House Ishtar is involved, then it is
possible that the Buhli’dazzi remain ignorant of our plans. Regardless, we must
respond to House Ishtar. Do you have contacts among the household?”


“None who are of any importance. I will see what I
can do about getting a message to them. Who will we be addressing?”


“The head of the great family. If I am to deal
with the foreigners, then I will deal with someone of importance.”


Evans nodded.


“It will be exceedingly difficult to get word to
the high lord himself.”


“I trust that you will get the job done. If you
can’t, then I will be forced to find someone who can.”


“I will do as you ask.”


Gannon smiled inwardly as the lord bowed
obediently. His plans were moving slowly, but there was a great opportunity
before them. With the help of a Lauratrean ally, conquering the land of sands
would be easy.


“You may attend to your business, Lord Evans. You
have given me much to think on.”


Evans rose from his chair, but hesitated before
turning to leave.


“You should also know that the boy, Baird’s
apprentice, was sighted almost a week ago. He was seen traveling north along
the kingsroad, in the area of Durrenhill. The captains in the area have
organized a search, and the people are being told that he is a dangerous
fugitive, with a bounty on his head. Checkpoints have been established and I am
sure that he will soon be found.”


“He had better be,” Gannon said, a dark edge to
his voice. Baird’s apprentice should have been caught by now. That he had been
sighted but not caught infuriated him.


“It is possible,” Evans said, “that he will
attempt to return when he hears word of the princess. It would make catching
him much easier.”


Gannon frowned.


“No. His return would complicate things. Best that
he is found and disposed of before he ever learns that Princess Eliza lives.”


“Yes, of course,” Evans agreed.


There was silence between them as the conversation
came to an end. Lord Evans took his leave and Gannon allowed himself to sit.


The news that Lord Evans had brought was, overall,
quite favorable. Baird’s apprentice still eluded capture, but the boy himself
was little threat. Gannon controlled the princess, and with her, he had nothing
to worry about as long as the boy was killed. That the Buhli’dazzi were, to a
degree, knowledgeable of his plans was unfortunate. But the prospect of an
alliance with a high house of Lauratrea was…pleasing.


Gannon twisted the thought about in his head,
thinking on what it would mean. His lips curled upwards into a smile as he
began to plan.











Chapter 2:                        
Rowan


Rowan traveled a good distance from
the road. It had snowed recently. A light snowfall, yet it left the ground frozen
and cold, making it difficult to travel quickly. Travel would be made much
quicker and easier if he made use of the roads, but he had learned that it was
safer to avoid people whenever possible, so he forsook the roads for isolation.
The winter snows were not yet a major hindrance, especially mounted. The sun
would melt all but the worst of it by midday, leaving only broken patches of
ice where there was shade, and mud where there was not. But as the days grew
colder, they would become very troublesome indeed.


Where am I going? Rowan wondered, not for
the first time. It had been weeks since Gannon’s betrayal and his flight from
the capital. The king and his daughter Eliza had been assassinated. Rowan had
watched as his master, Baird, had been killed. The events of that night had
left him with an overwhelming burden. He blamed himself for failing to prevent
the coup, and rightfully so. After all, had he shared with his master what he
had overheard Gannon saying then the betrayal would never have succeeded.


Now he was left alone to live with his failure. He
wandered, lost in his exile and hunted by Gannon's forces.


After being forced to flee the capital, Rowan had
made the decision to leave Atlea behind him and head east. But that was not a
destination. And even if it was, it was not where he belonged. There was
nowhere that he belonged anymore.


Still, he traveled east because he had no better
options. There was nothing to the west and he could not turn south. He was
wanted as a fugitive now, and there was a bounty on his head. One large enough
to mark him as dangerous and lucrative for whoever turned him in. Because of
this, he had vowed not to return home to the Vale. He would not bring trouble
upon his family.


Rowan wondered about his father and brother. Did
they miss him? How were their lives without him? He smiled absently. By now,
his brother Petar had probably promised himself to that town-girl he had been
sweet on.


Thoughts of the princess came to him unbidden and
his expression soured. He could not suppress a shudder as he recalled the sight
of her body, laying in a pool of blood next to her father, identifiable only by
her golden curls. It was how he had found her that night, and it was the only
way that he could remember her.


He clenched his jaw and tightened his grip on the
reins, his horse snorting in agitation. That he had allowed Princess Eliza to
die was his greatest failure. It weighed heavily upon him, even more so than
the death of his master. He absently fingered the blade at his side. The blade
was not his own—he'd left Tenro behind—but had belonged to his master. He was
glad to have it. It gave him strength. When things had been dark and his guilt
had consumed him, only the shame of tarnishing Baird’s blade kept him from
turning the weapon upon himself.


“Shush,” Rowan whispered to the horse. He looked
to his right, making sure that he had not drifted towards the kingsroad. His
line of sight was obscured by hills and trees, but he was fairly certain that
he had kept a straight course.


“How much farther do you think we’ll go today?”


The horse’s ears twitched at the sound of Rowan’s
voice, but it gave no answer. Rowan struggled for a moment as he shifted his
travelsack forward, digging through its contents for the map that Jared had
given him. He unrolled the parchment and studied it, shrugging his pack onto
his back again.


He had stopped at an inn in a town with no name
several days prior, marking its location on the map. As useful as it was, the
map was not very detailed and marked nothing but the major cities and the
roadways that linked them. The town had been far from the kingsroad, which was
how Rowan had found it. He had stopped only long enough to purchase a few
supplies, but that had been long enough to learn that word from Estoria traveled
faster than him. It was unsettling, and very dangerous.


According to the map, Rowan was nearing the city
of Oscilliath. By his best estimates, he was still a few days away.


“Damn!” he cursed.


With his stock of supplies dwindling, he couldn't
pass the city by. Even if he hunted for food, his supplies would never last the
trek into the Lauratrean desert. There were no other cities close enough that
he could travel to, and his map gave no indication of any nearby towns or small
villages. It would be a great risk for him to enter the military city. He would
likely be caught.


It’s not too late to turn around. Seek
vengeance! Return to Estoria and face your death as Baird did.


It was not the first time that Rowan’s thoughts
had turned towards vengeance. It would not erase his failure, but it would be a
worthy way to die. It was how Baird had ended. And Gannon’s death would do much
good for the country, and it would give him great satisfaction besides.


In the days following his flight, Rowan had wanted
to do nothing more than return and make his stand. To make right the wrongs
that had been done. He had no illusions about what would happen were he to
return. Alone, he would be killed before he would ever have a chance at Gannon.
And there would be no help for him. He had been declared guilty as an
accomplice to the deaths of the royal family, and he could not deny his guilt.
He was responsible.


As Baird’s apprentice, it fell to him to bring
justice. But going to Estion was the last order Baird had given him, and he had
done it. And in doing so, he had lost his chance to fight.


At first, it had been the weight of what happened.
The pain of loss. He found himself in a dark place, and the drive to fight was
gone. Without his master, there was no one to lead him. Without Princess Eli—
He checked himself before the thought was complete. Without the princess, there
was no one to save.


He found himself lost, without purpose. His guilt
left him unworthy to take his master’s place. He had no hope of vengeance, nor
of justice.


There is nothing left for me. I am nothing.


Rowan rode throughout the day, leaving everything
behind him. He kept watch as he traveled, careful to avoid the road and the
guards patrolling it. After many hours of riding, he found a sheltered area
among some trees and stopped to make camp for the night.


There would still be light for some time, but
Rowan was unwilling to give up such a promising campsite. The trees had kept
the previous night’s snow from turning the ground to mud, and would offer
protection against the winds. It would not be enough to keep him warm, but
Rowan was grateful for anything. It was trying to sleep out-of-doors during the
cold months, particularly when one was ill-equipped for the harsh elements. But
he knew how to keep himself alive and, if not comfortable, then warm.


A snort from his horse prompted Rowan to relieve
it of its burdens and begin preparing his camp. He tied the horse to a tree and
gave it what little feed he could spare, hoping the animal would be all right.
He would give it water after he built a fire and boiled some of the nearby
snow.


“I know it’s not enough, but I’ll make sure that
you are well-fed soon,” Rowan said, knowing that he would likely have to sell
the horse once he reached the city. He couldn't afford to keep feeding it, and
doubted that it would fare very well in the desert.


It took Rowan nearly an hour to make his camp.
Much of that time was spent trying to build a fire with so little kindling and
wood available. He was glad that he had purchased the firestarter from the
innkeeper. Without it, he would have been unable to build a flame.


The fire was small and weak, providing little
heat. But it was better than nothing, and it would draw less notice, for which
Rowan was grateful. The last thing he wanted was for his fire to draw company
of any sort, whether it be Gannon’s soldiers or simple travelers. Either they
would endanger him or he would endanger them. Best to just be left alone.


Rowan supped on what little food he had, none of
it warm. The food sorely lacked flavor, but as he was only eating out of
necessity, the taste was irrelevant.


The sun was setting as Rowan finished eating. He
felt nowhere near sated but had no choice but to conserve the little food he
had remaining. Instead, he turned his attention to Baird’s shortsword. His
shortsword now.


He picked up the weapon and drew the blade from
its sheath, holding it delicately. The sword was a physical connection to his
master, given to Rowan on that night, when his master had died. It was not his
own blade. Tenro was lost to him, left behind when he had fled. But in a way,
this one was just as special.


With care, Rowan set aside the sheath and moved to
an open area where he would be free from obstructions. He took a stance, sword
in hand, and began the sword dance.


It was something that Baird had taught him. An
exercise to practice the sword forms in slow, deliberate movements. It had
taken Rowan much practice to be able to work his way through the entire dance.
He no longer made mistakes, but his form was still imperfect. “Always room for
improvement,” Baird had told him. “No matter how good you are, you can find a
way to make yourself better.”


Rowan had taken to the sword dance with enthusiasm
once its efforts began to pay off. But that was before. Now he performed the
dance religiously. It made him whole.


He worked his way through the initial steps
slowly, allowing his muscles to stretch. It felt good after a long day of
riding. The knots and pains that plagued him began to fade. His mind went blank
as he fell into the familiar rhythm and he could almost forget the events of
the past weeks.


The dance began to increase in difficulty, forcing
Rowan to concentrate. The weight of his blade increased and the movements grew
harder. Sweat beaded his brow despite the chill air.


But Rowan did not falter. He forced himself to
work through every form, and when he finished, it was with the same slow,
methodical movements that he had begun. The final motion left him standing
alone in the middle of the clearing, exactly where he had started. His
breathing was ragged, but his body was relaxed.


He came out of the peaceful state of mind that
enveloped him whenever he performed the sword dance, and was surprised to find
that tears streaked his face. It had happened without his noticing.


He wiped them away and took a moment to calm
himself, allowing for a moment’s rest before trading the sword to his left hand
and beginning again. It was not necessary, but Rowan wished to be proficient
with either arm.


The second dance was shorter than the first,
imperfect and incomplete. His stances were fine, but his motions were choppy
and rough. Far less coordinated with his left hand, Rowan struggled to maintain
his balance. It would take much more practice to work completely through the mirrored
dance, even allowing for mistakes.


His poor performance frustrated him. But
dissatisfied as he was, Rowan could tell that he was improving. He would be
able to fight passably, if necessary, provided his opponent was untrained.


By the end of his routine, Rowan was thoroughly
exhausted, but he was not yet finished. There was one more exercise that he had
taken to coupling with the sword dance, something that he called the shadow
dance.


It was a practice of his own design, taken from
what he had learned from the sword dance. He took a moment to shed his tunic
and trousers, leaving him clad in only his undergarments. He left his clothing
near the fire to keep warm.


Returning to his earlier spot, Rowan closed his
eyes and focused. But instead of clearing his mind and finding his center, he
focused on the dark thoughts that troubled him, channeling them and giving them
form. When he opened his eyes, he willed himself to see a shadow standing
opposite him. He focused and the shadow took form.


The day that you are able to beat me, that is
when we will no longer spar together.


Baird had spoken those words to him once, and
Rowan had taken them to heart. He saw his master before him now, exactly as
Rowan remembered him. Without pause, Rowan gripped his sword and lunged at the
projection.


The shadow dance had not come easily to Rowan.
Even before his exile, when he had been alone during his time in the barracks,
he had tried to practice by himself. But fighting an imaginary opponent had
been beyond him then.


In his exile, though, Rowan found himself plagued
by dark thoughts. His mind gave them forms, tormenting him in the worst ways
possible. In a fit of rage, Rowan had lashed out physically at one of the
projections, but it dodged his blows. And Rowan had found a means to face his
inner darkness.


He swung his blade at the ghost of his master, who
easily stepped aside. The projection was not real, and could not block or parry
Rowan’s blade, but it moved with Baird’s incredible speed. Rowan pivoted and
turned his lunge into a swing. The projection hopped back as the swing sliced
through the air in front of it.


Rowan cursed. Had his master always been so quick,
or was Rowan projecting too much? It was one of the struggles of the shadow
dance, to project a realistic opponent. It was all too easy to create a
projection that was undefeatable, or one that would instantly fall. A delicate
balance was required to allow for realism.


It did not help that Rowan’s projection took the
form of his master. Baird was an opponent that Rowan had never defeated. He
wasn't even sure that Baird had ever been pressed when they dueled.


Rowan’s self-doubt and his perception of his
master as the ultimate foe were problematic. More often than not, Rowan was
unable to land a single blow on the shadow Baird, and when he did, he was
forced to wonder whether it was only his frustration with losing that had
allowed him to do so.


The trick, Rowan had decided, was to act with such
skill and speed that he himself would be surprised. He was still unsure as to
whether or not it was possible.


His projection dodged another blow and took its
first strike. In his mind’s eye, Rowan saw the blade arcing towards him and he
reflexively parried. Rowan could feel the contact with his opponent’s
weapon, though not the weight of the blow since it was only imagined. His
projected opponent was smart enough to force him off-balance with footwork
rather than power.


Rowan swept the blade aside, but his master lunged
forward into the attack and pulled a knife with his spare hand. Rowan cursed.
In such close quarters, there was no way that he could avoid the attack. The
projection was faster than him and it had Baird’s monstrous reach.


Rowan countered by stepping into the blow,
minimizing the damage by reducing the force.


As it always did, the blade passed through him.
Rowan stumbled anyways, his mind so focused that for a moment, he believed the
attack to be real. The sight of the weapon passing through him made it
difficult to focus, as the projection was shown to be false.


Wasn’t expecting that, Rowan thought,
taking a knee and closing his eyes as he concentrated. I suppose I can
surprise even myself. It was well done, and probably would have been a killing
blow if I hadn’t reacted in time.


After a moment, Rowan stood and faced his
projection. The shadow of Baird stood waiting, its knife gone.


Don’t make the same mistake twice, Rowan
heard Baird say. The projection hadn’t spoken; it never did. But while in the
shadow dance, Rowan would often hear Baird’s voice speaking to him. Sometimes
it was encouraging, helpful even. Other times, the words it spoke filled him
with shame.


“Rah!” Rowan cried, lunging forward.


The voice that cried out in return caught him
completely off guard.











Chapter 3:                        
Rowan


"Who's there?"


Rowan stood his ground, blade held at the ready as
he tensed, expecting the worst. He glanced about him to ensure that no one was
sneaking up on him. He saw nothing, but it had grown dark and the fire robbed
him of his night vision.


He cursed himself for his lapse. He had been so
centered in the shadow dance that he’d forgotten to remain wary of others. This
was how Gannon’s men had caught him unawares the first time. That it had
happened again marked him as a fool who had not yet learned his lesson. He
could only hope that this lapse would not be cause for him to fight.


There was a rustling in the brush and a man
stepped forward. He was older than Rowan by at least a decade, his chin
bristling with unkempt stubble. Rowan tensed as he saw that the man carried a
blade, but his hands were busy brushing loose dirt from his jacket and he made
no move for the weapon.


“Ho, stranger,” the man said. “You startled me
pretty good.” He took a step forward, but stopped when Rowan raised his blade.


“Who are you and what are you doing here?”


“Could ask you the same, boy.”


Rowan scowled. “I’m not the one who snuck up on a
stranger’s camp. I want no quarrel, but you will answer my question.”


“Name’s Wil. I’ve been travellin’ off the road for
a while now. We was gettin’ ready to make camp tonight when I noticed your
light. I came to investigate. Dun’t know what I was expecting, but when I took
a peek, the first sight I see is you lunging at me with a blade in hand and an
expression colder’n night. Thought you meant to kill me, and I still ent
convinced you don’t mean to do just that.” The man sized him up as he spoke.


Rowan lowered his weapon and took a more relaxed
stance, though he remained ready to defend himself if it proved necessary. As
he relaxed, he became aware of his near nude state. He was beginning to feel
the cold as his body rested, losing the warmth gained from exertion.


“I don’t mean to kill you,” Rowan said, grabbing
his cloak and pulling it about him. It was more to cover himself than for
warmth. “But I will if you attempt anything foolish.”


Wil, who had relaxed at Rowan’s words, stiffened
at the last.


Rowan moved closer to the fire, positioning
himself between Wil and his camp. He stuck his blade in the ground, keeping it
within easy reach as he pulled on his trousers. The shirt he left off,
unwilling to expose himself by pulling it over his head.


“So—”


“Who is we?” Rowan asked, cutting Wil off.


“What?”


“Before. You said ‘We were getting ready to
make camp.’ You aren’t traveling alone.”


“I was gonna mention that. Promise. I just did’n
want to put you on edge, s’pecially while you had a blade in hand. Mighta got
the wrong idea and decided to stick me with it.”


“What would give me the wrong idea? Who are you traveling
with?”


Wil hesitated, then sighed. “There’s four of us,
including miself. Drago, Fat Ben, and Dagget. We’re heading towards the border
to enlist as soldiers-for-hire.”


Rowan tensed at that. The men were heading in the
same direction as he was, and they meant to join the army.


“If ya’ don’t mind, it’s cold and I’d like to
share the fire with me companions.” Before Rowan could argue, Wil gave a loud
whistle. It pierced the silent night like a knife. Several moments later, the
signal was returned.


“They’re comin’ over now.”


Rowan said nothing. This was a bad situation, but
he could see no easy escape short of leaving. And while it would be troublesome
to be with people, it was dangerous to travel at night. It would grow cold and
he would not be able to shelter in the nearby area.


Besides, it would appear suspicious if he left,
and Rowan’s greatest concern was remaining anonymous. He could not allow
himself to be identified. Not with a bounty on his head and Gannon’s men
searching for him.


Torchlight flickered to life in the distance and
three men approached Rowan’s camp. Two led the way and were followed by a
third, a squat, heavyset man Rowan guessed was Fat Ben, who carried several
packs and a pair of sleeping rolls.


Rowan assessed the men as they approached. They
were all of an age with Wil, though he appeared to be the youngest, and they
were armed. Fat Ben had a pair of knives and the other two carried blades, one
a two-handed broadsword and the other a hand-and-a-half sword like Tenro. It
was obvious to him that these men were dangerous.


“Took you long enough,” the fat man said as he
arrived, dumping his burdens to the ground with a grunt. “We wondered if you’d
found trouble or if you’d gotten lost.” He laughed at his own joke, his voice
loud and obnoxious.


Wil looked about ready to snap a retort, but it
died on his lips as one of the other men spoke.


“I sent you with a specific task. You were to
observe and report. Not make contact.” The man’s voice was hard as he stared at
Wil.


“I figured—”


“It were a test, Wil. Dagget was looking for you
to follow orders and show that you are competent. You failed.”


“I was taken by surprise!” Wil protested. “I come
up all stealthy-like and before I even take a look, I hear a shout like I’d
been found out. Weren’t expecting the first sight I see to be a man lunging at
me with a blade in hand. Thought he meant to kill me.”


All eyes turned to Rowan. He could feel them
assessing him, evaluating the threat that he posed. He was confident in his
abilities. He might be able to hold his own in a fight if it came to that, but
facing four men alone when he was fatigued, with only a shortsword to defend
himself, he was doubtful that he would win.


The man called Dagget spoke first.


“What is your name, stranger?”


“My name is my own.” They mustn’t know me for
who I am.


“Come now,” Dagget prompted. “It is such a simple
request.”


Rowan hesitated, thinking of a lie. “Parren. My
name is Parren.”


Dagget gave him a look, but responded in kind.
“Very well, Parren. I am Dagget, a mercenary and a law-breaker, though I
have settled my debts with the law.” He flashed a grin as he said this,
fingering his sword absently. “This is Drago and Fat Ben. One seldom speaks
while the other speaks too often.”


“I do not!” Fat Ben cried. He looked to Rowan. “I
know when to hold my peace. The rest of them just don’t value my opinion as
they should. It is a most cutting insult to my humble self.” He glanced about
and finding none to be sympathetic, he began grumbling to himself. “No one
cares for Fat Ben. Ignore me, they do. Bah! I am done.” He moved to where he
had dropped his packs, still grumbling as he sat propped against the bundle,
his back to everyone.


Dagget ignored Fat Ben and continued speaking.
“The four of us will be making use of your fire for the night.”


“No.”


Rowan’s refusal hung in the air for a moment. The
men appeared stunned by his refusal. They were clearly accustomed to having
their way.


Dagget’s eyes narrowed and he fingered his sword.
“It wasn’t a question, boy. Don’t be a fool.”


Rowan could sense the other men waiting on his
response, but he held his gaze on Dagget. The man was clearly their leader.


“Let’s not have any trouble. There is plenty of
ground for sleeping and the fire will be no less warm with a few more hands
about it.” Fat Ben had stood himself up and returned to the group, positioning
himself between Rowan and Dagget. Rowan noted, though, that Fat Ben had also
positioned himself just out of Rowan’s reach.


Rowan spared the fat man a glance. “That’s not
what I’m worried about.”


“You wound me! Mercenaries we may be, but we are
men of honor. You have no need to fear Fat Ben, nor his companions.”


The man’s face was a mask of feigned innocence,
but Rowan knew it for a lie. He also knew that he could not win this fight. It
pained him, but further confrontation would only make the situation worse. He
would have to bear the company of these men for the night or else risk a fight,
or worse, risk them discovering his identity. It was bad enough that they had
seen his face.


A part of him longed to ignore reason and fight.
He cared little for his own safety, having lost everything already, and he had
no more purpose except justice, which was beyond his reach. Such thoughts had
become common to Rowan. But if he were to face his death, it would not be at
the hands of a lowly group of mercenaries.


“Do as you wish.”


Rowan stepped away, seating himself near his pack
and horse. He kept his blade beside him, loose in the scabbard should he need
to draw it quickly.


Dagget growled but said nothing more.


There was a tense silence for a while as the men
sat themselves about the fire opposite of Rowan. They cast glances his way,
watching him warily without staring. Dagget, however, glared pointedly for a
prolonged period before ignoring him completely.


There was bad blood with that one, and Rowan
watched him closely. He had no doubt that Dagget would not hesitate to kill him
in the night. That meant a night without sleep.


“Why so tense, young Parren?” Fat Ben sat himself
near Rowan, drawing the gaze of his companions.


“Should I not be? You are four armed men traveling
off the road, which by itself is suspicious. You are strangers who have
appropriated my camp for yourselves, and your leader admits to being a
lawbreaker.”


“We are most certainly not four-armed men!” Fat
Ben chuckled at his own joke, but he was the only one.


“You, too, are traveling alone and away from the
main road,” he said to Rowan. “And you are armed, as we are. Why is this?”


“I prefer to avoid the company of others.”


“That’s no answer, boy.” This from Dagget. “Why’re
you traveling alone, off the kingsroad, with the winter snows beginning?”


“Perhaps you also intend to become a
soldier-for-hire?” Fat Ben glanced pointedly at Rowan’s blade. “If so, you
needn’t worry about competition from us. The way I hear it, in Oscilliath,
they’re taking every last man willing to sell his blade to the crown. There
will be ‘nough coin to go around.”


“I am no sellsword, and I am not traveling to
Oscilliath.”


“You didn’t answer Dagget’s question,” Fat Ben
prompted, but Rowan was done talking. He leaned his head back and closed his
eyes, feigning sleep.


There was quiet for a time as the men cautiously
waited for him to truly sleep. It did not take them long to break the silence,
and when they spoke, Rowan listened carefully.


“Is he asleep?”


There was rustling as someone approached him, and
he felt something poke him. It was a struggle not to flinch at the touch.


“He’s out cold. Still holding ‘is sword, though.”
This voice was deep, one Rowan did not recognize. He guessed that it belonged
to Drago, the large man with a two-handed broadsword.


“Are we going to kill ‘im?”


“Shaddup!” Dagget hissed. “If I hear your voice
again before the sun rises, I will cut out your tongue.” The warning was met
with no response, and the group lapsed again into silence.


It was not until much later, when the fire’s
warmth had gone and Rowan was struggling to keep himself awake, that he again
heard the sound of voices.


Dagget and Fat Ben were arguing in hushed tones
and the mention of his name caught Rowan’s attention.


Wil had gone to sleep hours earlier and Rowan
could only assume that Drago had done the same, though the man was so quiet
that he could not be sure. The two voices sounded away from the camp, and Rowan
risked a peek to verify.


By the glow of the embers, he could make out two
sleeping forms on the ground and two vacant bedrolls. He glanced about quickly
and found Dagget and Fat Ben standing beyond the edge of the camp. Though far
away, their whispers carried through the silent night.


“I agree that he is suspicious, but that is no
guarantee. I advise caution.”


“Are you unwilling to bloody your hands, Ben?”


“Never have I objected to violence for reasons of
morality!”


“Then why do we not kill him? He has the look of a
fugitive. Probably even has a small bounty on him.”


They don’t know who I am! Rowan realized.
They suspected that he was running from something, but they did not know what.


“And if he doesn’t?”


“Then we kill him so he can’t complain, then take
what he has on him. We’ll still be richer than before.”


“You miss my point.” Fat Ben complained. “If
there is a bounty on him, we cannot collect on it. You know that the
headhunters require proof, and we cannot very well bring them the head of a boy
who may have a bounty. If it turns out that he doesn’t, it’ll be our
heads.”


“If what I’ve heard is true, then I doubt we would
have to face justice.”


“Even so, it would be unwise.”


“Very well.”


Rowan tightened his grip on his sword. Would the
two of them try to kill him now? If so, he should strike before they returned
and woke the others.


His thoughts raced as he heard footsteps
approaching. What should he do?


The pair drew closer, returning to the camp.


Rowan opened his eyes. Fat Ben’s attention was
elsewhere, but Dagget was staring directly at him. The man’s eyes narrowed and
Rowan could see the change in them.


Before the man could act, Rowan sprang to his feet
and closed the distance between them. He lunged at Dagget, easily parrying the
man’s hasty attack, leaving him off-balance. Rowan aimed a kick at Fat Ben,
striking the man in the groin and eliminating him from the fight.


Another blow came from Dagget, which Rowan turned
aside with his scabbard. He had to end this fight before the others came to
their senses and joined in. Time was his enemy.


Dagget was skilled with a blade, and he had
strength and reach. But as good as he was, Rowan was better. They traded blows
as Rowan fought to gain the upper hand. He forced Dagget back and baited the
man into an attack that left him open. Rowan swung his blade and felt
resistance as it met flesh.


Dagget staggered and fell to one knee with a cry
as he dropped his blade and clutched his bleeding face.


“My eye! You’ve cut my eye.” Dagget’s scream
sounded through the night. He was out of the fight.


Rowan turned and ran to his horse, which had been
woken by the commotion. Luckily, the horse was not panicked.


There was no time to gather his things and make
ready to ride. The other men were coming to their senses and would soon be upon
him. He had to make his escape immediately.


Without pause, Rowan grabbed his pack and jumped
onto his horse. Hands grabbed at him, but a wild kick forced them off and he
spurred his horse into the night.


He heard the thrum of a bowstring and something
slammed into his shoulder. The pain was immediate and intense. The air beside
his cheek buzzed as another arrow shot past him, barely missing its mark. The
horse shrieked with fright and veered left, and Rowan struggled to control it
as they ran. He risked a glance behind him to see the light from the camp
receding in the distance.


At the camp’s edge stood Dagget.


“I will find you. I will hunt you down and you
will pay for what you have done!”











Chapter 4:                        
Eliza / Erik


Tears filled Eliza’s vision as the
maid secured her dress. She had been woken early in the morning so that she
could be ready for the funeral service, and Tilly had spent the last few hours
making her up. Eliza hadn’t the energy or the will to do such things herself.
She was tired. More than that, however, she was afraid.


Until now, she had barely even been responsive as
the maid washed and brushed her hair and tried to mask her face with makeup.
But it was all too much for the young princess. She was facing something that
she wanted to deny: the death of her father.


“Is it too tight, Princess?” Tilly asked,
misunderstanding Eliza’s tears. She quickly undid the lacing and began to retie
the dress, leaving it barely looser than before. Grabbing a handkerchief, Tilly
dabbed at Eliza's eyes. “We wouldn’t want to ruin your face,” she said as she
wiped away the tears.


“I can’t do this.”


Tilly paused in her ministrations, her normally
calm face suddenly appearing uncertain. "This dress was tailored to fit
you, Princess. And there isn't much time left. But if you think it necessary, I
can fetch a needle and thread to make minor alterations."


Eliza fought back a sob. Her mind was going to
dark places, and it was so very hard to maintain a mask of calm composure.
"I don't mean the dress. It's this…all of this. I can't handle this
burden, Tilly. Too much is expected of me."


The sobs came then, from somewhere deep within. There
was pain, and then slender arms wrapped themselves around her, offering
comfort. "You mustn't cry, Princess. Be strong. I know that this will be
difficult for you, but—”


Tilly's sentence was cut short when the door swung
open. Eliza had her back turned, but the maid stiffened as someone entered.


"Is there a reason that the princess is not
yet ready?” Gannon's voice filled the room, heavy with authority. At this,
Tilly quickly disentangled herself from Eliza and bowed deeply. It pained Eliza
to break the embrace, but she had little choice in the matter.


Gannon's words hung in the air, demanding an
answer.


"It will not be much longer,” Tilly said,
placing herself behind Eliza and fumbling with the dress. Her hands, which had
been steady before, now trembled.


"Enough. She must be ready now.”


Tilly finished her work and stepped back. Eliza
felt the young maid squeeze her arm before she went. The touch went unnoticed
by Gannon.


Tilly's departure left Eliza feeling alone once
again. The maid was a companion to Eliza. Not quite a friend, not even someone
who understood her, but she could offer sympathy, and she expected nothing from
the princess. It was different with Gannon. She said nothing though, turning to
face him without a word.


"I trust that you have prepared yourself for
this."


Eliza nodded.


"Good. You will not be required to say
anything. I will speak for you." Gannon glanced at the remains of her
breakfast. Eliza had done her best to eat at Tilly's prompting, but she had
only managed a few bites of food and a sip of some medicinal draught the
physiker had prepared for her. "You aren't eating." Gannon narrowed
his eyes and scowled. "I will need to speak with your maid."


"No," Eliza said. "It's not Tilly's
fault. I just can't bring myself to eat."


"You don't appear to be drinking
either." Gannon lifted her cup, casually inspecting its contents.
"You are sick, Princess. Phaegis's potions may be bitter, but he assures
me that they will help you recover. You must drink them." He held the cup
out to her, forcing Eliza to take it. She hesitated, then swallowed the liquid
in several deep gulps. The taste was almost as awful as the smell and it made
her gag, but she finished every last drop.


"That is better." Gannon smiled
politely, the expression strange on his hard face. "Now we must go. Our
time is short and we cannot delay."


A vision of her father, as he had been in her
dream, corrupted her thoughts. She stood rooted in place as Gannon made to
leave, paralyzed by fear. The darkness was coming. Eliza could feel it. A shift
in her mood, a sudden dampening of her emotions. All but sadness and pain. She
could not face this. She just couldn't.


"Come." Gannon pulled her forward,
guiding her from the room. She wanted to protest, but her voice was gone. He
had a firm grip on her. She was weak and could not resist his pull. With every
step, she felt the darkness within her grow. And she could do nothing to stop
it.


Soon she would face the death of her father for a
second time. And it was going to break her.


*      *      *


Erik stood at attention with the
others in his group. Those who remained, at least. Many of those still in
training had been graduated and sent elsewhere. It was unprecedented and, so
far, no explanation had been given. But there were rumors. It was whispered that
preparations were being made for a war, and that was why so many boys were
being graduated. Erik wasn't sure whether he believed that, but it didn't
matter.


Not for the first time, he wished that Rowan could
be standing beside him. Rowan had more cause than most to be present today, and
his absence was strongly felt.


In Rowan's place, Andrew stood beside Erik. They
were among the few older boys who had yet to be sent away. Perhaps because they
were so close to earning their graduations.


"Shoulders back, Erik. You are not allowed to
slouch," Darius hissed at him as he walked past, inspecting the trainees.
The head trainer kept his voice quiet and even, but his gaze remained hard.
Erik straightened as Darius passed, then resumed a more relaxed stance.


"That didn't take long," Andrew
whispered.


"We can't be expected to stand at attention
all day."


"We can, actually. It's not uncommon."


"I will stand tall from the moment the
funeral begins until the moment it ends," Erik stated. This day was
personal for him, and he would show every respect. "But I recognize my
limits. If I rest now, I will not tire during service."


"Mhm," Andrew responded.


Erik scowled. Sometimes Andrew's rigid personality
made him very difficult to deal with. Now was one of those times. He looked
away from his friend and surveyed the gathering crowd.


There were a number of lords and ladies present,
each with a small retinue of attendants. Most were dressed warmly against the
cold, wearing thick fur cloaks and capes. Erik wished that he could have one of
those fur cloaks. The trainees were wearing matching uniforms with cloaks for
warmth. Their cloaks, however, were thin and kept none of the chill at bay. And
Erik's boots were not waterproof.


But he was better off than most. The castle gates
had been opened to allow commoners to attend the service of the royal family.
Many had come to watch the entombing of their king and princess, and more were
still arriving. They gathered in a mass of bodies, standing room only. As cold
as Erik was, many of them were even more so. They came despite the cold, and so
Erik pushed his discomfort to the back of his mind. There was nothing he could
do about it anyway.


"I expected that more would come."


Andrew glanced sideways at him.


"This is a service for the royal family,"
Erik stated. "The entire capital should be here."


"The grounds could not accommodate the entire
capital," Andrew stated evenly. Erik sighed in frustration, but allowed
his friend to continue. "You are correct that there aren't many in
attendance."


"Perhaps it's the cold? Or maybe some are
still on their way."


"No. I don't expect that many more will
come."


"There are still people arriving," Erik
protested, but even he could see that the flow of people was beginning to
lessen. "No. You're right, Andrew. There aren't many more coming. Not a
significant number at least."


They lapsed into silence for several moments, each
with their own thoughts. Erik thought of Rowan and of Rowan's master, Baird.
Both were gone. This service was for the royal family, but for Erik, it was a
service to honor all who had died on that night. The Dark Night, people
whispered. Erik didn't like the name, but couldn't change how it was spoken of.


Thoughts of Rowan brought to mind a problem that
he had yet to deal with. Rowan's sword—Tenro. Erik had found it with Rowan's
belongings, left behind. He had thought nothing of it at first. Rowan had not
been allowed to freely carry his blade, after all. But Erik wondered why Rowan
would have been without his blade if he expected fighting. If he hadn't
expected fighting, why would he have been at the castle? It didn't make sense.
Something wasn't right. Erik tried to question Darius, but the head trainer
offered no answers.


So Erik had taken Rowan's blade and hidden it
among his own things. To keep it secret and safe. But he needed to figure out
what to do with the weapon. It couldn't stay hidden forever.


"They are afraid."


"Hmm?"


"They are afraid," Andrew said again.
"The people. It's why they aren't coming. Why no children were brought along.
They are still afraid that something bad might happen."


"What do they expect to happen? Another
battle?"


"I don't know. Fear often has no reason. The
city has been tense, ever since the massacre. That tension has kept the
peoples' fear from dissipating."


"And the enforcement patrols haven't helped
either."


"No. But martial law is necessary at the
moment."


"It may be necessary, but I have heard
terrible stories. The enforcement patrols are not well-liked, and not just for
the laws that they enforce."


"I've heard the rumors as well. Perhaps
Trainer Darius could speak to the matter. He will have a more complete
understanding of what is happening outside of the training grounds."


Erik grunted. He'd spoken to Darius already. The
head trainer hadn't had the time or the inclination to give him any solid
answers. Only excuses. He knew what was happening, but wouldn't speak of it.


"Does it bother you that so few have come to
pay their respects?"


Erik looked at Andrew. It was an odd question to
be asked.


"They should be here. King Alden did a lot
for this country. For them. And Princess Elizabeth was..."


"She was a good person," Andrew said for
him with a meaningful look.


"Yes. She was."


Erik had fancied her for a while. Not truly, for
he had always known that nothing could come of it. But still, it saddened him
that she was dead. As was Rowan, his closest friend. Death had come to many
people.


There was a stirring in the front of the crowd as
the stage began to fill. A hush descended.


Erik looked forward and saw men seating themselves
on the raised platform. Soldiers stood behind them, watching the crowd for
signs of trouble. Erik did not recognize most of the men. A number of them wore
the robes of religious leaders and some others were dressed as noblemen. Then a
familiar man stepped forth, dressed in a suit of black with a powerful cape
clasped about his shoulders. This man was different from the rest. He stood
tall and commanding with a hard gaze that swept across the gathered assembly.
People shuffled, made uncomfortable by his gaze.


Gannon—the Lord Commander—had arrived.


Erik did not know the man personally, but he did
not like him. Head Trainer Darius did not approve of the man. Rowan had not
trusted the man. Even Baird had placed himself at odds with the Lord Commander.


And Erik remembered that time during the Revel
when he had heard the man laughing as Byron dislocated his arm. He had
applauded such brutality despite the poor display of sportsmanship.


This was the man who now held steward of the city
in the wake of the coup. Were it not for the fact that his ascension would be
protested, Erik guessed that he would already have taken the throne.


"Today is a day that will be
remembered," the Lord Commander began. His voice was loud and powerful,
booming out over the crowd. His proclamation was met with respectful silence.


"A great tragedy has taken from us our royal
leadership. On the Dark Night, they were assassinated. Our safety has been
threatened and our kingdom invaded. This must not be forgotten!" The Lord
Commander gestured emphatically.


"King Alden Haerth was a beloved ruler who
had done much for this country. He was a man of peace, but sometimes, peace
must be fought for. Must be protected. Must be avenged!" Gannon paused. A
strange expression flashed across his face. "You have gathered here today
to remember him. To honor him. And I am here to tell you that his legacy lives
on."


With a flourish, the Lord Commander stepped aside
to reveal another figure. There was a collective gasp as the figure stepped forward.
Erik himself was left speechless, unable to believe what he was seeing.


There—standing alone before the crowd—was a girl
that everyone had thought dead. A girl they had gathered to honor and mourn.


Princess Elizabeth.


*      *      *


Eliza hesitated, afraid of what
awaited her, of what she might see. This was her father's funeral, and even now
she was not ready for it. Forceful hands guided her, and the princess stepped
forward to meet the crowd.


Silence filled the air like a vacuum, drowning out
the noise of only a moment past. She could feel all eyes on her, and wanted
nothing more than to run. But her body remained rooted to the spot, immobile.
Fear gripped her.


The silence gave way to murmurs, quiet at first
but quickly turning into cries of praise and disbelief. "The princess is
alive!" "Is it really her?" "Where has she been?"
"Where is the king?"


Suddenly, the crowd burst into an uproar. Some of
the people tried to press forward but were met by the guards defending the
stage. Panic took an even tighter hold of her. She didn't know what to do. She
had not been prepared for this. She didn't want this.


Eliza wilted. She willed herself to be smaller, to
go unnoticed. It didn't work. She could not escape this.


"Don't worry about them, just stand aside and
allow the Lord Commander to speak for you," a soothing voice said. Eliza
looked to see Lord Evans hovering beside her. The man reached out and pulled
her aside, leading her to a chair where she sat.


"Lord Commander Gannon knows what to
do," Lord Evans whispered softly. "You can trust him."


"I should say something. Speak to them."


Eliza tried to rise, but Lord Evans stopped her.


"No. I think that would be a bad idea,
Princess. It was necessary for the people to know that you still live, but you
are not ready to speak to them."


"But I—"


"You are weary and distraught," Lord
Evans interrupted. "You grieve for your father and that grief has left you
broken. Allow Lord Gannon to deal with this. That way you can focus on mourning
your father. That is what is truly important."


Eliza nodded, fighting back tears. She did not
want to be here. The people did not need her. Her father did. He needed her to
mourn him.


A familiar face caught her eye through the tears.
A boy standing among the other trainees. She looked up hopefully. Eliza had not
known they were going to be present.


She looked to Erik, the boy she had seen. He
seemed to be watching her intently. Most of them were. She ignored them,
looking about for another familiar face. But Rowan wasn't there. He was gone.
Dead like her father and Baird.


Eliza turned away. Hope had only brought pain. And
she’d had enough of that already. The darkness took her then. Unable to bear
her emotions, Eliza retreated within herself.


At the front of the stage, Gannon finished
speaking and stepped aside to make way for the priests. They stepped forward
and spoke words of prayer. Eliza barely heard them. Their words meant nothing
to her. They did not take away her pain. They did not bring back her loved
ones. They were nothing but words.


Still, she did her best to follow along and make
the appropriate gestures and signs. She was not of the faith, but many were.
This was expected of her.


The crowd kept a respectful silence as the priests
spoke, but the moment the men were finished, cries sounded out. The funeral was
finished and her father, who had already been entombed, was honored and put to
rest.


Eliza heard her name called. One voice in
particular stood out from the rest. She saw Head Trainer Darius making his way
through the crowd, trying to reach her. Others were following.


"Come with me, Princess. I think it is time
that you returned to the castle. It will be safer there."


Eliza said nothing. She allowed herself to be led
away without protest. Gannon would deal with her problems.


*      *      *


The time after the funeral seemed a
blur. Eliza couldn't remember being led to her room, nor did she remember
changing out of her dress. Dark clothing had been left for her to wear while in
mourning. It was traditional. She wore such clothing now.


Phaegis, the physiker, brought her a draught to
calm her nerves and help her sleep. He had not left until Eliza took a sip. The
remainder sat untouched on her nightstand.


She lay curled in a ball beneath her bedcovers,
alone and isolated. By herself, she was able to cry freely, the emotions coming
suddenly and leaving her devastated. She felt terrible.


Why was I not able to cry earlier? Why did I
have to hold back my tears? Eliza thought. Her father's funeral had come
and gone and yet she hadn't been given a moment to properly mourn him. She felt
shame, which only made her cry that much harder.


The ceremony had been a poor farewell. It felt
meaningless, as though she'd had no part in it. Yet it was all that she would
ever have. And even that little was more than she had for Baird and Rowan. They
gave their lives trying to save her father. How could there be no service for
them?


I never knew that sadness could be so
physically painful.


The door to Eliza's room opened and footsteps
sounded. She glanced up, hoping to see Tilly. The maid would be able to offer
her some small comfort. But it wasn't Tilly.


"You did well," Gannon stated, looking
down at her. Eliza wilted under his gaze. She should have been concerned at her
state of undress, but couldn't bring herself to care. She was covered.


"I understand that this was difficult for
you."


Go away. I just want to be left alone.


"Look at me, Princess." His voice
hardened and despite herself, Eliza obeyed. "Good. That's better. You need
to learn to listen to me."


Why? I don't need to do anything.


"Your appearance today has caused quite a
commotion. The people thought you dead. Now that they know otherwise, many are
demanding to see you. For your own safety, however—"


"I wish to be left alone. I don't want to see
anyone."


"That is wise," Gannon said. "You
are in mourning and should not take visitors. Others cannot be trusted. The men
who killed your father are still out there, and they are likely waiting for an
opportunity to take your life as well. It would be best to keep you isolated
for the duration of your mourning period. I will deal with people on your
behalf."


Eliza murmured her assent. She felt strangely
compliant, but Gannon's words made sense.


"If this is to be the case," Gannon
said, "then there is another matter that I must address. Now that the
lords and the people know you survive, you are the heir to the throne. I have
established myself as the Lord Regent, but it must be made clear that I am
acting on your behalf. You do not wish to be bothered by frivolous matters of
state, so I will instead see to all matters of importance."


"I don't want to be bothered," Eliza
repeated.


"No. Therefore, I will need your seal on
various documents and you will be required to make a short statement to the
assembly. They must know that I rule them."


Do you not mean that you rule in my stead?


Eliza nodded numbly.


"Very good. I will see you again when you are
needed. Until then, I will have someone deliver a set of temporary documents
for you to sign."


Gannon turned to leave, but Eliza stopped him.


"I...I wish to see my father."


"His body has already been entombed,
Princess. You just attended his funeral." Gannon appeared concerned. He
glanced at her nightstand where her cup sat, still full.


"I will have Phaegis prepare you another
draught. You must drink them."


"I wish to visit my father's resting
place," Eliza said, this time more forcefully. Her head swam when she
raised it to look at Gannon, but she did her best to ignore it. "I will
mourn my father with the proper respects. It is what I want."


"That is unwise. It would be dangerous for
you to walk the grounds openly, even with guards."


"I do not care."


She met Gannon's gaze with all the stubbornness
that she held within her. He scowled but nodded.


"I will see to it. You will be under guard—that
is not negotiable. And you will return directly to your rooms when
finished."


You do not control me! I will do what I want.


"Mm," Eliza said, feeling suddenly
drained. She had gotten what she wanted. She did not know whether visiting her
father would make her feel better or worse, but she had do it.


The door to her rooms closed as Gannon left and
Eliza began to sob uncontrollably. She felt broken. Sleep beckoned and she
welcomed it. Perhaps it would give her an escape. It certainly couldn't be
worse than reality.


She was wrong.











Chapter 5:                        
Rowan


It had been poor luck that Rowan
had met Dagget and his mercenaries, and the encounter had cost him much. He had
taken an arrow to the shoulder, he had lost many of his supplies, and he was
now in need of a plan.


He had ridden as hard as he could during the
night, putting as much distance as possible between himself and the
mercenaries. Riding at night had been dangerous and difficult, made even more
so by the arrow protruding from his shoulder. Every movement of his body caused
a flare of pain that made it difficult to keep ahold of his mount. But he
allowed himself no rest, using the pain to keep himself as alert as possible.


Much of the night was a blur. He had ridden until
first light, when he fell more than stepped off his horse. Exhaustion gripped
him, but he could not sleep until the arrow had been removed and the wound
treated and bound. He could only hope that it was not poisoned.


The work had been painful and difficult, but Rowan
saw it through to the end. Only then had he allowed sleep to take him.


Now it was nearing midday and Rowan knew he had to
act. He could tell that his ride had taken him almost due north, putting him
closer to Oscilliath but further from the kingsroad. However, he had no way of
knowing how much distance he had put between himself and the mercenaries.


His original plan had been to ride northwest,
leaving the Dagget and his men behind before turning towards Oscilliath. Traveling
opposite their destination would have kept them from following him. Now,
though….


Rowan had no doubt that they would follow him to
Oscilliath. It would be safer to avoid the city entirely and continue north in
the hopes that he would not be followed. But there was the problem of his
supplies.


He checked the contents of his pack again, but he
had no food save a stale loaf of bread. Oscilliath, the fortress city, could
not be avoided.


With a resigned sigh, Rowan hefted his pack,
keeping the weight off of his wounded shoulder, and walked over to his horse.


In his haste, Rowan had not had time to properly
saddle his horse during his escape. His flight had left him bruised and aching
between the legs. Riding bareback was the last thing that he wished to do, but
it was necessary. He had to outpace Dagget so that he could be gone from
Oscilliath before the mercenary reached the city. That would mean staying no
longer than a day, two at most.


His decision made, Rowan urged his mount forward
and began a long day of travel. He rode past dark, stopping only once further
travel was impossible. The lower half of his body ached, yet even in darkness,
he took the time to perform the sword dance.


He did the best he could, but exhaustion
overwhelmed him and he collapsed, unable to finish the dance. He lay facedown,
cold and alone, and that was how he slept. Unwilling to light a fire and with
no bedroll for comfort, Rowan wrapped his cloak about him and hugged himself
tightly.


*      *      *


Baird had once described Oscilliath
as the most powerful and well-defended area in all of Atlea. He had struggled
to impress upon Rowan the scale of the city, and of the wall surrounding it.


As Rowan approached, he recalled when Baird had
first described the fortress city to him, and how much he had wanted to see it.
Now, facing the massive wall and the military garrisons, he longed to be
anywhere else.


He tried to recall all that Baird had told him of
the city. The knowledge would prove useful and help Rowan go unnoticed. He
wanted to avoid attention. Already marked as a fugitive, he had to keep a low
profile to stay safe.


Oscilliath was truly an impressive city. It had
been built for an army, and it showed. There was not a single structure beyond
its wall, which was patrolled by watchmen. The entrance from the kingsroad was
guarded, and a series of enormous gates could seal the city.


But it was not the city that drew Rowan’s
attention. It was the soldiers. To the north of the city were rows and rows of
barracks. Many looked to have been there for some time, belonging to the
garrisons that guarded the border. But a number had been only recently erected,
likely to accommodate additional soldiers.


There were other smaller encampments nearby that
were crude and less organized. Those would belong to the soldiers-for-hire,
Rowan surmised.


He had arrived the previous night, but he had to
wait until morning to enter the city. When the flow of travelers entering and
exiting the city had become busy, Rowan knew that it was time. He had already
carefully wrapped his blade in cloth, bundling it so that the hilt was not so
pronounced and its shape was not immediately discernable. He pulled his cloak
about him, now tattered and stained, having lost much of its former luster, and
began leading his mount towards the city by way of the kingsroad.


Rowan did his best to keep pace between two groups
of people, making his approach on foot so that his mount created a barrier
between him and others. As the road ended and the city entrance drew near, fear
began to claw at his chest. What would he do if he was noticed?


The city guards stopped the group in front of him.


With a shaking hand, Rowan pulled his hood up and
concealed his face. Though his cloak was thin, it felt like armor. It made him
feel safe. He drew strength from that, but could not keep his hands from
trembling.


“Next.”


Rowan’s instincts screamed at him to run. This was
crazy. He would be caught immediately and executed as a traitor.


“Next!” the guard snapped. He was looking at Rowan
now, his expression hard.


Rowan ignored his better judgment and stepped
forward before his hesitation could hold up the line. He directed his horse so
that it was between himself and the guard on his right.


“State your name and business.”


“My name is Parren and I am here to sell my
horse.”


The guard glanced at the horse, which was
unsaddled and being held by its mane. Rowan cursed silently, knowing that it
probably appeared as though he had stolen the mount.


Rowan tensed, but kept his silence. Simple lies
were the most effective, and Rowan hadn’t had the foresight to plan a reason
that he was visiting the city. It was a foolish mistake, and now it might cost
him.


The next few moments seemed to last an eternity,
but the guard waved him through and the mounting tension shattered. He stepped
forward, releasing a breath he hadn’t known that he had been holding.


Walking through the entryway, Rowan was impressed
by the thickness of the wall. There was a raised iron portcullis at the halfway
point, an additional layer of protection. And he did not fail to notice the
killdrains above him, meant to pour boiling liquids upon anyone attempting to
enter by force. He suppressed a shudder as he passed directly beneath one.


Additional guards were posted inside the wall.
They eyed Rowan as he passed, but made no attempt to stop him. Their presence
worried him though, and he continued walking until they were out of sight.


Having made it inside the city, and with no money
or way to stable his mount, Rowan's first order of business was to sell his
horse. It saddened him, but he had no ability to care for it now or later. Leading
it through the city would be impractical and most certainly slow him down.


Unfortunately, Rowan had no idea where to go in
order to sell a horse.


Baird had given him some knowledge of the city.
Rowan knew the name of an inn that Baird often used —the Morning Star. If
necessary, he could give the false name that Baird used to be assured of
privacy. He also knew how the city watch operated, the names of some local
lords, and that the city gates closed at sunset. But none of that was of
immediate use.


Perhaps he could seek out the inn and query the
innkeeper? He would have to leave his horse unattended, but that was a small
risk. So long as—


Rowan froze. Stuck to a wooden post was a leaf of
parchment displaying his likeness. Beneath the sketch were several lines of
common script, identifying him as a dangerous fugitive and a traitor to the
crown. A reward was offered for his capture or proof of his death.


Rowan shuddered, then realized he'd been staring
at the posting. How long had he been looking? He couldn't risk drawing unwanted
attention. Slowly looking around to make sure he wasn't being watched, Rowan
quickly snatched the paper and hastily began walking away.


He passed a few more wanted posters, and with each
one, Rowan’s anxiety grew.


Coming here had been a mistake. He had trapped
himself within the walls of the most fortified city in the country, a place
where his face was known and he was wanted.


But the choice had been made, and it could not be
undone. His best course of action was to get his supplies and then leave as
soon as possible.


It took Rowan over an hour of wandering the outer
edge of the city before he found a proper stable. He made a token effort to
haggle with the horse-master over a price, but quickly settled for half of what
the horse was likely worth. Desperate for the money, he was willing to accept a
significant loss. The longer he spent haggling, the more he worried that he
might be recognized. Seeing the wanted posters had greatly unnerved him.


“If anyone comes to me for this horse,” the
stableman warned Rowan as he paid for the horse, “you’d best pray that the city
watch finds you before I do.”


Apparently, horse-thievery was a more common and
serious crime than Rowan would have thought.


He nodded in acknowledgement and quickly left with
his coin, glad to be gone.


As Rowan walked the streets, he found himself
saddened by the loss of his horse. He had never given it a name, but it had
been his only companion for the past weeks. Now he was truly alone, and that
frightened him. It was shameful, but true.


This realization gave him pause.


He had fled Estoria and abandoned his duty.
Isolation was the result of his failure. Though he felt he deserved no better,
he ached with pain and loneliness.


Rowan wandered the streets aimlessly, mentally tracking
his route as he explored. The buildings, whitewashed and stone, reminded him of
those in Barrinell, a city he'd visited with Baird. Oscialliath was more
organized, though.


The whole city, in fact, seemed very organized.
The tiled roofs all faced the same direction, covered walkways were wider, and
the buildings grew progressively taller as he made his way deeper into the
city.


Even the vendors and markets were made efficient.
Merchants were confined to specific areas and those whose businesses were more
mobile kept to street corners and market squares, leaving the streets free for
pedestrians.


Nevertheless, Rowan could not shake an oppressive
feeling. Though large crowds walked the streets, there was none of the din
expected in a large city. Each person moved with purpose, without lingering.
Groups gathered with backs to the crowd, keeping conversations private. Even
the chaos of the markets was kept somewhat in check.


It was unnerving, and it made Rowan tense. The
feeling only worsened as he worked his way further into the city, where it was
more crowded. Every moment increased his chances of being recognized. He needed
a plan.


Rowan stepped into an open alley, isolating
himself from the bustling street. Shooting pain forced him to pay attention to
the wound in his shoulder. Loosening his cloak and pulling his tunic aside, he
checked his injury. It was painful, but there was no bleeding and it did not
look infected. For that, Rowan was glad.


He had been walking for some time, noting the
city’s various districts. Wider than most, the street he traveled appeared to
be the main commercial area. Following this would likely lead to the markets,
where Rowan would need to purchase his supplies. But first he was going to need
information. He knew very little about what would be required to make a border
crossing, and with limited money, he'd have to be careful to purchase only what
he needed.


Before continuing, Rowan had to find someone he
could safely question.


His only option was to find the Morning Star Inn. Rowan
had no way of knowing what he might find there, and not even Baird’s patronage
would let him trust anyone enough to let his guard down, but it was a start. He
would seek out the inn under Baird’s alias and question the innkeeper.


With that decision made, Rowan only had to find
the Morning Star. He knew about it, but not where to find it.


He cursed his incomplete knowledge and stepped
back out onto the street, walking away from the crowded market squares. As he
moved, he watched the people around him, turning his head and hiding his face
when he sensed anyone looking. He especially watched out for any soldiers or
guards of the city watch. Men of the watch he saw occasionally as they walked
the streets in small groups, but he saw no soldiers.


Finding the Morning Star Inn proved more difficult
than expected. Oscilliath was a large city, and though it was well-organized,
it would take Rowan far too long to search each street. He was loath to draw
attention to himself by seeking directions, but he had already wasted too much
time with searching. Time that could have been spent getting supplies. Rowan
would need directions.


Halfway down the street was a sign for a tavern
called the Lusty Lady. Cringing at the name, Rowan ducked through the doorway.
Given the early hour, he was surprised that there were people seated at the
tables eating lunch. Not enough to be a crowd, but more than he would have
expected. The idea that people would pay for food when they could eat at home
with their families was hard to grasp. Even during his time in Estoria, Rowan
had always taken his meals in the mess with the other boys.


Eyes turned towards him as he entered, but Rowan
ignored them. He crossed to the bar and took a stool, wiping his expression and
replacing it with a false scowl as though upset. He also reached into his
coin-purse and pulled out a few coins, which he began absently fingering while
he waited.


He did not have to wait long. His coin drew the
bartender far quicker than patience ever would have. It was a trick of Baird’s.


“What’ll you be having?” the man asked, his voice
familiar as though he spoke to Rowan every day. He wore a practiced smile and
his body language was open and friendly, if exaggerated.


“I haven’t got much of an appetite anymore,” Rowan
spat, reading the bartender’s displeasure. Before the man across the bar could
voice his displeasure, Rowan asked, “You know of the Morning Star?”


“The inn in the poor neighborhoods, by the north
gate? What of it?”


“Just made the mistake of eating there,” Rowan
replied. “Foolish mistake. One I will not repeat.”


The bartender’s smile returned in full as Rowan
spoke ill of the other establishment. “I understand. Perhaps you are in need of
a drink then? Something to wash away the taste.”


Rowan fingered the coins, reluctant to part with
them. But men remember petty grudges, and Rowan did not wish to be remembered.
He flicked the change across the bar and asked for something cold and cheap.


He took the drink and gulped it down. It was
bitter, but he drank every drop. When finished, he left the Lusty Lady and made
his way towards the north end of the city in search of the Morning Star.


*      *      *


The Morning Star was indeed located
in the northern section of the city. It took Rowan less than an hour to find
the place.


The man at the Lusty Lady had called this the poor
area, but apparently the term was relative, because the streets were clean and
buildings, though older and more worn, had been built well. A few of the nicer
ones even had glass windows. The Morning Star was one of them.


The inn was a wide, two-story building situated
near the outer edge of the city. Looking at it, Rowan could barely tell it
apart from many of the other buildings in the area. All were painted similar
shades of gray and most seemed built of the same material, something hard and
oddly textured that Rowan could not identify, for it was not stone. Only the
sign, a large slab of wood painted in the form of a window with a rising sun,
set the inn apart.


Rowan stood across the street from the inn. He was
where he needed to be, but was hesitant to act. He wondered if this might be a
dangerous idea. Baird had told him of this inn, a place where he'd chosen to
establish himself in the past, and a place that Rowan now had need of. But
Baird was dead, and Rowan could only hope that he would be able to use his
master’s alias without trouble.


He needed information. He could not deny that
fact. Rowan silenced his worries and entered the Morning building.


Inside, he found the place much the same as any
other. Tables and chairs filled a common area and a bar was across the room. A
pitiful fire crackled in the hearth. It would be burning hot by the time the
sun set. By then, it'd be cold enough to see breath in the air.


Rowan hesitated, looking for some sign of who he
should approach. The bar stood empty and all of the men seated about the
commons appeared to be customers.


“Where can I find the owner?” Rowan asked one of
the men seated alone. The man looked at him and turned away without answering.


“Did you not hear me?” Anger crept into his voice.
He stood waiting, but the man said nothing. Frustrated, Rowan reached out and
grabbed the man’s shoulder. He was caught unaware when the man spun and threw a
wild punch.


It was a clumsy punch and Rowan easily stepped
aside. He worried that the man might be drunk enough to start a brawl, but
luckily, someone else intervened.


“If another punch is thrown in this inn, the city
guard will take the offender!”


A sour-looking man had entered the commons from a
back door. He stomped across the room, eyes on Rowan. All eyes, it seemed, were
on him. Not good.


“Who are you?”


“A customer,” Rowan answered vaguely. This was not
how he had intended things to happen.


Oddly, the man scowled at him as though he found a
new customer to be a bother.


“Are you the innkeeper?”


“I am the owner,” the man corrected.


“Then I would like to speak with you.” This was
met with a sigh, but the man made no objections as he walked to the bar.
Instead of walking around to the far side, he pulled out a stool for himself.


He made himself comfortable before looking back to
Rowan. “Speak.”


“I am in need of information, and possibly
lodging. My name is Verrick,” Rowan said, giving the name of Baird’s alias. The
reaction he got was unexpected.


“Don’t care about your name. Only interested in
whether you have coin enough to pay for a room. And supper, ‘cause there’s no
free food to be had here.”


“You don’t?” Rowan had hoped for recognition,
though he would have settled for confusion. Even suspicion would not have been
unexpected. Could this be the wrong inn? Did the man not recognize Baird’s
alias?


“I’ve stayed here before,” he prompted.


The man looked at Rowan for a long moment,
examining him. Rowan struggled not to look away. He'd resisted allowing anyone
to take notice of him.


“I don’t recognize your face, boy. What’d you say
your name was?”


Rowan cringed when the man called him boy.
His face had grown scruffy and most thought him older than he truly was. He
certainly felt older.


“Verrick.”


Rowan thought he saw a spark of recognition in the
man’s eyes this time. “I have changed since my last visit. But certainly my
name is still known.”


“Your memory betrays you, boy. You may have stayed
here before, but that would have been before my time. I bought this inn only a
few months back, when the previous owner died. I don’t know what kind of
agreement you may have had with the last owner, but if you want a room in my
inn, it will cost you six gold for the night.”


And with that, all of Rowan’s hopes fell. He could
no longer rely on Baird’s network. He was on his own once again.


He left the Morning Star in a hurry, not caring
that his actions would appear strange. He had been too reliant on help from his
master, he realized. Baird was dead, yet Rowan still sought his help.


This journey is mine alone, Rowan thought. I
will go alone. Isolation is my burden and banishment, my penance. And if I
fail, then that is all I am. For what is my life next to those that have been
lost?


The markets where he could gather supplies were
nearer to the center of the city. Rowan walked quickly in that direction.
Winter meant shorter days, and he meant to be gone from the city by the time
night fell.


He rounded a corner and walked onto one of the
main streets. The merchants were only a few blocks down the road. Already he
could hear the cries of those vendors furthest beyond the main squares, hoping
to snatch business from customers in a hurry or too lazy to continue on to the
market proper.


He was only a block from the first market square
when he heard something that made him freeze.


"Rowan!"


Someone had just called his name.











Chapter 6:                        
Rowan


"Rowan?"


Rowan stopped cold at the sound of his name. His
mind raced. He'd been recognized. Terror gripped him and he fought against it,
knowing that he would need his wits about him if he did not wish to be caught
and killed.


The voice called out again, but this time, Rowan
could hear that the tone was questioning. Someone thought they had recognized
him, but they were unsure.


It came to Rowan then that his name was not given
on any of the wanted posters. A likeness of his face had been sketched, but no
name. This person wasn't seeking the bounty.


What to do?


Knowing that inaction was worse than anything
else, Rowan turned to glance behind him. He saw a group of soldiers gathered
down the street, but their attention was not on him. He continued to scan the
faces in the crowd as he moved to the side of the street, trying to remain
inconspicuous. He saw no one that he knew, and could not tell who had called
his name.


“I did not think to see you again, my child.”


Rowan spun around and found himself facing a
tanned woman and a large man. He stood puzzled for a moment, unsure of how to
respond. Did he know this woman?


“I can see that you are puzzled. Do you not recall
our meeting in the city known as Attica?”


Recognition dawned on him at once and he sighed in
relief.


“Of course, of course,” he said, the tension
leaving his body. “You are Maude.”


She smiled. “Yes. And you are the boy with an
appetite for sweet-bread.”


They spoke briefly, exchanging greetings and
pleasantries. The large man introduced himself as Ganda. He was Maude’s spouse,
and it was his business that had brought them across the border.


As they spoke, Rowan struggled to recall his
previous meeting with Maude. She knew his true name, but what else? Had he told
her of his apprenticeship? That he was going to the capital? Even if she knew
nothing beyond his name, it would be dangerous to stay with her.


He glanced about, noticing a picture identifying
him nailed to a post not far away. He suddenly grew nervous, and pretended to
shiver with cold as an excuse to pull up his hood and wrap himself in his
cloak.


“It is getting late and I am beginning to grow
cold. It has been good to see you, but I must be off. If you will please excuse
me.” Rowan turned, but Maude’s husband stopped him.


“You are too right. But I must insist that you
accompany us back to our inn. It is il’lani that we have met again, and
it would be dishonorable to not at least share a meal together.”


“I cannot,” Rowan protested. It was a miracle that
they had not already recognized him from the wanted posters. But that would not
last. His face was posted throughout the city.


He argued, but Ganda remained firm. Rowan could
not easily leave without drawing attention to himself, and if he did, it was
likely that they would call out his name. He readied himself to make a rude
refusal. Thus far, he had kept his refusals polite, but that clearly would not
work. He could not afford civility at the expense of safety.


“I—” he started, but the words died on his lips as
he saw yet another familiar face in the crowd. One that he would not be able to
turn away with words alone. One who held a paper with Rowan’s likeness.


Dagget.


*      *      *


The mercenary stood in the market,
a bandage wrapped about the right side of his face covering his wounded eye.
Rowan wondered whether he had blinded the man. He felt no guilt. They would
have killed him for his supplies.


Dagget stood with Fat Ben, the others of their
group nowhere to be seen.


How did they arrive in the city so quickly?
Rowan thought furiously. Their presence was unexpected and dangerous. He had
hoped to be gone from the city and on his way before they could arrive. Dagget
had already promised to hunt him down for taking his eye. Now he knew what
Rowan was truly worth.


Fat Ben’s gaze swept in his direction and Rowan
turned to hide his face. This brought his eyes to meet Maude’s, who stared at
him. Rowan had forgotten them when he saw Dagget.


“Let us leave,” Rowan said quickly. He could not
afford to linger. There was a chance that Maude or her husband would recognize
him from the wanted posters, but he would have to take that risk. Leaving with
them was his best and only option.


Maude looked at him strangely, but said nothing
regarding his sudden change. Without waiting, Rowan took the initiative and
stepped past the two Lauratreans, walking away from Dagget and Fat Ben. He did
not know where Maude and her husband resided, but he could not allow himself to
be led anywhere near the mercenaries.


Luckily, it appeared that their residence was in
that direction. Ganda was quick to step into the lead, guiding the way as Maude
fell into step with Rowan just behind her husband. No words were spoken as they
walked the streets, Rowan glancing about to ensure they were not being
followed. He had not seen Wil or Drago, and that worried him, because they too
were surely somewhere in the city.


Nervous that Maude’s inn might be nearby, Rowan
calmed as Ganda led them all the way to the eastern edge of the city. The inn
where they were staying was called the Sandstone Palace, though it was made of
stone. Even so, it seemed different from most of the other places in the city.
Something was written in a script Rowan could not place just under the name of
the inn on the sign.


As the three entered the commons, it became
immediately clear what made the Sandstone Palace different.


Instead of long tables lined with benches, the
place was filled with small circular tables that sat too low to the ground to
accommodate chairs. Instead, they were surrounded by cushions on which patrons
lounged or sat kneeling or with legs crossed. Many of the patrons had dark skin
like Maude and Ganda, and Rowan realized that the inn must be owned by a
Lauratrean.


It made sense. Oscilliath, though a military city,
was also the largest border city. The kingsroad ran through it, serving as a
natural trade route. That trade would obviously include merchants from across
the border, who would be drawn to inns such as this one. 


“Come,” Maude beckoned. Ganda had already entered
and was speaking with a man who appeared to work for the inn.


“Shoes off,” she instructed Rowan as he stepped
forward, casually slipping out of her own shoes. The floor was layered with
colorful carpets and the entryway was lined with rows of shoes and sandals.


Rowan hesitated before doing so. Away from the
mercenaries, he could safely leave. It would be rude, but that was acceptable.
There was nothing stopping him from making his exit. If he left now, he could
disappear without either of them noticing.


But this meeting was an opportunity.


Maude and Ganda were from Lauratrea. They had made
the border crossing more than once. Rowan had not found help at the Morning
Star, but he might be able to gain information from Maude and her husband.
Information that he sorely needed.


Rowan removed his worn shoes and set them aside,
self-conscious of his feet, which were barely cleaner than the shoes. He’d not
had much time for bathing as he journeyed. Most of the water available to him
had been frozen or was close to freezing. He stepped tentatively forward onto
the soft rugs, which felt like grass beneath him. It was a good feeling.


Ganda finished his conversation with the other man
as Maude and Rowan stepped forward. He said something to Maude in what Rowan
guessed was their native tongue. He did not understand the words, but followed
along when the man Ganda had spoken to ushered them across the room. Along the
back wall were private tables, squat like the rest but square where the others
were round. Thin partitions were placed on either side of the table, providing
a measure of privace for the patrons.


“Seat yourselves,” the employee said, stepping
aside to allow entry. “I will have someone come to take care of you shortly.”
With that, he left, crossing the room to stand in the entryway.


Ganda again spoke to Maude in the Lauratrean
tongue.


“I think that a bit much. Just us for now,” she
responded.


“What did he say?” Rowan asked.


Maude turned to him. “Apologies. We are used to
switching to our native tongue when addressing each other. Ganda believes it a
good business strategy. We even switch to your tongue sometimes when doing
business back home in the Summer Lands.


“He asked if he should invite some of our other
acquaintances to take our meal with us. But I doubt that you want additional
company.”


Rowan shook his head no.


“I thought not.”


There was a short silence then, broken when a
young boy came to ask what they would like to drink.


“A cup of spiced souma,” Ganda requested. Rowan
saw Maude frown, but she nodded when the boy glanced her way.


“Sweet wine,” she ordered.


Rowan had no desire for alcohol. He had wasted
himself on it previously, and had recently found that it took him to dark
places. “Water,” he said when the boy looked to him.


The boy hesitated a moment. “Iced…or local?”


Rowan hadn’t the slightest idea what the boy
meant. But it was cold and he had no desire for ice in his drink. “Local,” he
replied.


The boy frowned but said nothing. He left them
with a bow.


“Was it something that I said?”


“No,” Maude answered. “He was expecting you to
order an iced water. It is the inn’s drink of choice.”


“I don’t understand the difference. Is the ice
special?”


“Yes and no,” Ganda interjected with a hearty
laugh. “In our country, we get our prime water from the ice crystals that grow
in the desert sands. To us, the water here tastes polluted. Not in a bad way,
you understand,” he said, leaning in close. “It simply tastes…impure. The
Sandstone Palace imports ice from the Summer Lands, buying from western
merchants who deal in such things. They go through much trouble to give us good
water. Yet you ask for local water.”


Rowan flushed with embarrassment. He had not meant
to give offense. Perhaps he could find the boy and offer an explanation.


“Bah. You are not the first foreigner to make that
mistake in ignorance and you will not be the last. It only shows that the
owners are ill-suited to a foreign market,” Maude said. “They prosper only due
to the business of their traveling brethren. When trade becomes difficult, they
will fall to the competition.” She nodded with certainty and Ganda gave a nod
of agreement.


The words were innocent, but they struck a chord
in Rowan. Dark times were ahead. Maude could not know, but it was very likely
that her prediction would come true. Atlea would not be a country at peace for
much longer.


The boy returned with their drinks. Rowan took his
water cup and set it aside without a sip. He had lost his thirst.


“You are much changed since last we met, Rowan.”


Rowan fingered the growth that covered his face.
It was true. The boy he had been would not recognize the person that he had
become. He had changed, and not as he’d fancied when he had first left
his home with his master. He had fallen.


“Much has happened to me. I do not wish to speak
of it.”


“We understand. There are some things in life that
a person cannot speak of.” Maude hesitated a moment before meeting his eyes. “I
have many questions for you, but for now, I will respect your need for
privacy.” Ganda nodded as he poured his drink into a small saucer and sipped.


Silence hung in the air.


“You are returning to Lauratrea soon, yes?”


“We are. Our business in this country has come to
a close and we will be leaving within six suns. There are still some
preparations to make here in your military city.”


Rowan blinked in surprise. “So soon?”


“Yes. We cannot afford to be gone any longer.”


“The business back home requires our supervision,”
Ganda added. “My sons are smart and will have made much profit. If left alone,
however, they will begin to forget why the business is mine.” He laughed
deeply.


Rowan listened to his words without actually
hearing them.


They were leaving within a week. It was a shame
that he could not leave with them, but even without the pressing problem of the
mercenaries, he could not join them. He was a danger to those around him. There
was a price on his head and a weight on his shoulders. He was meant to be
alone.


“What kind of preparations are required for such a
journey?” Rowan asked casually. He wanted only to seem polite, not interested.


“Supplies must be gathered and we must find others
to make the crossing with. It is dangerous to travel the desert road without a
caravan. Too many risks.”


“Are there any special preparations? What kinds of
supplies are needed?” He kept his tone even, but his questions were very
pointed. Ganda seemed not to notice as he began speaking of the many dangers
inherent in making the border crossing, but Maude eyed him suspiciously.


“Are you planning travel to the Summer Lands?” she
asked directly, interrupting her husband. Ganda stuttered and appeared lost for
a moment before looking to Rowan, who shook his head.


“I’m simply curious, that’s all.”


The elder woman’s stare was hard. “Crossing the
deserts of Lauratrea is no small thing, even when traveling in numbers. Those
who travel alone die.” She let her words hang in the air. There was a gravity
to her statement.


Rowan nodded. He had no illusions about the path
he meant to take.


“When we first met, I offered you my home should
you ever visit Lauratrea. That offer still stands. If you intend to cross the
border, do so with us.”


Rowan again shook his head. “I meant what I said
before. I am merely curious about the journey.”


“Very well then. What would you like to know?”











Chapter 7:                        
Eliza


"I'm sorry, Father. I don't
know what to say. What to do."


Princess Eliza knelt before her father's resting
place. The guards that Gannon had assigned to escort her stood waiting outside.
He had reluctantly allowed her this outing, but only under guard. "You are
not safe, not even in your own castle," he had told her. The people
responsible for assassinating her father were still at large, and Gannon did
not trust anyone. That was why she was required to have his men guarding her,
and also why she was not to meet with anyone. It was too dangerous.


Silent tears ran down the princess's cheeks. She
didn't want the men outside to hear her grief.


"Why couldn't I cry for you at your
funeral?" she whispered. Her voice echoed in the room. "I hurt so
bad, but I have no way to release the pain. I'm broken."


She looked to her father's stone face, a likeness
carved atop his resting place. It had been made years ago to immortalize him in
his prime. His expression was solemn and his eyes, hard. He gave no response.


Eliza couldn't bring herself to look at it. She
turned away, leaning back against the stone and trying not to think about the
body within. Her knees hurt from kneeling so long, but she ignored the pain.
She hugged them to her chest.


Everything would have been so much easier if I
had died, too. Then I wouldn't be left alone with this pain.


"I see you sometimes in my dreams, Father,
only...they aren't the good kind of dreams. They are about that night. I see
death and horror."


She lapsed into silence for a moment. It was dark
and cold, and Eliza couldn't keep from shivering. Torches burned, providing
flickering light. They cast numerous shadows as well. But they offered no
warmth.


There was a time when she would have been afraid
to be alone in a place like this—a dark vault housing the dead. There was even
a space where she would be laid to rest when she died. Eliza could see it from
where she sat. It was a stone box just like her father's, but her likeness
remained absent. She still feared death, just not her own. What truly terrified
her were the shades that haunted her. The ones who whispered to her in the
night, telling her that she was responsible for what had happened. That Baird
and Rowan died for her. That if she had died, everyone else might have lived.


Eliza's head ached as she thought of the events of
that night. It pained her to think about it, but the pain didn't stop her. She
needed to remember what had happened to her. She obsessed over it. But despite
her need to remember, she wasn't sure that she wanted to.


"I...I think that I am beginning to remember
things. Just bits and pieces, nothing coherent. Feelings mostly, but there are
some visions. I see a man—the one who killed you—but I never see his face. I
remember hiding, and then being found. I remember..."


The pain in her head worsened and suddenly, her
thoughts felt muddled. She struggled to remember.


What was I just thinking about? Why can't I
remember?


"I feel like the memories are so close. There
is something important that I saw, but it's not coming back to me. I don't know
if it ever will."


Silence.


"I'm scared, Father."


She closed her eyes and wept, holding onto herself
for comfort.


*      *      *


Eliza stepped outside. She was
greeted by a gust of cold wind and three men. Two of them were Gannon's guards,
and the other was a boy named Byron. She knew him, but not well. She didn't
like him.


Inside the mausoleum, it had been cold. The
building was made of stone and had no heat. But it was much colder outside. The
ground was powdered with a layer of snow and ice. The wind gusted. She was
surprised that the guards could wear their metal armor without shivering.


"You took your time,” Byron muttered. Neither
of the other guards said anything, but they were clearly just as uncomfortable
as he was. Eliza got the feeling that, despite his youth, the boy was the one
in charge.


She fixed him with a hard stare.


"I was mourning my father. Your king."


"He's not my king anymore. He's just a dead
man."


Eliza slapped him hard across the face. The action
left her palm stinging, but she ignored it. She slapped him again and would
have done so a third time, but Byron caught her wrist.


"You won't do that again, Princess."


"You will not speak ill of my father again.
You deserve worse than what I gave you."


Byron sneered. "It's time that you were
returned to your rooms. You've had your outing, but now it's done." He
nodded to the two guards, who took up positions on either side of Eliza and
began leading her towards the castle. Eliza wanted to protest but couldn't.
Instead, she walked with the guards, leaving Byron to follow.


The grounds seemed so different, Eliza reflected.
They felt empty with no one around. A part of that was due to the cold--winter
had come to Estoria and that kept people indoors--but it was more than that.
Even within the castle, there were few people about. Fewer servants, fewer
lords, fewer everything. And among those who were present, Eliza was close to
none of them.


No, the grounds had changed because of what had
happened. People no longer felt safe there like they once had. Those who had
died had not been replaced, and those who used to visit no longer did so.


It made Eliza feel her solitude even more acutely.


"Princess Elizabeth!"


Eliza turned to see that someone else was out in
the cold, hurriedly approaching and calling out to her.


She recognized Head Trainer Darius as he grew
closer, jogging forward. She moved to meet him, but her guards quickly stepped
between her and Darius. Byron scowled, seemingly angry with the head trainer.


"Princess Eliza. I must speak with you,"
Darius said as he reached the group. He looked past the guards to meet her
eyes. "Please."


"This is neither the time nor the place,
Darius," Byron said before Eliza could speak. He stepped forward past the
guards to speak to his former trainer. Darius barely gave the boy a second
gance.


"I must speak with the princess, not you,
Byron."


"The princess is in mourning and is returning
to her rooms. It is cold and she is unwell. If you require a formal audience to
address a problem—"


"No." Darius's voice was hard. "I
will not continue to be ignored. Princess, I must speak with you."


"She does not—"


"I can speak for myself," Eliza
interrupted, pushing past her guards. She looked up at Darius. The trainer had
aged since she last saw him. He appeared worn and weary. His appearance was
well-kept, as always, but he still somehow seemed disheveled. Eliza felt the
same way.


"What do you wish to speak of?" she
asked.


Darius glanced at Byron and her guards.


"Perhaps I could walk you back to your rooms?
We could speak as we walked."


"I cannot allow that," Byron said. The
two guards appeared to agree.


"You can walk with me, Darius," Eliza
said. It was not what he wanted, but Eliza knew that her guards would not leave
her. Gannon had forbidden her from wandering alone; it was too dangerous and no
one could be trusted. But Eliza trusted Darius.


Darius and Byron both scowled. Neither was
entirely happy with Eliza's decision, but she didn't care. She felt very tired
suddenly, and wished to return to her rooms. She began walking.


"It is good to speak with you, Darius. I have
had little time for company lately."


"No one knew that you were alive until your
funeral. Your father's funeral, I mean." He paused for a moment. "You
have my sincerest sympathies, Princess. King Alden was a great man who did
great things. I mourn his loss and wish that I could have done something to
prevent this tragedy." Darius's words were sincere and Eliza did her best
to appreciate them, even though his sympathy could not ease her pain.


"Thank you for your kind words, Darius."


Darius seemed to be struggling to say something
more. Something that pained him.


"Princess, I...I should have been there for
you that night. I should have been there to fight for your father. I could
have—should have—made a difference."


So that's what is troubling him.


"Do not blame yourself, Darius. You were
where you should have been," Eliza said in a hollow voice.


"You have heard of Rowan."


Eliza winced. "Yes."


"Then you know that my own trainee was there
while I myself was not."


"You would only have died, Darius. What could
you have done?" Byron said. Eliza expected the man to put his former
student in his place, but Darius said nothing. He just took the insult.


They were nearing the castle. The guards stepped
forward and held open the doors to allow Eliza, Darius, and Byron entry. They
followed, shutting the doors behind them.


It was warmer here in the castle, but no less
devoid of people. Even the servants were temporarily absent, off cleaning and
performing other duties elsewhere in the castle. She was alone but for her
guards and a single man wishing to talk to her.


"Is this what you came to speak with me
about, Darius?"


"No. I just... That has weighed upon me very
heavily, Princess." He kept silent for a moment before speaking again.
"I have been trying to speak with you for a while, Princess Eliza."
He looked at her—examined her. "Are you well? Have you
been...mistreated?"


"She has been under the Lord Commander's
protection," Byron said. "Are you implying that he would bring harm
to the princess? Need I remind you that Commander Gannon was the one who found
her, saved her, protected her, and kept her safe?"


"And he kept her hidden—locked away until he
felt it was the right time to bring her forward!"


"I am doing as well as can be," Eliza
interjected. Her head was beginning to ache now and she did not wish to be in
the middle of an argument.


"Then why do you take no visitors, Princess
Eliza? Why do you keep to yourself?"


"I am tired, Darius. The draught that the
physiker makes me take leaves me weary, and I do not sleep. Gannon—the Lord
Commander—has taken the responsibility of acting on my behalf. He tells me that
I cannot trust anyone and does not allow me to have visitors in order to keep
me safe."


"Do you distrust me?"


"I trust you, Darius."


"Do you trust Gannon?"


No, I do not.


The ache in Eliza's head became a sharp pain. It
blinded her and left her thoughts muddled.


"I do," she said.


Darius watched her closely as she spoke. He seemed
to be looking for something more in her answer, but seemed not to have it.


"I don't, Princess."


Byron made a noise that was almost a growl, but
held his tongue.


"Are you aware of what the Lord Commander has
been doing?" Darius asked, practically spitting the title.


Eliza shook her head. Once again, her head began
to feel...wrong.


"The Lord Commander is acting on my behalf.
He is seeing to all of the necessary matters of state." The words came as
though from a mouth that was not her own. The words certainly were not. They
were something that Gannon himself had once said to her.


Darius narrowed his eyes.


"Forgive me, Princess, but I do not believe
that those are your words. They do not sound like you."


Eliza shook her head to clear her thoughts.


"I...I do not feel well." She turned to
Darius and found the edges of her vision tunneling. She tried to speak, but
found the words stuck in her throat.


"Trainer Darius!"


Lord Commander Gannon's voice boomed down the
hall. Eliza turned, Darius scowled, and Byron stiffened.


"I thought I told you, Trainer, that the
princess was not well enough to speak with you. She is ill and in mourning. You
were to come to me with any problems of importance."


"I merely wished to speak with Princess
Elizabeth. This was not regarding any matters of state. This was
personal."


"I do not care."


Darius turned away from the Lord Commander.


"I will be leaving now, Princess."
Darius leaned in close, his words quiet and for her alone. "I do not trust
the Lord Commander, Princess. He is up to something and no one can keep him in
check. Not while he is acting as the steward in your place." He leaned
away as though ready to leave, then paused. "Know that I am on your side.
You can come to me for anything. Anything at all. I am loyal to you. And...it
would do you much good to get out by yourself. Take more walks. Perhaps
continue to visit your father. I think I will be doing that from now on, should
you be unable to speak with me for any reason."


Darius straightened and moved away. He glanced
towards Gannon, but said nothing as he turned and left. The Lord Commander
watched him go, then turned to Eliza.


"What did Trainer Darius say to you?"


Eliza shifted under his gaze. He made her
uncomfortable.


"It was nothing. Just talk."


"What. Did. He. Say," Gannon repeated,
emphasizing each word. His voice was commanding and Eliza found it difficult to
disobey.


"He told me that I could speak with him if I
ever felt troubled. And that he was sorry for my father's death."


"I see. Perhaps I will need to speak with him
later. It was not his place to approach you."


"I trust Darius. It was good to speak with
him."


"Your trust is misplaced."


No, it is not! Eliza thought. But she said
nothing.


"You look tired, Princess. You should return
to your rooms and rest. I will speak with you later. For now, I must speak with
Byron." Gannon motioned for the guards to escort Eliza away, and she did
not protest.


She found that she indeed felt very tired. But her
conversation with Darius had made her realize that she could not continue to
remain isolated. This was her country now, and despite her grief, she needed to
do something.











Chapter 8:                        
Darius / Erik


Leaving the castle, Darius crossed
the grounds, back toward the barracks. Encountering the princess had been
fortuitous, and he was pleased that he’d seized the opportunity to talk with her.
Had that not happened, Darius felt certain that he’d never have been allowed to
see her. The Lord Commander would not allow it.


Darius did not trust Gannon, who’d always been at
odds with the late King Alden and Baird. In the wake of their deaths, he had
elevated himself to a position of power and authority. Gannon took advantage of
Pricess Eliza’s grief, assuming power by ignoring protocol. He’d always been
assertive and power hungry, but this felt different. He hadn’t just assumed
temporary power, he had declared himself Steward of the Realm with aims of
growing even more powerful. And he had done this while hiding Princess Eliza,
the rightful heir to the throne. Gannon continued to claim that he was acting
in the princess’s best interest, attempting to keep her safe from any potential
assassins, but that was a lie.


It all felt wrong to Darius. Gannon gave no
indication that he intended to abdicate his temporary power, and there was no
one—other than the princess, whom he controlled—to keep him in check. 


Fear started to take hold as Darius worried about
the Lord Commander’s plans. He began to speculate about Gannon’s recent moves.
The early graduation and assignment of boys in training. The movement of troops
towards the border. Gannon was making preparations for war.


This is not my job. I am not responsible for
such things. That was Baird’s work. Darius silently cursed to himself as he
walked alone. As a rule, Darius never cursed aloud. That was for other
trainers. He was the authority and, as such, was supposed to be better. He held
himself to a higher standard, and adhered to it always. It kept him calm and
composed—outwardly, at least—but his thoughts were his own.


I seem to be the only one with any authority
who knows enough and cares enough to act. It falls to me, then, to ensure that
balance and order is maintained.


While not what he wanted, he felt an obligation to
his countrymen. Sighing, he descended the steps leading from the castle estate
to the training grounds. The guards at the top of the stairs recognized him and
allowed him to pass. He was thankful for that. These men weren’t Gannon’s.
Gannon’s guards, who now served as the main force protecting the castle and
policing the city, would not have allowed him to pass without stopping. It would
have been a bother in this cold weather.


The stairs were slick with a thin coating of ice,
requiring Darius to step slowly and attend to his footing.


I’ll need to see to it that this path is salted
to keep the ice from forming, Darius thought. Yet another duty added to a
constantly growing list. With most of his trainers and trainees reassigned by
Gannon, he was growing shorthanded. He still oversaw several hundred boys. He
needed to find more help.


Approaching the training grounds, Darius proudly
noticed that some were still out training. He heard Trainers Torrhen, Caius,
Emid, and Allan yelling at their respective groups of boys as they worked in
the snow. The fields were completely covered in snow. Some areas had been
cleared, but the rest was several feet deep and growing with each snowfall.


Again, Darius reflected on the need for additional
help. Those four men were all that were left to him. They managed by allowing
the older boys freedom to train themselves. Darius could see some hard at work,
though many chose not to endure the cold and had retreated to the barracks.
There they could enjoy some measure of warmth.


Darius took a moment to watch the scene before
him. He was very busy and there was much to do, but he allowed himself this
moment. Pride rose within him as he saw the younger boys struggling to learn.
Trainer Emid appeared to be leading a group into the forest to practice
tracking. The trees had turned white as powder layered the branches. The ground
below was kept mostly free of snow, but it was still wet and icy. It would be a
difficult exercise in this weather—cold and miserable—but Emid knew what he was
about, and the boys would learn much.


I don’t have time for this.


Turning away, Darius continued on toward the
barracks. Snow made the walk difficult; his feet felt cold and the hems of his
pants were wet and starting to freeze. He would need to light a fire in his
office to warm himself and dry his clothes.


Lost in thought as he mentally reviewed all his
tasks, Darius noticed someone approaching. It was Erik walking in his
direction. The boy waved, hoping to grab his attention.


Erik had been coming to Darius recently, wishing
to speak on matters that were best left alone. They were, in fact, the very
matters that Darius himself struggled to answer. The boy asked after the
princess and inquired regarding Rowan’s death. He questioned why many of the
younger boys were being graduated prematurely and why his friends were being
sent away. In short, he was asking the same troublesome questions plaguing
Darius, yet had no idea of the perils surrounding his inquiries.


Hoping to avoid a meeting with Erik, Darius
hastened his step. If he could make it to his office quickly enough, then…


“Head Trainer Darius!”


Damn.


Darius turned to acknowledge the young trainee. He
slowed his pace, but did not stop. If Erik truly wished to speak with him, then
he could do so while walking. Darius was busy, after all.


“What is it?” he asked.


“I need to speak with you. Can you spare a
moment?”


Darius sighed. In truth, he felt so overwhelmed by
what needed to be done that it was hard to focus enough to spare even a short 
moment. 


“Is the matter urgent?”


“Yes.”


“It cannot wait?”


Erik hesitated. He was not one to lie to get what
he wanted.


“I would prefer that it didn’t,” he said at last.


A good answer, if an inconvenient one.


“Very well. Come, we will speak in my office.”
Darius led the way and Erik followed. His office and quarters were near the
center of the barracks, surrounded in a circular pattern of smaller barracks.
While he had his own separate building, it was small and sparse; still, it was
more than what the other trainers had.


Erik stepped forward to open the door for Darius,
standing aside to allow the older man to enter. Darius nodded in thanks as he
crossed the threshold.  He immediately moved to light the room, then knelt
before the hearth to start a fire. Anticipating the late afternoon’s colder
weather, he had stacked wood and kindling before leaving that morning. 


“What is it that you wish to speak about?” Darius
motioned to one of the seats, inviting Erik to sit. This would not be a short
conversation and, now that Erik was here, Darius would raise another matter
that had been on his mind. Erik lowered himself onto the seat.


“I feel that Rowan’s death needs to be addressed.”


Darius cut in before Erik could continue. “We have
spoken about this matter before, Erik. I have made it clear that there is
nothing I can do. I do not have answers for you.” Rowan’s death had been a blow
to Erik. It had affected all of them, but Erik took it the hardest. The two had
been very close. Darius understood how the boy felt.


“You may not have answers, sir, but that
does not mean my concerns are invalid. Why has Rowan’s death not been
addressed? He received no funeral or acknowledgment. I don’t even know what was
done with his body. The only reason we even know that he died is because he is
absent and no one refutes the claim that he is dead! He deserves better and I
deserve answers. He was my friend.”


Erik was right, even if Darius couldn’t admit as
much. There were so many questions surrounding Rowan’s death. Darius had heard
unsettling rumors from the city. While Gannon had imposed limits on travel to
and from the capital following King Alden’s death, the restrictions had eased
of late—perhaps because it was now known that Princess Elizabeth was alive.
Darius had heard that a boy was wanted by the crown, with a bounty on his head,
and that a wide search underway. Such rumors made one question who this boy was
and why he was wanted.


The rumors were, of course, unreliable. Many wild
and unfounded tales abounded as every man with an opinion added to the
collective gossip. Some claimed that the king was still alive but had been
forced into exile. Others postulated that Lauratrean assassins had killed the
king with black magic.


But Darius had seen King Alden’s body. He
recognized the cut of a blade. He had seen Baird as well. The man had been cut
beyond recognition, his body violated and destroyed. It had been a painful
sight. His apprentice had likely met a similar fate and, if so, Darius was glad
not to have witnessed the tragic assault. Such horrible images would haunt him
forever.


“Rowan was my responsibility, but he was not my
charge. I know that his death weighs upon you, as it does me, but I cannot
speak on the matter. Even if I had the answers you seek, I doubt that they
would bring you peace.” He took a seat behind his desk.


“I don’t need peace, I need answers. I need
justice!”


“And I have none for you.” Darius’s voice was
hard. His frustration was mounting, and the matter of Rowan troubled him as
much as it did Erik.


“Surely you can feel it, too? Something is not
right. The capital has changed since that night, and not for the better.”


“That is an issue you would best leave alone,” Darius
warned him. Erik’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.


“And if I don’t? Did I misjudge you, Darius?”


The head trainer sighed.


“Do not mistake my meaning, Erik. I am aware of
how the capital is changing, and what it might mean. I am not ignorant of these
things. But I would caution you to tread carefully if you wish to speak on such
issues.”


“That is why I chose to speak to you. I trust
you.”


“Then trust my warning. This is not an issue that
you should concern yourself with.”


“If I don’t, then who will? You?”


“Perhaps.”


“You are already over-tasked, Darius. You need
help.”


“Yes, I do,” Darius replied. He elected to ignore
Erik’s informal address for the moment. It was time to make his request of the
boy.


“You agree with me?” Erik looked somewhat
surprised, though Darius wasn’t entirely sure why. It was obvious that he
needed help. Even ignoring all of his other duties, he still wouldn't be able
to do everything that needed doing.


“Then you will allow me to help you?”


“No. I need your help elsewhere, with other matters.”
Darius stood. The fire he’d built was now burning hot and warmth was beginning
to spread through the room. Darius became conscious of his damp clothing, but
chose to ignore it. He would change after Erik left.


“Too many of my trainers have been called away. I
am left with only myself and four others to manage more than a hundred boys,
and I can’t do very much. We’ve managed by allowing the seniors more freedom,
but that isn’t how it should be. I need more help. I need more trainers.”


“Are you asking me what I think you are?”


“I am not asking, Erik. This is an immediate
promotion. I am naming you Trainer Erik and I am giving you charge of some of
the younger boys. Your position will be official, but provisional.”


“What am I supposed to do with them? I’m no
trainer.”


“You worked with Rowan to train many of the boys
in swordsmanship. This will be similar.”


“Rowan and I did very little, and he was the one
who did the teaching.”


“Many of the boys look up to you, Erik. Even the
older ones.”


“I don’t know that I can do this. Why not ask
Andrew? He’d be a better leader.”


“Andrew is being graduated and transferred. If he
weren’t—”


“When will this happen? And why was I not told?
When was Andrew told? I will kick him for not telling me about this.”


Darius paused, giving Erik a moment to process
this information. He did not want to overwhelm the boy all at once. There was
so much happening.


As it became clear that Darius would not be
answering his questions, Erik refrained from asking anything more. The look in
his eyes, though, told Darius that Erik would be looking for Andrew, pressing
him with the same questions.


“If Andrew were not leaving,” Darius continued,
“then I would ask this of him as well. But between the two of us, I believe
that you will make the better trainer. Andrew is very skilled, but you have a
natural ability to lead. People like you.”


“I should be going off instead of Andrew. He would
make the better trainer. I won’t even know what to do.”


“You needn’t worry too much about your new duties.
For now, I only expect you to shadow Trainer Emid when he delivers his lessons.
You know the necessary skills, but I want you to learn how best to teach them.
And how to manage the boys.


“You will also be responsible for the older boys,”
Darius added. “I want you to oversee them. You don’t have to train them, just
keep them in line.”


“They won’t accept me,” Erik protested.


“They will come to, if you do well. They already
respect you. You are the best of them, Erik, and they all know it. It is time
you acknowledged that, as well.”


Erik sighed in resignation. He looked defeated.
Darius felt bad for him, but knew that he would rise to the challenge. The boy
would make a good trainer, given time.


“What are my immediate duties?”


“For now, find something to keep the older boys
occupied. Perhaps begin sparring sessions as you did with Rowan. Tomorrow, you
will report to Trainer Emid. I will speak with him and the other trainers so
they know of your position.”


“They don’t already?”


“No.”


“Will you be making an announcement to the other
trainees, or will I be expected to do that?”


“I will see to that. It should come from me.”


Erik nodded in agreement.


“Will I have to move into the trainers’ quarters?”


Darius paused. He had not considered this.


“It would be best for you to remain where you are
in the barracks, though I would recommend moving to a sleeping area at the
front or rear of the building. Placing yourself in a new position will show
change without alienating your peers by leaving. I will leave dining to you.
You may dine with your friends and peers or you may sup with the other
trainers.”


“Are they still my peers if I am a trainer?”


Darius could see that the boy did not want to be
alienated and left alone.


“You are a provisional trainer, Erik. I am giving
you some measure of authority, but you still answer to me and Trainers Caius,
Torrhen, and Emid. Your relationships with the other boys will change. They
must come to see you as a leader and an authority figure, which is different
than being their friend, but your bonds with them will not be broken.”


Erik nodded.


“Is there anything else you wish to speak about?”


The boy hesitated. Darius sensed that Erik had
more on his mind he wished to discuss but as Erik started to speak, he cast his
eys to the floor and shook his head.


“No. There’s nothing else.”


Darius dismissed him with a wave. Erik stood and
bowed before leaving. A blast of frigid air blew inside as the door opened and
then closed.


What did he keep to himself? Darius
wondered. Perhaps Erik would bring up the matter at another time. For now,
Darius would let the boy deal with his own issues. Darius had his own matters
to manage. But everything could wait until he changed out of his damp clothing.



He had just finished removing his boots and socks
when he realized that he hadn’t asked Erik to summon Trainer Emid. Darius would
have to fetch the man himself, and that meant going back out into the cold and
getting wet again.


He sighed.


So much for a moment of rest and comfort,
he thought, stepping back into his socks.


*      *      *


Erik walked away from his
conversation with Darius feeling overwhelmed. He’d wanted to speak to Darius
about his concerns regarding recent events. He’d wanted to do something—to be
active. Instead, Darius had dismissed him and given him a task to keep him
busy.


He should have felt proud—honored, even—that
Darius had promoted him to trainer. It was unheard of for someone his age. He
had not even been officially graduated. Yet he couldn’t help but feel that this
was a chore rather than an honor. It was a way for Darius to keep him busy and
out of trouble.


“I’ll need to speak with Trainer Emid,” Erik mused
aloud. It would be best to do so before tomorrow, to coordinate and have a
plan. Erik wanted to know what to expect and, hopefully, Emid would give him
some guidance. Before that, though, there was something else that he needed to
do.


Tenro.


Rowan’s sword was still hiding under his mattress
in the barracks. If he planned to change bunks, he would need to move the sword
now. It’d be impossible to hide it while moving and with others around. He had
very few possessions, so the sword would stand out.


“Ho, Erik.” Several boys greeted him as he passed
them on their way to dinner. He greeted them in kind, exchanging words with
some and nodding to others. As he walked, he thought about what Darius had said
to him.


Many of the boys look up to you, Erik. Even the
older ones.


With Byron gone, the atmosphere in the barracks
had changed for the better. Erik had always been aware that he was…popular was
the wrong word—well-liked, perhaps. He knew every other trainee, if not by name
then by face, and they all seemed to know him. He’d never paid attention before
now.


Rowan had once told him that there were three
factions within the barracks: those who followed Byron, those who followed
Erik, and those few who remained neutral. Erik had dismissed his friend’s words
because Rowan had been new to the barracks. Byron had a group of boys who
bullied others and Erik often stood against them, but he hadn’t had a
following. At least that was how he had seen it. But looking back, he had a
better idea of what Rowan had meant.


He was well-known and well-liked, and many of the
other boys let him be the one to take action. And he had. He still did. Even
Andrew was passive, preferring to manage himself rather than look after others.
If Rowan were still here, things would be different. Rowan had been a natural
leader that even Erik had come to admire and look up to. He would have followed
Rowan without question. But his friend was gone and that left only Erik.


He nodded as he passed another group of boys,
these ones younger than most. They were new enough that they would not have
participated in any of the training sessions that he and Rowan had organized.


Darius was right. It would be good to start those
training sessions again. The boys his own age needed something to keep them
busy and the younger boys would benefit from the training and experience.


The barracks were completely empty when he
entered. It was time for supper and all of the boys had likely gone to eat. His
friends were probably wondering why he hadn’t come to join them, but they knew
that he had gone to speak with Darius. His absence would be noticed, but not
unexpected.


Erik looked about to ensure that no one else was
present. Seeing no one, he pulled out the bundle from under his bed. It was
where he had kept Tenro, but he could no longer keep it here. It wouldn’t be
safe.


Where do I put it?


He struggled to think of a place. Where would it
be safe? Where would it not be found—a place where others wouldn’t or couldn’t
go? It came to him immediately.


The forest.


Trainees were not supposed to go there without
supervision. It was meant for hunting. And now that the snows had come, no one
would go there willingly. It would be cold and wet, entirely unpleasant.


With everyone else at dinner, it was the ideal
time to move Tenro. He hefted the sword and moved to leave. He opened the door
to the barracks and walked out into the cold.


“Where are you going?”


Erik froze at the sound of Andrew’s voice. What
was he doing here? Andrew should have been at dinner with the others.


He turned to meet his friend, doing his best to
hold Tenro behind him.


“Ho, Andrew,” Erik replied in greeting. “Isn’t it
time for dinner?”


“I’m not hungry.”


Andrew glanced at the hand Erik held behind his
back. Feeling sure that he’d done a poor job hiding the sword, Erik shifted
uncomfortably. The sword was long, but Erik had kept it wrapped, attempting to
disguise its size and shape. It could very well be a training weapon.


“You didn’t answer my question, Erik. Where are
you going?”


“I need to speak with Trainer Emid,” Erik said
quickly. It wasn’t a lie, but it also wasn’t the truth. “Darius has named me a
provisional trainer. I will be shadowing him tomorrow to learn my new duties.”


“I thought you went to speak with him about your
concerns, not to be promoted,” Andrew joked.


“You aren’t surprised?”


“No. Darius needs additional help. I’m only
surprised that it took him this long to act. I’m sorry that I cannot join you as
a trainer.”


Erik hesitated before asking, but he had to
confirm what Darius had told him.


“Darius said you are being graduated—that you will
be sent away. Is that true?”


“Yes.”


“Where?”


“I won’t be told until I arrive, though I know
that it will be somewhere near the border. Probably Oscilliath. That’s where
most of the others have been sent.”


“Do you know when?”


Andrew shook his head. “No. I only know that it
will be soon. Before the month is out.” He looked off into the distance, out
past the training fields. “I am worried by this, Erik.”


“As you should be.”


“No. You do not understand,” Andrew said. “I’ve
been paying very close attention to all of those who have been graduated and
sent away. Did you know that all of them have been sent to the border?
Every last one of them.”


Erik nodded hesitantly, unsure where Andrew was
going with this. It was true that most of the boys were being sent north and
east.


“I have been wondering why so many are being
graduated, and why they are all sent to the same place. What reason is there
for so many troops to gather at the border? There have even been rumors that
many more soldiers are being transferred there. Such a large presence has never
before been necessary. There is only one purpose for such preparations.” Andrew
began to trail off, as though he had forgotten that he was talking with Erik.
He gave a start when Erik spoke.


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


Andrew hesitated before answering the question. “I
don’t know,” he finally said. “It is hard for me to say good-bye. Especially
when it is not yet time to leave. Knowing won’t change anything except to make
the inevitable parting more painful. Best to leave it until later.”


“I thought we were closer than that.”


“We are. But I’m not the only one with secrets.”
Again, Andrew glanced at the bundle that Erik held behind him. He said nothing.


“I have to go,” Erik said. “I will speak with you
later. I want to discuss continuing the training sessions that Rowan started.”


Andrew raised an eyebrow at that. He looked
interested but Erik turned and hurried off before his friend had a chance to
speak. The conversation had already gone on for too long. He would have to miss
dinner if he wished to hide the sword and speak with Trainer Emid.


Erik headed in the direction of the trainers’ quarters.
Then, when Andrew was out of sight, he turned and ran to the forest. The snow
revealed his tracks, but there was little he could do about it. He’d just have
to work quickly.


“Why’d you have to leave me your sword, Rowan?”
Erik cursed. It was cold and wet and he was very hungry. Forsaking a warm meal
among friends to be out here soaking his clothes in the snow made him question
his decision. I should have just left the sword where it was. No one would
have found it beneath my mattress. Starting tomorrow, I will have some measure
of authority as a trainer, so privacy will no longer be an issue. I could turn
back now. There might still be time for supper.


Erik continued to complain aloud to himself, but
he did not turn back. He knew that this was the best course of action, even if
it left him miserable and wet. His clothes would dry and his temper would even.
It was more important that this sword remain safe and secret.


He didn’t know exactly why he had to do this. It
just felt right. This was an important secret, and he needed to keep it that
way until the time was right. He would find a time to speak with Darius once he
knew more. Once he was prepared for the answers he would find.


Erik stumbled through the dense trees, slowly
making his way deeper into the forest. It was beginning to grow dark and that
meant that his time was growing short. He made his way to a small clearing he’d
spotted, deciding that it was as good a place as any. Using his hands, he dug a
shallow space and placed the sword where it would remain dry, covered it with
brush and fallen leaves, and then spread some snow over the pile to make it
look natural.


Satisfied that it wouldn’t be found, Erik turned
away and retraced his steps through the snow, being careful to remember his way
so that he could later return. Now all that was left was to find Trainer Emid.
The rest of his problems could be dealt with tomorrow.











Chapter 9:                        
Rowan


The streets of Oscilliath were a
cold place after dark, Rowan reflected as he walked. It was now early morning,
just after first light. The vendors were out but the markets were not yet busy.
It was the ideal time to purchase supplies.


Unwilling to waste his money on sleep, Rowan had
spent the previous night on the streets. It was not the first time he had done
so since he had left the capital behind, and it was unlikely to be the last.
But previous experience did nothing to make the ground softer or the night
warmer.


Maude and Ganda had asked him to share their
accommodations of course, and he had refused. “I already have a room, bought
and paid for.” Rowan had argued, unwilling to accept their hospitality. He was
as much a danger to them as they were to him. But he deserved the danger. They
did not. So he took his leave after speaking with them about the crossing. The conversation
had been informative, though not in the way that Rowan had hoped. There had
been little talk of supplies beyond a great need for water. The most important
piece of advice that he had been given was to travel with a group. And he was
going to ignore that.


Still, he had learned some useful information.
Ganda had described their own journey in detail, mentioning landmarks and
waypoints for trade and supplies. Maude told him how long the journey would
last. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.


“It is good that we were joined again,” Maude had
said as Rowan was leaving. “I am always happy to offer my help.” She took him
by the shoulder and held him, her tone changing. “I feel an emptiness in you. A
darkness that consumes you. Do not throw your life away. Do not make the
crossing alone. If you should wish to travel, do so with us.”


Maude’s genuine sincerity weighed on Rowan, and he
thanked her with a lie.


The markets had still been open when Rowan left
the Sandstone Palace, but the gates had been closed for the night making it
impossible to depart until the sun rose. Though Rowan had wished to leave as
soon as possible, it was for the best that he had to wait. He did not want to
run into Dagget or the other mercenaries again.


So he had found an alley in which to hide, and
fought off sleep. He knew what dreams awaited him, and he could not afford to
cry out in his sleep.


Now the night was fading and the city was
stirring. Soon the gates would open, and Rowan planned to be ready when they
did.


Given the early hour, Rowan was able to quickly
purchase his supplies. The streets were not yet crowded and the vendors not yet
busy. He supplied himself as best he could, finding water skins and food that
would keep for a long time. Knowing that his money would be of little use in
Lauratrea, he spent it all. Every last coin. It felt wasteful, but he knew it
was necessary.


Rowan was examining a map when he was distracted
by a nearby vendor. He was not one to be distracted by the shouts of a
merchant, but this one wasn’t speaking to him. The man was gossiping with
another vendor about a raid by the city guard on an inn.


“It was the Morning Star. Guards raided it last
night. Searched every room and questioned the patrons for near on an hour.
Didn’t find what they wanted though, ‘cause they left afterwards without
arresting anyone. Didn’t even say what they were on about.”


“For true?”


“Ask anyone. It was quite the scene.”


The men continued talking but Rowan did not need
to hear any more. He returned the map and hurried away. If there was a raid on
the Morning Star inn, it must have been because of him. Someone had recognized
him. Or perhaps Baird’s aliases were known. It made no difference. What it
meant was that Rowan had to leave. Immediately.


He was closest to the northern gate, so he headed
in that direction. In his haste, he turned a corner and bumped into someone.


“My apologies.” Rowan said hurriedly, already
moving to leave. Then he saw who he had run into.


Fat Ben.


The man stared at Rowan in disbelief. Time seemed
to slow as both realized their situation. Then the moment was over.


“You!” He cried out.


Rowan reacted a fraction of a second faster,
dodging as Fat Ben grabbed at him. He hopped back a step and immediately turned
on heel and began to run. Behind him Fat Ben cried out and began to pursue.


With the streets empty, Rowan could not lose
himself in the crowds. Instead, he sprinted as quickly as he could. He turned
left and then right, cutting through alleys and running blindly until he had
lost his way. And still he ran, knowing that he could not be caught. When he
finally risked a glance behind him, Fat Ben was nowhere in sight. He must have
fallen behind or been lost in pursuit.


Rowan stepped off of the street and took a moment
to catch his breath. He was breathing heavily from the exertion of running, and
the weight of his pack, newly filled with supplies, had not helped. His lower
back ached where the pack had slapped against him as he ran. He rubbed the
tender area and made a mental note to tighten the lower straps of his pack.


He glanced around again to make sure that Fat Ben
was not around. Rowan saw no sign of the man, nor of any of the other
mercenaries. After losing Rowan in the chase, Fat Ben had likely gone to inform
Dagget of Rowan’s presence within the city. Soon Dagget would have his men
searching for Rowan. They would likely be watching the city exits, which meant
that Rowan needed to be on his way.


Leaving by the north gate was no longer an option.
That was where he had run into Fat Ben, and that was where he would be most
likely to find one or more of the mercenaries waiting for him.


He took a moment to examine his surroundings and
figure out where in the city he was. Luckily, his blind escape had led him
towards the western edge of the city. It was the most convenient gate to leave
by, but it was also likely the most heavily manned. It was by that entrance
that foreigners entered the city.


Rowan shoved aside thoughts of facing city guards
and made his way west. The sun was now risen and the streets were becoming
lively. Rowan welcomed the press of people. They helped to conceal him as he
made his way to the edge of the city. He watched the gate for any sign of
Dagget or the other mercenaries, but he saw none. Even still, Rowan was filled
with fear as he walked past the guards. His face was known, and news of the
raid meant that it was likely known that he was in the city.


But he made his way past the guards without
incident. Now that he was on foot, he had to keep a quick pace in order to put
some distance between himself and the city. It was disheartening to know that
he would be unable to flee anyone that pursued him on horseback. They would
have to track him, of course, but in the direction he was headed the land would
soon be flat and without vegetation. There would be nowhere to hide.


*      *      *


Crossing the border proved to be
much easier than Rowan had thought. There was no checkpoint between the
borders. In fact, there was very little at all to indicate that he had left his
home country behind him. There was only a gradual shifting of the landscape as
the hills began to flatten out and the grass became caked earth. And the
realization that he had at some point made the crossing.


Rowan had expected to feel some profound sense of
loss as he left. Instead he felt nothing. After all the things that he had
already lost, this paled in comparison.


Goodbye, Father. Brother. Perhaps we will meet
in the next life.


Two days after he decided that Atlea was behind
him, the kingsroad gave way to a beaten path. A day later, Rowan lost the path.











Chapter 10:                  
Rowan


An empty wasteland. That was what
Lauratrea was.


Rowan had heard what the great desert was like.
Baird had told him idle tales of the scorched borderlands. Maude and Ganda had
warned him what the crossing would be like. But Rowan had been unable to
comprehend their  meaning until now. He was a fool.


His mouth dried out with the heat and it sometimes
hurt to breathe. Sand got in his eyes and his clothes.


Before him lay miles and miles of scorched earth.
Behind him, the view was more of the same, with the only the occasional plant.
Only the sun and the stars served as any sort of guide, and it was by them that
he made his way. They only helped him determine direction, however. They could
not tell him where he was.


The air went from cold to warm to unbearably hot.
Instead of worrying about snow, Rowan now worried about water. He was starting
to run low and had no way to get more. He tried to stay calm but feeling
thirsty and lost were beginning to overwhelm him.


“I should have died with Baird,” Rowan said to no
one, cursing his situation. He wondered what Baird would say if he could see
Rowan now. He imagined his master shaking his head in disappointment and
turning his back on his failed apprentice.


The thought pained him and he urged himself
onwards, moving ever deeper into the desert.


That night, he didn’t even bother to make camp. He
simply lay out his bedroll and performed his nightly ritual. He worked his way
through the sword dance with ease, first with his dominant hand and then again
with his left. The forms had become smooth and he was noticeably improved with
his left hand. Clearing his mind, however, had been difficult. Too many dark
thoughts plagued him, and his guilt made concentration difficult.


When done, Rowan began his shadow dance. He
focused on the dark thoughts that troubled him, giving them form as he imagined
an opponent. Baird.


A shadowy ghost in the form of his master stood
facing him, sword in hand. Used to this by now, Rowan moved forward and swung.
He almost always made the first move. It was a slight advantage that he took
against an opponent who always won. But this time was different.


Rowan fully expected his blow to miss. For Baird
to block or dodge. But his master made no move to protect himself. He looked at
Rowan with cold eyes and suddenly, his shape shifted and changed, becoming
smaller and feminine.


There was a muted thud as Rowan dropped his
weapon. He stared in horror at the ghost of Eliza in front of him, her form
wispy like smoke where his blade had passed through her. Tears burned his
cheeks as he struggled to find the right words. To apologize. To make her
disappear. To explain. He didn’t know what he needed to convey, but it didn’t
matter because his words failed him anyway.


Rowan’s mind raced out of control. He couldn’t
think. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t control his own thoughts. All of the rage and
the guilt and the despair that he had poured into the shadow dance, all of it
came crashing down upon him with a weight that could not be borne. He could
feel something inside him beginning to break.


Rowan reached out towards the girl that he had
failed, grasping at the only thing that grounded him. He reached out and his
hand found only empty air, passing through her. Rowan sobbed as she began to fade
away without a word, leaving him alone yet again. He cried for her death, and
for his failure. And just like that, the weight of his guilt became heavier.


*      *      *


Rowan stumbled forward, feeling
defeated. He was nearing his end, overpowered by the nothingness of the land
around him. His throat burned for want of water and his stomach was pained. His
last drink had been juice squeezed from the prickly plant, some of the only
vegetation able to grow in this wasteland. Rowen had quickly downed the juice
before realizing it was tainted. How could I have been so weak to succumb to
my thirst. 


The combination of sun and tainted juice left
Rowan sick and weak. He was hungry, but couldn’t bring himself to eat. Nothing
could be kept down, and he was unwilling to waste what little food he had left.


Was he even traveling in the right direction
anymore? It was hard to tell.


His head spun and suddenly, he could no longer
tell up from down. The ground was hard beneath him, throwing up dust as his
body made contact. The pain was nothing to him, barely even registering as he
fought to regain his senses. Rowan allowed himself a short respite to recover,
laying where he had fallen.


Struggling to rise, Rowen wavered as he rose,
feeling like the weight of his pack had grown enormous. After finding his
balance, he took a tentative step forward. Another followed, and he slowly
began to walk. He made it a short distance before his vision went white and he
again found himself on the ground. This time, Rowan made no effort to move.


He was so tired. He had done so much.


A shadow passed over him briefly. It belonged to
one of the scavenger birds that had been following him. He knew without
looking, for Lauratrea had no clouds. It was as if the sun would allow nothing
else to share its sky.


Why do I fight on? Rowan wondered. He knew
that if he did not rise soon, he never would. But a weakness that was not
entirely physical held him down. Why do I struggle to live when my life no
longer has purpose?


Rowan’s eyes closed. He was filled with an
overwhelming sense of defeat. He felt resigned, unwilling to rise.


Baird’s voice spoke to him then.


You are more than what you have become.


“I am nothing!” Rowan cried. A surprised flutter
of wings came from somewhere outside his field of vision. “I am an outcast. A
wanderer. A shadow of what you—” Rowan choked on his words. “…of what I could
have been.”


You run from that which you must face. You turn
your back on me.


“What would you have me do?”


Silence.


“You abandoned me!” Rowan’s voice broke. Emotions warred
within him, equal parts anger and guilt. “You left me behind so that you could
die, but we were supposed to fight together!”


You were weak.


“I was willing! You meant to save me, but my life
means nothing now. I am lost, and there is no one to show me the way. I have
nothing left.”


Silence.


“Please…answer me. I need you.” He cried silently,
lapsing in and out of consciousness.


He felt the weight of a hand on his shoulder. Its
touch was light and delicate, hesitant. He reached out and took the hand, rolling
onto his side just enough to allow his head to turn. Through blurred vision, he
could make out a feminine figure kneeling at his side.


Another hallucination.


He tried to speak her name but could not find his
voice. She quieted him when he moaned her name, placing a finger on his lips.
Her voice came to him as a whisper. “You are safe now. Rest.” In a different
tone, she spoke unfamiliar words. Rowan wondered who they were meant for, but
found he hadn’t the energy to think about it.


Rowan surrendered himself. He embraced the
darkness, letting it take him, knowing that he would not wake alone. There
would be some measure of peace in death.


When he awoke, however, he found himself not in
the company that he had expected.











Chapter 11:                  
Eliza


Eliza lay on the bed in her room,
completely surrounded by darkness. Tilly had opened the curtains earlier in the
day ,but Eliza had shut them again once  the girl was gone. Now she regretted
that decision. Darkness was not kind to Eliza. She feared the dark, and being
alone only made it worse.


She’d just had another dream. It was why she had
awakened and why she wished the curtains were open. She didn’t want to be in
the darkness.


Her dream had been—as most of them were—about that
night. About what had happened. She was beginning to recover bits of her
memory. She didn’t want to remember, but she couldn’t help it. This time, she
had seen her father killed by a group of men. Hiding crouched in an alcove,
she’d heard the terrifying noises; she’d peeked her head around the wall, and
seeing what was happening, let out a scream.  A shadowy figure found her,
pulled her from where she’d been hiding, and spoke words of lies and treachery.
Her memories aroused a sense of  familiarity, as though she knew who this man
was. But as hard as she tried, she could only see a face masked by shadow.


Eliza shut her eyes and tried to will the
image—the memory—away. Thinking about it made her head ache. A deep throbbing
pain that seemed to echo, pounding louder with each thought.


It isn’t real, she told herself. It was
only a dream, nothing more. My memories of that night are lost. Gannon told me
so.


The headache began to subside, becoming a dull
pounding that slowly faded as her mind cleared. She hadn’t told Gannon of her
dreams. He asked about them often, for she couldn’t hide the sounds of the
night terrors. Not when she awoke screaming more often than not. He knew her
sleep was troubled, but he didn’t know that she was beginning to remember
events from that night.


She herself couldn’t be certain that her dreams
were actual memories. There was no way to tell if they were the truth, or even
what they might mean. But deep within, she was beginning to believe that these
were more than just dreams. She sensed that she was beginning to remember what
had happened that night. And she knew this was dangerous. When Gannon
questioned her—as he was now doing more often—she revealed nothing. He seemed
to believe her and, to help her sleep, had Phaegis mix her stronger and
stronger draughts to calm the mind, relax the body, and make her weary.


The most recent potion sat untouched on the table
beside her bed. She didn’t like the medicine. It tasted awful and left her
feeling…wrong… light-headed and foggy.  


She thought about drinking some now. Just a sip to
calm her mind and perhaps help her sleep again. Maybe this time she would have
a peaceful sleep. Maybe she wouldn’t wake up in terror, her sheets and clothing
soaked in sweat. But no, she didn’t want to risk it.


She reached out with a trembling hand and pushed
the cup away. It tipped over and clattered to the floor, spilling its contents
and forming a puddle. Eliza watched as the pool of liquid on her table was
drawn over the edge like a waterfall. The steady flow lessened to a trickle,
then to a drip.


Drip. Drip. Drip.


No one came to clean the mess. Tilly would likely
be attending to other duties at the moment. The guards checked on her regularly
and would investigate if she made a lot of noise, but they only cared that she
remain in her room. They did not even speak. Within the confines of her suite,
she was free to do as she wanted.


What do I want to do?


She wanted to open the curtains, but felt tired
and weak. At the moment, Eliza was feeling many things. She was hungry and
thirsty and beginning to feel restless. But more than anything, she was sad.
She bore the constant weight of her depression. And while it no longer
overwhelmed her as it once had, it wasn’t better. It had simply become a part
of who she was, and how she felt.


What was I like before this? It’s so hard to
remember how I used to be.


Eliza thought about the days before this had
happened, recalling how she’d been defiant and rebellious, sneaking about and
doing what she wanted. She remembered Rowan teaching her how to hold a sword.
They’d had many lessons together before their time had ended.


I’ve become weak willed.


Eliza pulled herself into a sitting position and
looked to the windows. She would open the blinds, even if only to prove that
she could. It would be pitiful if she could not even do that much to be
somewhat self-sufficient.


Standing proved more difficult than expected.
Eliza’s legs shook from the effort and her vision tunneled, but she held
herself upright and managed to make it all the way to the window. It was funny.
She remembered doing the exact opposite of this some time ago, back when she
felt too sick to function and Gannon had kept her confined to her rooms at all
times—back when no one knew that she lived. Tilly had opened her curtains to
let in some light and when the maid had left, Eliza had stubbornly gotten up to
close them again.


Why had she done that? Darkness did not suit her.


Eliza pulled aside the drapes and was bathed in
light. The sky above was overcast, but the clouds were light and playful rather
than ominous. She sat at the windowsill and, on a whim, she opened the window
just a crack.


She was refreshed by the cool, chilling air and
felt better than she had. She breathed deeply and felt the chill in her lungs.
It burned.


Outside, beyond the walls of the castle grounds,
the city was covered in snow. Smoke drifted up from chimneys as citizens—those
that were still at home—fought to keep their homes warm. Eliza could see people
walking in the streets as they went about their business. There were fewer than
usual.


“The city has changed so much,” she whispered. “It
looks as I feel, empty and lifeless.”


She caught sight of her reflection in the glass
and thought the comparison to be quite apt. She looked as she felt. Once upon a
time she would have felt compelled to do something about her appearance. Now
she did not care. But perhaps it was time to.


Eliza crossed her room and opened the door. She
poked her head out into the hallway to find a pair of guards staring at her in
surprise. They obviously weren’t used to seeing her come outside.


“Summon Tilly for me. At once,” Eliza commanded,
fixing the guard with what she hoped was a stern expression. She closed her
door before either of the men could respond and sat down to wait for Tilly to
come and assist her.


*      *      *


“I am so very pleased that you
called on me, Princess. This will be good for you,” Tilly gushed as she ran a
brush through Eliza’s hair. It tugged at her painfully, but the princess bore
it without complaint. It was necessary, and long overdue.


Eliza caught herself before she nodded. She tried
not to move as Tilly worked on her hair and, instead, responded to the maid
with words.


“Yes. I agree, Tilly. It will be good to get out.
It has been…a while.”


It had been a while. Too long. The last
time Eliza had left her room had been to visit her father’s resting place, and
before that, his funeral. Two outings in as many months. Sickness and danger
and mourning and indifference had kept her confined for so long, but she now
felt ready to be up and about.


“What activities do intend on doing, Highness?”


In truth, Eliza had no plans. She didn’t know what
she was going to do, she just didn’t want to be in her rooms any longer. She
still felt unwell, so she didn’t plan to do anything strenuous.


“Just a walk, Tilly. I don’t think that I’m feeling
well enough for much more than that.”


“I understand.” Tilly nodded. “You will need warm
clothing and a fur cloak. Something to keep you from getting wet. I can’t have
you catching chills now that you’re feeling well.”


“I’m not well. Just a bit better,” Eliza
clarified. She was beginning to wonder if it had been a mistake to call Tilly.
The maid was very useful and Eliza required help, but she was too energetic.
She made Eliza feel fragile and weak by comparison. And she expected so much
without even realizing. Just sitting here and readying herself was beginning to
tax Eliza.


“Forgive my assumption, Princess. It is just so
good to see you up once again that I allowed myself to be carried away. You’ve
been so sick and…” Tilly hesitated. “…so absent that I worried for your
well-being. It would be a tragedy to lose you as well. Your recovery, no matter
how small, fills me with joy.”


The maid reached around to embrace Eliza, though
only for a moment. She scurried over to the vanity, gathering creams and other
items from the table. Sitting alone, Eliza felt consumed by a wave  of 
emotions. Turning, she saw Tilly collecting her things and quickly spoke up.


“No need for makeup, Tilly. I don’t plan on
meeting anyone and, if I do, I do not care enough to sit through that.”


Tilly paused. “Perhaps just a small amount?”


“No. I’m starting to tire and do not wish to sit
for much longer.”


“I can work quickly, Princess—only a minute or two
and then I will be done. Would that be acceptable?”


Eliza sighed. She must have looked quite unkempt
as it was unlike Tilly to persist. “Fine, but work quickly. And only the
absolute essentials.”


“Of course,” Tilly replied as she gathered her
things. She moved in front of Eliza and gently applied some creams and rouge.
True to her word, she was finished before Eliza tired of her ministrations.


“You look well again.”


Eliza accepted a mirror from Tilly and examined
herself. She looked different—better, but not herself. Her cheeks were rosy,
her skin was no longer so pale. If she could bring herself to smile, she might
even look more like her lovely self. But her mouth remained a taut line and her
eyes betrayed her weariness. They looked changed to her. Normally a playful
blue,  they had hardened and now appeared dull, almost grey.


“You have done well, Tilly. I look so much better
than I feel…better than I have any right to.” She sighed, then turned around.
Tilly took the mirror from her and set it carefully aside.


“I do so wish that you wouldn’t speak of yourself
like that, Princess. I understand your sadness, but you must not belittle
yourself or blame yourself.”


“I am not strong enough for that.”


“You needn’t be strong, Princess Eliza. It isn’t
weak to succumb to sadness, but don’t do so at your own expense.”


Though she did not agree, Eliza nodded weakly.
Tilly said nothing more.  The maid knew that pressing her point would be of no
use.


“What more can I do for you, Princess? How can I
help?”


“There is nothing you can do to help,” Eliza
whispered. Then louder, she said, “You have done all that is required of you.
Thank you, Tilly. You may go.”


“You are sure? I can accompany you if you desire.”


Eliza wanted to say yes. She almost did, but
instead she shook her head.


“No, I should not keep you from your duties. I am
fine on my own.”


She could see that Tilly wished to protest, but
the maid simply bowed.


“As you wish, my lady. I will be available should
you need me. You have only to call for me.”


“Thank you, Tilly.”


The maid bowed again and then left, closing the
door behind her. Eliza sat alone. She’d intended to go out and do…something.
She meant to act. But now, she found her motivation failing her. She felt tired
and dizzy. She felt weak.


How long have I been inside these walls?
she thought to herself. It’s been far  too long. She knew she needed to get
outside, even if she didn’t want to. Even if only to prove that she was capable
of doing so. Taking a deep breath, the princess did her best to restrain the
panic rising within. She stood, released her breath, and strode through the
doors.


Her exit took the guards by surprise. In her weeks
of confinement, she’d only left for the funeral and to visit her father’s
resting place. Both times, she had been passive and subdued. Not now.


Without pausing, she strode past the guards and
made her way down the hall with no backward glance. She made it a good distance
before the guards regained their wits.


“Stop. Wait!”


Until now, Eliza had remained confined to her
rooms. Gannon had never expressly forbidden her from leaving—not that he had
the authority to do so—but she knew that was what he intended. To keep her
safe. And she assumed that these guards would listen to him over her.


I can keep myself safe.


“Find Byron—the boy is responsible for her.”


One of the soldiers dashed in the opposite
direction of Eliza, and the other hurried after her.


“You must wait here, Princess.” The man’s voice
was hard. He placed himself in front of her. When she tried to dart around him,
he moved to block her way.


“Stand aside.”


“No. You must wait here until my comrade returns
with Byron.” The man practically spat the name, his voice contemptuous.


Why is Byron being summoned?


“I need not wait. I am the princess and I will not
tolerate such disrespect,” Eliza huffed. She did her best to act indignant,
masking her tiredness. “Move aside. Now.”


“No.”


Eliza stomped her foot. It hurt. “What is your
name, so that I can report your insubordinate actions?”


“My name is not relevant.”


Eliza moved to pass the soldier again. She almost
made it, but he caught her arm and held it tightly.


“If you continue to disobey, you will force me to
restrain you.”


The soldier met her eyes and Eliza stared back. A
hot fury was beginning to boil within her, burning away her fatigue and
indifference. This was intolerable. She was no prisoner to be confined to a
cell. She was the princess.


“I am the princess,” she growled. “I will do as I
please and you cannot tell me no. You will obey me.”


The soldier grunted and tried to pull her back to
her rooms. She reached up and slapped him across the face. Stunned, he stumbled
backward and let her go. She darted away and, before she could be stopped,
Eliza was down the hall and turning the corner.


There were shouts as the soldier gave chase, but
they quickly faded. She knew the castle well, its best passages and hiding places.


When she was sure that she wasn’t being followed,
she slowed. Not knowing exactly where she wanted to go, Eliza walked the empty
halls of the castle, feeling the absence of those who had been lost. Her home
had changed so very much in her absence.


Where were all of the servants—the staff?


Eliza continued exploring, seeking something that
would let her know this was her home, something that remained unchanged. She
walked the halls and made her way to the library, the gardens, and the
ballrooms. The one place that she made sure to avoid was the throne room. That
would be far  too painful and she was not ready to confront it.


Seeking to escape the feeling of darkness, Eliza
made her way outside.


Throwing open one of the back doors, she stepped
outside and held her breath, overcome by the cold air. She shivered, glad that
Tilly had dressed her warmly.


The grounds were sprinkled with a light blanket of
snow. It was a cold beauty.


Seeking to test the limits of her freedom, Eliza
made her way towards one of the small gates leading outside the castle grounds.
The guard at the gate let her through without a second glance, likely thinking
her only a serving girl.


Eliza grinned at her fortune and ran once the man
was out of sight. She knew now where she was heading. To the forest beyond the
training grounds.


No one took any notice of the young princess, and
once she had made it to the trees, she felt truly safe and alone.


The forest was a different place in the winter,
but she knew it well. It sang to her.


There was a place within these woods where she had
gone once. A clearing where Rowan had taught her what he knew of swordsmanship.
He’d made her a practice sword of her very own. It would still be there,
waiting for her.


She entered the clearing and embraced its familiarity.
Snow covered the ground and winter had come, but this was her space. No one
else but Rowan knew of this clearing.


She stood across from the spot where her own sword
was hidden. As she moved towards it, something hidden in the snow caught at her
foot and she tripped.


Her cry broke the silence, startling a few birds
from among the trees.


Curious, Eliza reached towards her feet and
brushed away the snow covering what seemed to be a wrapped bundle. She picked
it up, finding it long and heavy. She could tell from the shape what it was,
but she needed to be sure.


The wrapping fell away and with a final tug, the
princess revealed the object. She gasped.


The sword she held in her hands—for that’s what it
was—was Rowan’s own Tenro.


She nearly dropped the weapon in shock. What was
it doing here? Had Rowan left it here, and if so, why? She tried to imagine him
stashing his weapon here where they had once met to practice. She could think
of no reason that he would hide Tenro in the forest. She couldn’t even think of
when he would have done it.


What did it mean that Tenro was hidden here? And
why had it not been laid to rest with Rowan? He should have had his blade when
he died.


Unless he hadn’t.


Eliza shook the thought from her head. She could
not afford to hope—it would hurt too much. Rowan was dead. She could not
change that. This blade was all that she had left of him.


It was strange to hold his sword. She had never
held Tenro before. Rowan had never let her. Not because it was too dangerous,
but because the blade was made for him.


It was much heavier than she would have thought.
Rowan had wielded it as though it were light, swinging the weapon easily with
only one hand. Eliza couldn’t hold it without using both hands, and even then
it felt awkward and heavy.


She thought about unsheathing the blade. She
remembered how beautiful it had been, how it had shone and glimmered in the
light. The darkness of the metal. But something kept her from pulling the
weapon free.


In her memory, Tenro was a thing of beauty. That had
been before she saw the violence and destruction that such a weapon could
cause. She did not want her memory to become tarnished by reality. She did not
want to see Tenro as a bringer of death.


“What do I do with you?” Eliza asked. This find
had brought up many questions that needed to be answered. It made her
suspicious of the things that she had been told. She would need to learn who
had hidden this blade, and if they knew the significance of this place.


She fingered the weapon fondly, remembering its
owner. Then, reluctantly, she picked up the discarded cloth and wrapped the
sword once again. Eliza wanted nothing more than to keep Tenro. It made her
feel safe. But she could not do that. Not yet.


“I will return for you,” she promised. She
considered putting the blade back where it had been, but if she did , it might
be taken. She would have to hide it somewhere else, and she knew just the
place—the hollow in the tree where her own wooden training sword was hidden.


She crossed the clearing and pulled aside the
branches that covered the opening. Rowan’s gift to her was still there,
untouched since the last time she had trained with it. More importantly, the
inside of the hollow was not wet. It was damp, but that could not be helped in
the winter.


Eliza placed Tenro next to her own sword and
replaced the branches covering the hollow. She looked around the clearing and
moved to hide the tracks that she had left in the snow. 


She gave herself one last moment to embrace her
memories of Rowan and this special place, and then she left.


*      *      *


“What is this?” Byron cried out
when she returned.


She glanced past the guards at the castle entrance
to see him stalking down the hall. He glanced from Eliza to the guard and
growled.


“Why are you outside of your rooms? You know the
Lord Regent has said it isn’t safe.”


“I was tired of being confined to my rooms,” Eliza
said. “I needed some fresh air.”


“Then open a window.”


Eliza pulled her arm away from the grip of the
soldier, who was still holding her. “It’s too cold for that. And I wanted to
walk, not sit.”


“And where did this walk take you?”


“Around the castle and the grounds. Nowhere
dangerous.” She met his gaze and said, “I am the princess. I will do as I
please and you cannot tell me otherwise.”


“The Lord Regent has heard of this and has
instructed me to return you to your rooms. He is not pleased.”


“I’m sure he was crippled with worry over me,”
Eliza said, but she didn’t protest as Byron led her into the castle. Once upon
a time, she would have found a way to escape him, but not anymore. Her
rebellious nature had gone and she lacked the energy she had once had.


Instead, she turned away from him and tried to
ignore his presence. He was not deserving of her attention.


As they walked, she heard noises coming from the
kitchens. She could hear the clatter of plates being washed and smell the food
being cooked. The warmth of the fires radiated out of the room and she could
even hear voices.


“No,” Byron protested. He tried to stop her, but
wasn’t quick enough.


Eliza entered the kitchens. An unfamiliar man was
chopping meat and several women were washing dishes under the supervision of
another, older woman. One of the girls looked up and, catching sight of Eliza,
stopped what she was doing. In mere moments the whole room stood frozen and
staring at her.


“That’s enough! All of you, get back to work,”
Byron shouted as he entered the room. He stepped in front of Eliza and hissed
at her. “This is enough. It is time for you to leave with me and return to your
rooms.” He grabbed Eliza by the wrist and pulled her away.


Eliza struggled and tried to protest, but she was
far weaker than he was. His grip was firm and she couldn’t break away.


“Was that the princess?”


“It must have been, but she looked so frail and
weak!”


“It is no wonder that the city and the country are
in such a very poor situation. Just look at her, our leader.”


Eliza hesitated, trying her best to hear the
servant’s conversation, but Byron pulled her along. He looked back over his
shoulder towards the kitchen and scowled, making her wonder if he too had
overheard the exchange.


He held onto her, all the way back to her rooms
where the guards still stood outside her door. None of them seemed upset to see
Byron forcibly dragging their princess along.


“Stay here,” Byron told her, throwing her back
into her rooms. “You will not find it so easy to wander about again. Not
without Gannon’s approval.”


“I don’t need his approval.”


“You do now, Princess.” Byron slammed her door.
From outside she could hear him talking to her guards.


“Make sure that this does not happen again. She is
not to leave her room unsupervised. She is not to leave her room at all. Is
that clear?”


“Don’t grow too tall, boy.”


“Is it clear?”


“She won’t escape again.”


The voices were terse and angry. It seemed that
there was no love shared between the men outside.


Eliza waited a few moments and then went over to
her door. Just to test the boundaries, she cracked it open. She’d barely opened
the door enough to see the guards standing outside before it was slammed shut.











Chapter 12:                  
Rowan


Thirst brought Rowan back to
consciousness. Thirst and pain.


Something felt wrong, though. He was dead, the
pain should be gone. Yet it wasn’t. His head was still reeling. He thought
hard, and an image came to him of Eliza, kneeling beside him. It was the last
thing he could remember. It was when he had given himself up for dead.


The sound of voices, unfamiliar, reached his
ears.  


Where was he? What had happened?


Rowan could feel the ground beneath him rolling
and moving. He groaned and struggled to rise. This brought about a wave of
nausea that made his head swim. It made him want to retch. He waited until the
sickness had faded to no more than a dull throb, then cracked an eye open. If
he wasn't fit to rise, then he could at least look at his surroundings.


His one open eye was met by blinding light. He saw
canvas and wood. There were other shapes, but he shut his eye too quickly to
make out any detail. He still had no idea where he was, but it was not where he
had collapsed. That much was certain. Someone must have found him and rescued
him.


A pair of voices sounded somewhere nearby. A few
unfamiliar words were spoken and then there was a brief silence. The ground
beneath Rowan shifted with an alarming jolt, followed by a moment of brightness
and heat. Someone knelt beside him.


Something cool and wet was placed on his brow, and
Rowan sighed with relief. There was a slight gasp at this.


"Rae na le'esp?" the voice spoke
in a whisper. It was soft, and though Rowan did not know the words, their
meaning was clear enough. Are you conscious?


Rowan did not yet trust himself with words. It was
hard enough just to think clearly with the aching in his head. So he responded
with a muted grunt.


"Ja. Ayst eehr. E'll be stuj emmont."


Another flash of brightness and heat and the
person was gone. He vaguely heard a muffled conversation, but found it
difficult to concentrate. His mind was fuzzy and, again, his head was beginning
to swim.


The person returned, this time with a companion,
and Rowan was barely conscious. He heard the words spoken to him, but they
sounded distant. He made no effort to respond.


"Tch. Rae na sure wast en le'esp, noohna?"


"Ja. Em sure."


There was a pause, and then Rowan felt a gentle
touch. Fingers brushed lightly against his skin. He responded wordlessly.


One of the voices spoke again. This time, he
recognized the words. "You are unwell. Rest now, and worry not. You are
safe."


Something about the voice made the words ring
true. A sense of familiarity. Did Rowan know the speaker? He struggled to think,
but found that he couldn't. His mind and his body both called for rest, and he
had to give in.


*      *      *


Rowan did not know how much time
passed before he awoke again. Hours, it seemed. Perhaps longer. His head still
ached and he felt weak, but it was no longer so bright;  he could open his
eyes. He found himself resting in what appeared to be a covered wagon. Supplies
were laid out around him. Some had clearly been moved to make space for him.


Sitting up was difficult. Being upright made his
head spin, but he did his best to ignore it. He was stronger than his weakness.
Even so, it was several minutes before he felt well enough to move. It was time
to find out where he was.


He was not bound or shackled, which meant he
hadn’t been taken prisoner. But that didn’t mean he was safe. Looking around,
he was unable  to find his weapon. It must have been taken from him.


As weak as he was, Rowan knew that he could not
fight. He briefly entertained the thought of escape, but realized that he was
likely still in the Lauratrean desert. There would be nowhere to run. With no
other options, Rowan exited the cart.


It was late evening. The sun had recently set and
the sky was beginning to darken, changing from the deep oranges and reds of
sunset to the darker shades of violet that would eventually become black. A
large group of people sat around a pair of fires. There were nine in total.


It was several moments before Rowan was noticed. A
woman clutching a small bundle stood to leave and cried when she saw Rowan
watching. All heads turned towards him and Rowan felt a moment of fear. His
tension dissipated when he saw a pair of familiar faces. Maude and Ganda were
among those gathered around the fire.


Feeling a great sense of relief, Rowan's shoulders
sagged as the tension left his body. He was not in immediate danger. He had
been saved, not captured. 


"Ah! The sleeper awakens," Ganda cried
out. He smiled at Rowan from where he sat as Maude rushed to Rowan's side.


"You should still be resting. You are very
sick, and your body is weak." Without a word from Rowan, she reached out
to support him. He hesitated a moment, but decided that there was no reason to
hide his weakness. He was barely standing as it was.


He meant to ask Maude something important, but
instead he said, "I'm very thirsty." His voice was hoarse and weak.
It pained him to speak.


"And no doubt hungry, too!" Maude
exclaimed. "Nelliel," she called, and a girl was suddenly at her
side. Maude said a few words to her in Lauratrean and the girl darted off,
leaving Maude to help Rowan make his way towards the fire.


As they walked, Rowan leaned in closer to the
Lauratrean woman. "Do they know who I am?" He didn't know if Maude
knew his particular  circumstances. If she did, there was nothing he could do
about it. But he wished to keep his identity from the others, if possible. That
part of his life was gone.


Maude glanced at him curiously. "No. They
only know that you are an acquaintance of mine."


Rowan nodded. "I have taken the name Parren.
I would be grateful if you would call me by that name."


He expected confusion, but she took his request in
stride as though changing one’s name was a common occurrence. And perhaps,
Rowan thought, it was a common occurrence in Lauratrea. He wouldn't know.
Regardless, he was glad to have his request go unquestioned.


Reaching the fire, Rowan gratefully took a seat
near Ganda, who quickly made room. The large man opened his mouth to speak, but
his wife was quicker. She leaned in and whispered in his ear. Rowan knew what
she’d said,  despite not hearing her words.


"Ara."


Rowan turned to his left to find the girl from
before, Nelliel, standing beside him. She was holding a bowl of food and a
water skin, both of which she offered to Rowan. He took them gratefully,
setting the bowl aside and draining the water. He coughed as he finished it,
his thirst abated and his throat feeling somewhat better.


"Thank you."


She cocked her head at him quizzically. It took
him a moment to realize that she probably could not understand him. At a loss
for what to say, Rowan simply smiled and gestured towards the food. The girl
beamed back and sat beside him. Rowan hesitated, somewhat uneasy by her
closeness.


He picked up the bowl that she’d brought him. It
was filled with stew and some sort of rice. Rowan began taking small bites. At
his side, Nelliel watched him with the curious eyes of a child.


"Noohna! Ayst aywa und giev hem spass."


The girl jumped at Maude's voice. Her eyes widened
and she hastily scooted back to a comfortable distance, bowing her head.


"Ist fien, noohna. Stuj elt hym is,"
Ganda said softly. The girl relaxed, but remained where she was. Rowan was glad
for that. He needed his space.


"Do not mind Nel," Ganda said,
addressing Rowan now. "She has aided you since you were found and is very
curious.” 


"She's aided me?" Rowan asked between
bites. The food was unnaturally good, but very spicy. He wished he had not
guzzled the water so quickly.


"She nursed you for the first few days of
travel after we found you. That is the right word, yes? Nursed?"


Rowan nodded, suddenly aware that time had passed.
It was odd, that such a simple thing had not occurred to him. His mind had just
assumed that the passage of time had ceased once he was no longer aware of it.
He had passed out in the day, now it was night.


The full weight of Ganda's words registered with
him then. The first few days, he had said.


"How many?" Rowan asked, interrupting
Ganda. "How many days has it been?"


"Well, ehm..."


"It has been four days since we found
you," Maude said, sitting next to her husband. She passed Rowan another
bowl of food, which he began to eat. Ganda looked at her worriedly and spoke a
few quick words in their native tongue, to which Maude replied, "He should
know." There was a hint of anger in her voice, and it was not directed at
Ganda.


"You weren't going to tell me?"


Both of them turned back to him.


"It is nothing like that. But you have
been—and still are—very sick. When we found you, we did not expect you to live.
We thought that it would be best not to burden you any further."


Rowan nodded. He could understand Maude's
reasoning, even if he didn't agree. She appeared somewhat relieved.


"Four days," he murmured to himself. The
thought was frightening. It made him hesitate to ask his next question.
"How bad was it?"


The question hung in the air for a moment. Rowan
waited on the answer.


"You were...very unwell," Maude told
him. Again, there was a tinge of anger in her voice, and it made Rowan aware of
how much of a burden he must have been. Must still be. Perhaps she was angry at
having to rescue him and spend valuable resources to make him well. It was a
long journey with few stops for supplies. Now they had an unexpected person
with whom they would need to share their supplies.


"It was very lucky that we found you,"
Maude continued. "Had we not, you would have died. As it was, you were
already at death's door. You were passed out from sunsickness and were awfully
burned. We did our best to nurse you, give you water and keep you cool, but you
had a terrible fever. Nelliel and I did our best to feed you, but you kept
nothing down. For four days, you did not wake, and I feared the worst."


"I am truly grateful to you both. And to your
daughter," Rowan acknowledged Nelliel. "Without you, I would be not
be here. I would be dead. I apologize for the difficulties that I have caused
you. I cannot repay you, but I will do my best to try."


"You are a foolish boy!" Maude cried
suddenly. Emotion flooded her voice. "I warned you not to travel the
desert road alone. I offered to take you with us. But you are foolish boy, and
you went off to meet your death despite my warnings."


I could not stay in the city, Rowan
thought. Nor could I accept your offer to take me with you. I am dangerous.
Even now, beyond the border, I am still endangering you and yours. Rowan
said nothing though. Maude would not have listened to such words anyways.


"Yohr hært ust not leiv olny fa u."
Nelliel's words, though spoken softly, pierced the conversation. She flushed
when all three faces turned towards her. For a moment she met Rowan's gaze, her
large eyes reflecting the light of the fire. Then she looked away and ran off
without a word.


Rowan was not the only one surprised by her
reaction. Several of those still idling nearby had turned at her words, and
Maude and Ganda seemed taken aback. Her words had held meaning, but Rowan was
the only one who could not understand them.


"What did she say?"


"It is a phrase from our country," Maude
said quickly. "It is appropriate, though not for her."


"I will go and speak with her," Ganda
said calmly. He grunted as he stood, then stooped to collect his things before
walking away.


"What did her words mean?" Rowan asked.


A laugh of derision came from the other fire, from
a youth. "Reh owrds lliw mena thoning ot u, estrangr. Hwat e waset!"


Even though he could not understand the words,
Rowan knew when he was being insulted. He glared. The boy was near enough to
his height, but he did not look strong. If words came to blows, Rowan thought
that he could come out on top.


"Hwat is raung, estrang? U oolk
egnry. Cohnfoosd. Od u ont no ur ples?"


Rowan tensed. His annoyance was going to get the
better of him. Then Maude gripped his shoulder tightly. "Do not respond to
the boy's words." Her grip tightened painfully for a moment, causing Rowan
to wince. Perhaps his body was weaker than he thought. He nodded in
acknowledgement.


"Hwat did esh–"


"Kaiete!" The boy started to
speak again, but was cut off by another voice. This one came from the man
sitting next to him. Rowan guessed that the man was the boy's father. The man
stared the boy down before speaking again. "U lliw erlan tu old ur
tung, E’lin. Nao leiv e bi. Su lliw speik larte."


The man's voice resonated with authority. He spoke
like a noble, like someone who knew that his words would carry weight. Would be
obeyed. And they were. The boy rose and left, leaving his plate and utensils
behind. One of the other three sitting at the fire rose stiffly and bowed
before following the boy.


Rowan expected the man to say something to Maude.
To apologize for his son or make an excuse of some sort. But instead, the man
addressed one of the others sitting close to him. He spoke a few words in a
neutral tone and the other man responded with emphatic enthusiasm. It was only
after this exchange that the man turned to Rowan and Maude.


His eyes narrowed, and his gaze was condescending.
To him, they were only an afterthought. A bothersome courtesy.


"Du not duell no sith," Maude
said. The man gave the barest of nods and then left, followed by a guard. He
did not bow as he left.


"Hwael, Al'Rhun es shinif'd fo teh niat,"
the remaining man said, not seeming to address anyone in particular. He rose
loudly and vainly patted at the silks he wore, batting away the dust and
collected food crumbs. Satisfied that he was clean, the man bowed deeper than
Rowan would have thought possible with such girth and then departed. This left
only Rowan and Maude.


"You need not concern yourself with the
others," Maude said to him. "The... boy—" She struggled for a
moment before settling on the word. "—should not concern you. And neither
should Nelliel. You needn't pay her any mind."


There was silence between them.


"You are angry with me," Rowan finally
said. He had meant it to be a question, but the statement was not in doubt. He
had heard the emotion in her voice earlier. There was little that he could
offer in payment, but Maude had shown him much kindness.


"Yes."


Her answer pierced him. He had no right to expect
anything from her, but he had hoped. Not for any tangible thing. Rowan would
see to himself. But she was his only connection in this country. He feared what
would become of him if he were left alone. He turned away towards the darkness.


"I understand."


"I do not think that you do. I am angry, but
it is your decisions which anger me. Your recklessness. I warned you and you
chose not to listen. I know that you had reason to leave, but had you spoken
honestly with me when we last met then I could have helped you."


"I could not take that risk."


"You do not trust me?"


"I did not wish to put you in danger."


"I have faced danger before. I would have
given you help, had you asked. Instead, you threw your life away."


"Yet here I am," Rowan muttered.


"I am angry with you," Maude said,
"because I care for you. There is a darkness inside of you, and it is clear
that you have lost your way."


I have lost more than that.


"You will travel with us." Rowan tried
to object, but Maude spoke over him. "I will not allow you to travel
alone. You are still in need of care, and I do not trust you to care for your
own well-being."


"I will see to myself."


"No. Yohr hært ust not leiv olny fa u."
She hesitated, then continued. "Nelliel will continue to see to you. It
will keep her busy. And when you are better, you will help Ganda as
needed."


Rowan would normally have argued, but the look in
Maude's eyes told him that it would be useless. This was made worse by a sudden
wave of nausea that came over him. He nodded silently, fighting to keep his
meal down.


"Where is my blade?" he asked, once he
trusted his stomach.


"It is with Ganda."


Rowan nodded again. "I will take it back from
him." He leaned forward, intending to rise, but found that his body was
not up to the task.


"It is safe," Maude replied, steadying
Rowan to keep him from falling. He welcomed her support. "You may have it soon.
Tomorrow. Now it is time for you to retire."


As she walked Rowan back to his former resting
place, all he could think about were the plates and utensils that had been left
behind. He had not cleaned his dish, nor had he returned it. He tried to turn back,
but Maude steered him towards the cart. He didn't have the energy to fight.


"Sleep now, young one. Allow your body to
recover."


Rowan mumbled something unintelligible as he lay
his head down. Even he didn't know what he had meant to say. It was very hard
to concentrate.


"I will have Nel bring you water once I’ve
spoken with her." Maude said something else, but Rowan was no longer
listening. He’d been taken by sleep.











Chapter 13:                  
Erik


“What you need to understand, Erik,
is that the most important and difficult part of being a trainer is not
actually training the boys, but keeping them in line,” Trainer Emid said to
Erik. “The younger boys,” he nodded to the boys who had paired off to work
together at his command, many of whom were idling or in conversation rather than
working, “need a firm hand. They will take orders without much protest, but
they do not work for long. No attention span.”


Erik nodded.


“I can see that.”


Emid grinned at him and then cried out, his voice
booming across the fields.


“You should be working, not talking! The next boy
I see talking and not training will run laps until they drop.”


The boys hurried to find something to do. Those
who were lazy did their best to look like they were occupied. Emid watched them
move but said nothing.


Erik remembered a time when he had been younger
and the shouts of trainers had frightened him into obedience. Now that he was
older, he saw those days very differently. More time had been spent having fun
and socializing than training. But the trainers had frightened all of them and
when they shouted, everyone jumped to obey their commands. It had been
instilled  in them until they obeyed their trainers without hesitation.


“See how they jump to obey when I raise my voice?
They respect a firm tone with some authority. The threat of further work will
motivate them.”


“I see. Will that work with me?” Erik asked. “Will
they see me as an authority figure?”


“If you act and speak with authority, they will
listen to you. Darius will announce your new rank and position this evening,
and that will give you some legitimacy, but you will have to earn your
authority. I would not worry yourself about it. You are already well-respected
among the other trainees.”


“Darius told me the same.”


“That’s because it is true.”


Erik nodded but did not speak.


“The older boys,” Emid continued, “require a
different approach. They are independent and the threat of extra work is less
effective. I have found that it is easier to punish them as a group for the
actions of individuals, as they know how to keep each other in line. Normally
they are easier to work with, but you may find it more difficult to give them
orders since they are closer to your age.”


“I thought I wouldn’t be overseeing the older
boys.”


“You shouldn’t have to, but there are no guarantees.
They will be the ones to give you trouble.”


“So you think that I will need to deal with them?”


Emid grunted and Erik couldn’t tell whether it was
an affirmative or not.


“Trainer Darius made a suggestion and my friend,
Andrew, told me the same.”


“What did they say?”


Erik watched as a few of the boys waiting for
their turn with a bow turned to wrestling. They didn’t appear to be fighting in
earnest, though. They looked to be sparring with each other. Trainer Emid
frowned as he saw them, disapproval clear on his face.


“They suggested that I resume the training
sessions that came about when I worked together with Rowan.”


“The fencing matches?” Emid asked. “The boys
already train in swordsmanship. Why focus more on that particular skill?”


“It gives them something to do, and it is
familiar. The routine is already established, so I have very little to do and
organize.”


“If you plan to do that, then I will not say
anything against it. It is not the course of action that I would take.” He
paused. “Torrhen will be against you in this. He is the blade-master, and he
will resent you training the boys in his art.”


It was Erik’s turn to grunt. He hadn’t thought
about Trainer Torrhen, but he did not want to say that. The boys were not the
only ones that he needed to prove himself to. His fellow trainers needed to
respect him if they were to work with him and treat him as something close to
an equal. He would need to speak with Trainer Torrhen.


This is so much more work than I ever thought
it would be.


“Come. We should work with the boys. You need
experience giving orders, and I want to see how much you know.” Trainer Emid
motioned him forward towards the boys. “I’ll watch, you take the lead. I will
step in if it is necessary.”


Erik sighed but did not protest.


The next two hours were spent working with Emid’s
group of young boys.


*      *      *


Erik walked through the woods. He
had to admit that the freedom afforded to him by his new position was very
useful. He no longer needed to keep to the regular curfew and he could go
places that trainees were not allowed—like the forbidden forest. He liked that
he didn’t have to explain himself when he left.


These thoughts—coupled with the going to check on
Tenro—made him think of Rowan. His friend had often gone away without
explanation, to visit the forest or wander alone. At the time, he had condemned
his friend’s actions. Now he was doing the same.


“I should have changed my boots,” Erik said aloud.
The wool shearling was growing damp and his feet were so cold they were
beginning to ache. He had long since lost the feeling in his toes.


He did his best to retrace his previous path
through the woods. At night, the forest had seemed much different— everything
had been dark, larger, and more oppressive. Now walking in daylight, it didn’t
take long to reach the secret clearing.


“There it is.”


Erik identified the spot where he had hidden the
sword. Snow now covered the area, but the lump of brush and wood that he had
gathered stood out.


He swept aside the snow and began digging through
the pile of debris. He set aside the sticks and tossed the brush and leaves
away.


“No!”


Erik could see earth beneath the pile, but not the
sword.


No! No…no…no, no, NO! Where is it!?


Erik began sweeping more widely, heedless now of
the wet snow. He thrust his arms into the snow up to his elbows and dug. His
motions were frantic. He widened the area he had dug out as he expanded his
search. It quickly became clear that the sword was not present. It had been
moved. Someone had been here and they had found the sword.


“Who was it?” Erik asked himself. There was no way
of knowing, but he could speculate. There were certain people with whom this
knowledge would prove dangerous.


Erik stood, suddenly aware of the destruction that
he had caused in his search. A wide swath of ground had been left bare, cleared
of all snow and brush. His arms were painfully cold and his hands dark with
mud. The sleeves of his tunic were soaked through and the knees of his trousers
were dirtied—he would need to change once he got back.


The sword could still be here. It might only
have been moved.


Erik knew that it was unlikely, but he had to be
sure. He looked about the clearing, seeking out any other place where the sword
could have been hidden. He checked several places but found nothing. It could
be anywhere—buried, covered by snow, in a hollow tree. And that was only if
it was still here, which was unlikely.


Someone had taken Tenro, and they must have
known that it was being kept hidden. Now my only proof that something may have
happened to Rowan is gone…and someone else knows. Erik cursed aloud,
gripped by frustration.


He continued searching but found nothing. In his
frustration, he threw a rock across the clearing. Hitting a tree, it rebounded
with a dull thud, knocking loose some snow. And underneath…


Erik crossed the distance in a few strides and
began brushing away the snow and leaves. Underneath it all, he found a small
hollow in the tree. And nestled in that hollow was Tenro… and another sword. A
wooden practice sword.


He exhaled, not realizing he had been holding his
breath. Tenro was still here. It was safe.


But how safe?


He had hidden it where he thought no one could
find it. And yet someone had. And they had moved it. He was lucky they hadn’t
taken it far, but he couldn’t chance this happening again. It was bad enough
that someone else knew about the sword. He’d heard news from the other trainers
that Gannon had his armies searching for a man with this very sword.


For now, he would take it back with him and hide
it in his room. But it was dangerous to keep it with him, and he couldn’t keep
it here anymore. The sword had to go.


With nothing more left to do here and the air
growing colder, Erik turned to leave. No longer consumed with his search, he
was beginning to feel the cold and the wet. His toes were no longer the only
part of his body that pained him.


The trek back to the barracks was longer and more
difficult than the journey out. He was weighed down by anxiety and fear. He had
moved Tenro to the forest to keep it hidden and safe, but it had been found.
And he had no idea who had found it.











Chapter 14:                  
Rowan


Night fell quickly in the desert.
Behind him, Rowan could hear the sounds of others conversing as they ate. The
firelightcast flickering shadows that danced across the ground. Rowan watched
them move. They appeared as phantoms to him, and the thought made him shudder.


It had been three days since Rowan awoke. Since
then, he had kept to himself. He offered his help where he could, but there was
little he could do. While traveling during the day, he remained alone within
the wagon. In the evening, he helped with the cooking and cleaning as needed
and then retreated to eat alone. Maude and Ganda did their best to speak with
him and make him feel comfortable, but that wasn't what Rowan wanted. He did
not deserve that.


His only peace came from the sword dance. Once his
blade had been returned to him, Rowan resumed his nightly training. It was
difficult at first. His body was weak and his shoulder was still healing. But
pain meant nothing during the dance. It was only then that he felt anything
other than an oppressive sense of guilt and sadness.


For the most part, the others left him alone. The
lord Iasu Ael and his son Seto kept their distance. When either deigned to
acknowledge him, it was with cold contempt. Their two guards showed interest in
Rowan's sword practice, but did not speak to him. The trader named Al'Rhun was
a bother and often tried to speak with Rowan, while the woman he did not know
kept entirely to herself. More so even than Rowan.


Maude and Ganda were open with him, but recognized
his need for  solitude and gave him his space. Their daughter, however, seemed
fascinated with Rowan. She was not nearly as invasive as Al'Rhun, who would
seat himself uncomfortably close to Rowan and try to draw him into
conversation. Instead, she eyed him from a distance. And while Al'Rhun was a
passing flurry of activity, Nelliel was a near-constant presence.


"Aer u culd?"


As though drawn by his thoughts, Nelliel
approached him. He spared the girl a glance, then looked away. Back to the
darkness. He gave no answer to her question. Even if he understood the words,
he had no interest in talking. He wanted to be left alone.


"Is cold?" the girl asked, this time in
Atlean. It sounded more like culled rather than cold.


"No."


"Sure?"


"Yes."


Silence. Rowan waited for her to speak again, but
she didn't. He thought she might go away but instead, she sat beside him. Not
next to him, but near him. She began eating her food.


Rowan glanced at her. What was her interest in
him? He didn't ask though.


"Hwy od u merain a'lohn? Hwat si ti tath
trabuls u?"


"Why do this? You must know that I don't
understand you."


The girl cocked her head, then tried again. This
time in his tongue.


"Why alone...you?"


"Because it is what I want, what I deserve,"
Rowan said. It felt good to speak honestly. She could not understand his words,
so he had no need to hold them back.


Nelliel listened to his words, brow furrowed.


"You want be alone?"


"Yes."


"Why? What problehms yuu?"


"Things that I do not wish to speak of,"
Rowan said in a hard voice. 


"You are hurt. This is known. But now you are
hurting yourself."


Rowan stiffened, then rose. "You know
nothing," he spat, walking away. Her words annoyed him. There was pity in
her voice and Rowan did not want pity. He deserved his isolation. He had
brought it upon himself with his failure.


Too agitated for anything else, Rowan sought
comfort from his blade. Ganda had returned it to him against Maude's wishes.
Rowan scrubbed his dinnerware with sand, ridding it of the cooking oil. Water
was too precious to waste on washing plates. He replaced his wares and
retrieved his blade from the wagon. Eyes followed him as he did so, but Rowan
had grown accustomed to the stares of others. He marched away from the camp,
placing himself alone in the darkness. He left himself just enough light to see
by, to avoid tripping. Then he began the sword dance.


He began by clearing his mind. This was no longer
as easy as it had once been. The peace he used to find no longer came to him.
Instead, he was forced to embrace a state of dulled emotions, a blank void that
left him feeling hollow instead of calm. It felt wrong, but did it
nevertheless.


He kept his initial motions slow and deliberate,
feeling his muscles stretch as he moved. The dance was not about speed or
power. It was an exercise in control. Slower movements placed more strain on
the body, making the dance difficult to perform without error.


Rowan swept through the motions calmly even as the
dance increased in difficulty, the forms and movements straining his body.
Forcing him to concentrate. The weight of his blade grew heavy and his muscles
began to protest. His shoulder ached. His body was covered with a cold sweat.
Lauratrean days were warm even in winter, but the nights were cold.


Despite the difficulty, Rowan endured. He did not
falter. He made no mistakes. He completed each form, maintaining complete
control, his final motion bringing him back to his starting point.


I have grown stronger, Rowan thought. His
body was relaxed and he was not yet breathing heavily. He was still in control.


And I made no mistakes.


Rowan wiped his brow. There was a time when he
would have prided himself on his performance. That time was gone. It had died
with his master. And with Princess Eliza and King Alden. The dance was no
longer a means to train. It was an escape.


He gave himself a brief respite before trading the
sword to his left hand and beginning again, his movements a mirror of those he
just performed. This time, he made mistakes. It was not his dominant side and
he was not as practiced. But he was improving.


A part of him wondered why he bothered to train.
True, the sword dance was an escape, but why perform it twice? Why train his
left arm? The answer came to him immediately.


So that I will never again fail as I already
have.


The second dance came to an end. It remained
unfinished. Rowan had yet to complete the full dance, but he was getting
closer. Holding the sword no longer upset his balance, though it pained his
wounded shoulder. His coordination was improving, though his motions were still
off. But he hadn't been able to complete the dance with his dominant arm when
Baird first taught it to him. This was no different. Mastery would come in
time.


By this time, Rowan was beginning to tire. His
muscles protested and his head throbbed. Even days later, he still felt
lingering effects of his sun sickness.


He steeled himself, ignoring the pain. He was not
finished yet.


Rowan breathed deeply and closed his eyes. He had
not performed the shadow dance much since leaving Altea. After hearing his
master's voice, Rowan had been unwilling to face his master's shade. He feared
what it might say or do. Even if he’d hallucinated before, the words  remained.


He concentrated, abandoning any sense of calm and
instead focusing on the emotions that burdened him. The dark thoughts. Feelings
of despair and sorrow. Pain. Betrayal. Anger. He channeled his emotions, giving
them form.


Rowan willed himself to see Gannon. Or Byron.
Anyone but the man he knew he’d see. Opening his eyes, he saw his master's
shade standing across from him, manifested by his own guilt.


You should be more than what you have become.
You are weak.


The words echoed through his mind, even as Rowan
moved to attack. To prove them wrong. Feeling Rowan was too weak, Baird had
left him behind and gone to his death.


Rowan struggled with that memory. He felt a
crushing responsibility. And yet he also felt anger towards his master for
leaving him. And while justified, Rowan’s anger could not be directed at Baird.
That man had died to keep him alive. Baird had done what was necessary.


But in doing so, he had left Rowan unable to
reconcile his many emotions.


"I have grown stronger," Rowan said,
pressing his attack. The shade dodged and parried the blows, but did not
attack.


You run from that which you must face. You turn
your back on me.


"I carry you with me always!"


With fury, Rowan lunged at his master. He swung
his blade and struck a clean blow. The sword of his master's shadow fell to the
ground. There was no attempt at defense as Rowan thrust the point home in a
killing blow.


He staggered. Never before had this happened. He
had never won. Tears came to his face, but they were not of joy. Rowan held
himself still, struggling to remember that this wasn't real. His master was
already dead, and not by his hand. This was a shade, nothing more.


But when Rowan glanced up, he nearly broke. He saw
his master as he had on the night he had died. The wounds were fresh and his
expression was pained.


The day that you are able to beat me, that is
when we will no longer spar together.


Rowan was began to sob. He had killed his master.
It was his fault. He had allowed his anger—his feelings of betrayal—to provoke
his actions. He had run Baird through with his own blade.


The shade in front of him began to wither  until
it was no longer Baird  who stood in front of him, but Princes Eliza.


You killed me. You let me die.


Something inside Rowan broke then. He fell to his
knees.


"Are you well?"


Maude's voice was hesitant. Concerned. Rowan
looked away.


"I am fine," he said. It sounded weak
even to him. He breathed deeply and suppressed his emotions. Baird had taught
him to calm his mind and control his emotions, but this was different. He did
not seek balance. He did not steady his emotions and find peace. He suppressed
all feeling until he was left empty.


"I am fine," Rowan said again, this time
more calmly.


"You are sure?"


"Yes."


"I wish to speak with you. I must apologize
for Nelliel. She has been bothering you and—"


"Do not worry. She has done nothing
wrong."


"She can be very direct. I hope she has not
given offense."


"No. She only asked me a question to which I
do not have an answer."


Rowan could sense that Maude wished to say more,
but he did not wish to speak. He was emotionally spent. He needed to be alone.


"Excuse me," he said, rising to his feet
and brushing past her. He walked towards the camp. Though he no longer slept in
the wagon, it’s where he kept his few belongings. No one spoke as he
approached, and it caused Rowan no bother at all.


Pulling aside the sheet that covered the rear of
the wagon, he froze. Nelliel stared back at him from where she sat next to his
pack, eyes wide in surprise. In the darkness, Rowan was unsure whether or not
she could see his tears.


"Ai! Em vray orrys. Es'pla scuse em."


Nelliel stumbled out of the cart, brushing past
Rowan before he could speak. Not that he knew what to say.


He watched her go. Strangely, he felt as though he
had wronged her in some way. He had been callous with her earlier and now this.
He had not intended to make her leave, he had only wanted his pack. Had he
known she was there, he would have made do without his things. A cold night
would be uncomfortable, but not unbearable. In fact, he should have
known to expect her. The cart was where she slept, now that Rowan was no longer
recovering.


He didn't go after her, though. He was not in the
mood. Instead he grabbed his pack, his cloak, and a bedroll. Then he walked off
into the darkness.


Sleep did not come easy that night, but eventually
exhaustion wore out, leaving him to face dark dreams and phantoms.


*      *      *


The next day, Rowan kept to
himself. He assisted with breakfast, as well as packing and unpacking Maude and
Ganda's cart as he usually did, but he performed his tasks in silence. He did
not join the others for the morning meal.


Nelliel, for the first time, seemed willing to
leave him be. She did not speak to him as they prepped the cart and she avoided
meeting his gaze. He wondered if perhaps he had been too abrupt the previous
night. Regardless, he was grateful to be left alone. The events of the night
before, with his mental image of Baird, had shaken him.


He continued to suppress his emotions. Better to
feel nothing at all than to experience what he had. It had been too much for
him to bear. So he remained numb and isolated from the others. It was easier
that way. No one tried to bother him. Almost no one.


"Halloo."


Al'Rhun, the spice merchant, approached Rowan
where he sat. Rowan sighed. The man refused to leave him alone.


The group had stopped for a short lunch at the
whim of Lord Iasu Ael. As a Dansool—a house head or leader—and sworn to High
House Ishtar, he was a man of importance. So while the trek had been organized
by Maude and Ganda, the group deferred to Iasu as the presumed  leader.


"If Al'Rhun did not know better, he would
think that Parren-nihm was avoiding him. But this could not possibly be
true?" The merchant spoke with an accent but, despite his odd manner of
speech, his understanding of Rowen’s language was complete. He was the only
person other than Maude and Ganda speak Atlean. The Dansool and his son could
not be bothered to learn the language of foreigners and instead relied on
translators. The guards Ifram and Gohta could say a few phrases, as could Nelliel,
but none could hold a conversation. And as far as Rowan knew, the woman—Korra—spoke 
to no one.


Rowan glanced at the merchant as he sat. That was
a mistake. Al'Rhun grinned, taking the look as a sign that Rowan was interested
in conversation. 


"Al'Rhun has watched you in the night. You
know this. He sees your work with a blade and thinks you are rather skilled for
a greenlander. He thinks one like you could do very well in the arena, after
being trained in the ways of the summer warriors. Make much money and find
eternal glory. And women—or men if you prefer—would be yours." The man's
gaze flicked to Nelliel. "If your choice is not already made."


Rowan scowled but said nothing. Talking would only
encourage the man.


"What do you say? Al'Rhun would sponsor
you."


"Money means nothing to me," Rowan said,
finally giving in.


"Money is everything. No man is unswayed by
riches, some just require more than others."


"Not me. I don't fight for money."


"For fame and glory then!"


Rowan shook his head.


"Then you fight only for honor." Al'Rhun
shook his head as though disappointed. "If that is so, then the arena is
no place for you. It is not a place of honor."


"I don't fight for anything. Not
anymore."


"A shame it is. But Al'Rhun has not given up.
He will find your price. He always does." The trader grinned and began
eating his food. It smelled strongly of spices.


Rowan hoped the conversation was over, but then
noticed someone approaching. A person even more troublesome than Al'Rhun.


Seto stared down at Rowan with an expression of
distaste. Rowan met his gaze.


"Em haer u tok fo teh aeran. Na wud bak
ihm? Eh stin thrywo ta ohld a dwosr." The Lauratrean lordling spoke to
Al'Rhun, but punctuated his words by glancing at Rowan.


"Jya. Eh'to si naht trineesdet,"
Al'Rhun said.


"What did he just say?"


"It is nothing. E'lin Seto was simply
interested in our conversation," Al'Rhun said with a dismissive wave.


Rowan did not believe him.


"He does not think that you are worthy of the
arena. He labels you a weak outsider. Beneath even the likes of Al'Rhun."


Rowan frowned. Al'Rhun's bluntness surprised him,
even though it was what he had wanted. He glanced at Seto, who had his eyes
narrowed and was looking from the trader to Rowan. He did not appear to enjoy
being talked about.


"Hwat ded u sya ot ihm?" the boy
demanded.


Al'Rhun seemed almost amused at the question, but
he hid the emotion well. As Rowan understood it, Seto was like lesser nobility.
He was of a smaller house that had a powerful alliance. And while he was only a
second son, he was still of a higher class than Al'Rhun. The trader understood
this.


"Eh skaed hwat u aysd, E'lin. Em tlod ihm,"
Al'Rhun said.


"Hwat edd u ays. Ell em!"


Al'Rhun paled. "Em dias tath u belveie ihm
n'thrywo fo teh aeran. Tath si la."


Seto looked to Rowan, and Rowan did not like the
boy's expression.


"T'lel ihm taht eh si thonign."


Al'Rhun looked at Seto, then to Rowan. He shrugged
as if to apologize for his words.


"The E'lin wishes me to tell you again that
you are nothing."


"Eh si ton thrywo fo teh aeran. T'si a
caelp fro nem dan dahgs. Sith noe si ton veen gud e'nf ot ied ethre."


"The E'lin wishes you to know that the arena
is a place for men to fight and dogs to die. You are unworthy even to die as a
dog."


"And he believes that he is good
enough?"


Al'Rhun started to translate Rowan's words, but
Rowan stopped him. There was no need to translate.


He rose to his feet and looked the haughty
Lauratrean boy in the eyes. Seto stood slightly shorter than Rowan, but held
his head high. He was proud. Arrogant.


"You think that you are better than me, but
you are not. You were born into money and power. You are nobility. But there
are some things that must be earned. Those skills are what matter." Rowan
grabbed his sword, still in its sheath. Al'Rhun cried out and Rowan saw the two
guards, who had been watching the exchange, tense and grab their own weapons.
They were too far away to be of any immediate assistance, though.


To his credit, Seto did not so much as flinch.
Though whether from courage, confidence, or arrogance, Rowan could not be sure.
Arrogance, he suspected.


"You think I am a poor swordsman, yet you
also think yourself above me. Take it. Prove yourself."


He held the blade out, hilt forward, offering it
to Seto.


"Sith es b'low em!" the boy
muttered, slapping the blade aside. "Em ton deen ta vrope emslef."


Rowan smiled. He didn't need Al'Rhun to translate
the boy's words for him. He understood. It was the response that he had
expected. The boy was not trained to use a blade, but he was unwilling to admit
that he was beneath Rowan. So he ignored the taunt. He backed down.


Rowen turned to sit back down and as he did, Seto
grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around. The boy's expression was dark.
He'd enjoyed putting Rowan down before, but now he had been put in his place.
And he didn't like it.


Rowan idly wondered whether anyone had ever spoken
back to the boy before this.


"Em ohpe u fait ni teh aeran, fa ef u da u
lliw fait ym c'zin. Neth u lliw noh paen. U lliw noh d'th, und em lliw laf! Em
lliw t'chaw u r'gret yohr owrds!"


Rowan casually reached up and slapped the boy's
hand aside. He meant to free himself from Seto's grip and walk away. The
argument was dead to him. It held no more interest. He wasn't prepared for the
reaction that his move received.


Al'Rhun gasped in shock. Seto's eyes widened, then
he sneered in pleasure. That more than anything caught Rowan's attention, but
not for long, as the two guards of House Ael were on their feet with weapons
drawn.


Rowan immediately turned to face them, evaluating
the threat. Gone were the casual, lighthearted men who joked with each other at
meals. These men were hardened fighters who had watched him train. Rowan
glanced at their weapons. Each man held a long curved blade. The weapons looked
light to Rowan, meant for slashing rather than cutting. They were weapons that
could be wielded with speed and accuracy, not reliant on brute strength. Decent
armor would turn them aside, but Rowan had none.


It was two on one, and his opponents appeared
competent. They would fight together and they would attack quickly. Rowan
wondered if he could take them.


I ought to be afraid. Why can't I bring myself
to feel anything?


"Hwat es gohing no eehr?"


A loud voice boomed throughout the camp. All eyes
turned towards Iasu Ael. The Dansool stood beside his carriage, eyes demanding.
Ifram and Gohta both bowed deeply at the waist. They kept their eyes down and
swords drawn. Rowan removed his hand from the hilt of blade—he had not drawn
it—and lowered the weapon to his side, but he did not let it go. He was still
wary.


The Dansool's call summoned Maude and Ganda, as
well. Behind them came Nelliel. Only Korra and her child remained absent.


"Edd sumteing ahp'n?" Maude asked
casually as she came upon the scene. She stopped immediately when she saw the
look on Dansool Iasu's face. She quickly moved to Rowan's side.


"What has happened?" she whispered to
Rowan.


"The boy insulted me. When I left, he grabbed
me and tried to stop me. So I slapped away his hand."


"Why would you do such a thing! He is E'lin
of House Ael. You should not have harmed him."


"He is not hurt."


"That is not the point," she hissed.
"Even were you not an outsider, he is well above your station."


"I—"


"You do not understand. It is different for
us. Your ways are not our ways, and you are in summerlands now. You are subject
to our laws."


"So I should have done nothing?" Rowan
was beginning to grow angry.


"You should not have acted as you did. As it
is, the boy will seek retribution."


"I will not submit myself to
punishment."


"You may not have a choice."


"Fadhor! Teh estrang strik em. Eh stum be
pahnish'd," Seto cried, gesturing towards Rowan. Dansool Iasu barely
even glanced at his son. Instead, he fixed his gaze upon Rowan. The man had
hard eyes.


"Es sith ture?"


"Parren ust naht k'noh fo teh costesum. Eh
kinnat eb hedl ta aor awl," Maude spoke for Rowan. She addressed the
Dansool with deference, her voice pleading.


"Em crae naht."


Iasu stepped forward and motioned to the guards.
Nelliel cried out, but was restrained by Ganda. Maude continued to plead and
Rowan fingered the hilt of his sword, ready to fight.


Oddly, it was the merchant Al'Rhun whose voice
brought the Dansool to a halt. He had been silent throughout the confrontation
until now and Rowan was unsure why he decided to speak. But the man's words
were heard.


"U belveie ur E'lin sa coplemtyl, Dansool?"


Iasu whirled to face Al'Rhun, who remained unmoved
from his seat. The merchant offered a smile.


"Ur E'lin stahter tish. Eh wok'd ihnto
sith hemsilf," Al'Rhun stated.


"Taths e laei!"


The Dansool silenced his son with a dismissive
glare. Seto said nothing more, but he glared at Rowan.


"Em ta belveie u vore mai E'lin?"


"Em swa haer fro teh cindient. Ai
sreve sa wihntess."


Iasu's eyes narrowed. Al'Rhun's words appeared to
have angered him in some way.


"What are they saying?"


"Al'Rhun says that he was present and is
willing to act as witness for you, since your word means nothing," Maude
responded. Rowan wished to protest that last bit, but recognized that now was
not the time to do so.


"And that will help?" he asked.


"Perhaps. Iasu will still seek retribution of
some sort, but it will not be as severe."


"Stujis lliw slilt eb dah," the
Dansool declared. He nodded to his guards, but again Al'Rhun intervened. He
stood, moving himself between Rowan and the others.


"Ef ai cood bi os blod, em haev a edai."
The merchant paused dramatically and shot Rowan a wink. He was practically
grinning.


"Teh E'lin and Parren graude fo teh aeran.
Eh saw madaten tath Parren wud dai. Tath is c'zin Illan Ishtar wud klil teh
boi. Hwi naht maik Parren fait en teh aeran."


Maude gasped. Whatever Al'Rhun was saying must be
extreme to elicit such reactions as Rowan was seeing. Maude was not the only
one reacting to the merchant's words. Nelliel's eyes were wide and even Ganda
appeared uncomfortable. Seto, however, was grinning wickidly.


Dansool Iasu gave thought to Al'Rhun's words.


"Em cnoot spaek fa teh Ishtar's,"
he finally responded.


"Eht deen'nt be Ishtar's E'laer. Shewd eh
naht deidec ta fait, teh estrang lliw faec aeran bi ma ohn'r."


There was a long silence. Iasu Ael finally nodded
in agreement. He then turned and walked away, flanked by his two guards. Seto
trailed behind, giving Rowan a self-satisfied smirk.


"What did you do?" Rowan cried, as
Maude, too, began yelling at Al'Rhun. The trader hesitated, unsure who to
address. He spoke a few words to Maude, which led to further cries from her,
then changed his mind and decided it was best to speak to Rowan.


"Al'Rhun has stayed the Dansool's hand and
arranged to settle your debate with his E'lin," Al'Rhun said proudly.


"You have condemned him, is what you've
done!"


"There now. It's not so bad," Ganda
spoke softly to Maude.


"Illan Ishtar! It is a death sentence."


"If he accepts the match, which this
one very much doubts that he will," Al'Rhun said calmly. "The E'laer
of High House Ishtar is an important man. An officer in the army and a high
prince. He fights in the arena now and again, but he will not stoop to this. It
would be beneath him."


"Someone tell me what this is all
about!" Rowan demanded.


All eyes turned to him.


"Al'Rhun has convinced Iasu-dahn that you
should face justice in the arena. Your retribution has been postponed, but your
fate is worsened."


Rowan looked to Al'Rhun. The merchant did not
argue. It was the truth.


"Why would you do this?"


"Why does Al'Rhun do anything? There are only
ever two reasons. For profit or for pleasure. This is both."


"I don't understand."


"You don't need to, Parren-nihm."


Rowan fixed the man with a gaze. He was not happy.


"Very well, very well. By doing this thing,
Al'Rhun has protected you from retribution by Iasu-dahn. True you will be sent
to the arena, but Al'Rhun has watched your bladework. You will do well there,
unless you happen to face the Dansool's nephew, Illan Ishtar. And Al'Rhun will
be happy to sponsor you."


With that, the merchant turned and left.


"Think on Al'Rhun's proposal," he threw
back at Rowan.


"So I am to fight in an arena?" Rowan
asked once the merchant was gone. He wished to know the full extent of what had
just transpired. His inability to speak the Lauratrean language was a great
hindrance. "Is this a standard way to resolve things?"


"There are no standard punishments for
breaking laws in the western dominances," Ganda replied. "Court cases
are elaborate dances of protocol and each verdict is unique and tailored to the
individual, as well as the crime. It is true that common criminals are often
sent to fight in the arena, but this is more than just that. Al'Rhun proposed
that you face Illan Ishtar, a powerful and accomplished swordsman."


"Seto may have mentioned the name. I can't be
sure, though. I couldn't understand his words."


"You do not seem worried. Do you understand
what this means?”


Rowan nodded. He did understand. But he was not
afraid. He could not bring himself to fear for his own safety. He wasn't living
for anything anymore. Perhaps facing death would give him another escape. A way
out. A way to feel something again. If it caused him pain, if it wounded him,
then so much the better.


"I understand."


"You don't," Maude interjected.
"You know nothing. Duels in the arena are a blood sport. You will fight to
the death."


"There are always the old rules," Ganda
said, though he did not sound hopeful. "But my wife is right. This will be
a fight to the death. You will either die—"


"I will not die while I hold a blade."


"You will die," Ganda continued,
"or you will earn the ire of High House Ishtar. And that could very well
be worse."


"Perhaps if you appealed to the Dansool, he
might reconsider. You could beg his forgiveness," Maude proposed.


"I’m not sure what I did to get here, but I’m
not sorry I did it," Rowan said. "I'd rather die on my feet, than
live on my knees!"


"Then you must learn. Yohr hært ust not
leiv olny fa u, and you still do not understand this. I wonder if you ever
will."


"Then tell me what it means."


"The words are not important, young Rowan! It
is the meaning. The fact that you care nothing for your own life means
that you do not understand. But I hope that you will learn."


Rowan fought hard not to call attention to the
fact that, in her outburst, Maude had spoken his true name. She had called him
Rowan, not Parren. Ganda already knew, but Rowan could only hope that Nelliel
had not understood and that no one else had overheard.


He could not address the issue, though. Instead,
he walked away and kept to himself for the rest of the day. Iasu seemed
untroubled by the event and acted as though nothing had happened. He continued
to ignore Rowan. Seto was another story. Rowan caught the boy glaring at him
often. Despite Rowan's sentence, he remained angry at Rowan for not knowing his
place and for creating a situation in which Seto appeared weak.


Dinner that evening was a tense affair that Rowan
wished no part of. He did his part in helping to prepare the meal and would
assist with the cleaning afterwards, but he did not eat. Instead, he sat by
himself away from the others, as he had the previous night. And like the
previous night, Nelliel joined him.


She did so in silence this time. Rowan was grateful
for that. Glancing at her plate, he saw that she had an extra portion of food
scooped to one side. He suspected she would try to offer it to him at some
point.


They sat in silence for a short while. She ate her
food and glanced at him when she thought he wasn't looking, and he studied her.
Her face was made of sharp angles and was all the more striking for it.


"The stars are very bright tonight,"
Rowan said at last. He spoke more to break the silence than for conversation.
"It reminds me of my home."


"Ara?"


He glanced at her. She was watching him again, and
this time, she met his gaze without looking away.


"Where I come from, or rather where I was
born, the sky would look like this when the night was clear. I miss that. It
was different in the south."


He paused.


"I am sorry for last night. I should not have
acted as I did. It was rude of me. I owe you a debt for nursing me while I was
ill."


Nelliel set her plate aside and reached out to
him. Rowan flinched, not knowing what to expect. She hesitated, then pulled
back the hood of his cloak. It fell back, baring his face. Her fingers brushed
against his cheek as she withdrew her hand.


"What are you doing?"


"I see yoor face."


"Why?"


"Eyes." She pointed. "Eyes say
much. Yoors are sad."


Rowan glanced away, trying to find
something—anything—to distract his gaze.


"U stum raeln ta kaesp. I will teach yoo to
speak." Her second statement was so wellspoken that it caught Rowan off
guard. Her accent was pronounced when she said “you,” lengthening the word and
speaking it oddly, but otherwise, her speech was impeccable. Despite not
wanting to, he looked at her.


"You know my language?" he asked. She
looked at him puzzled for a moment, then shook her head.


"Then how?"


Nelliel pointed back to the campfire where Maude
and Ganda sat.


"Ah. I see," Rowan mumbled. They were
Maude's words. He wished that he could be left alone, but he could not deny
that he needed to learn the Lauratrean tongue. If the price for that knowledge
was keeping company with others, Rowan could accept that. But Maude was wrong
if she thought this would change things. This would not fix anything. It would
not change what Rowan had become. How he felt. The burden that he carried.


"I will teach yoo to speak?" she asked,
cocking her head to the side.


Rowan looked to Nelliel and nodded. She smiled,
looking pleased. She bowed and left, leaving her food behind. Half still
remained.


Rowan pushed the plate away from him. He didn't
wish to eat. Instead he grabbed his blade and rose for the sword dance. It
would be all that he did that evening, for he had no desire to attempt the
shadow dance again.


I will not forget why I am here. Why I can
never return.


The void surrounded him, dark, empty, nothingness.
Rowan welcomed it as he drew his blade.


I am beyond redemption.











Chapter 15:                  
Gannon / Erik


Gannon paced the throne room
impatiently. He’d sent one of his men to find Lord Evans some time ago, but the
lord had yet to answer his summons. It was not unexpected. Lord Evans enjoyed
such games, knowing that they angered Gannon. The man knew that he was
necessary, and it made him insufferable.


Still, even Lord Evans would not go so far as to
disobey. None dared oppose Ganon now. Power and authority were his.


It is not all yours…not while the princess
still lives.


The thought, made potent for the small truth it
held, disturbed him. Princess Elizabeth served to solidify his authority, but
she was also a potential threat. He had kept her alive to legitimize his claim
to the throne. That had been the right decision at the time. She had been
broken by grief. A perfect puppet. She’d claimed to remember nothing of the
incident, and he had believed her—he would have killed her had he not. In her
eyes, there had been no spark of recognition or hatred.


He’d taken precautions, of course. He’d ordered
her food drugged to keep her compliant and kept her under guard, confined to
her rooms ostensibly for her own safety. For a time that had worked. But now…
Now the princess was showing signs of recovery. She was acting as she once had,
regaining her identity. She resisted him. And he was certain that she
was hiding things from him.


Does she remember?


Among the remedies Phaegis mixed into the girl’s
food was one that smothered her will and made her susceptible to orders. The
physiker explained that, while it would not force her to speak the truth, it
would be very difficult for her to lie. Gannon ached to interrogate the girl to
determine whether her memories were returning, but he could not do so. The very
questions he needed to ask would lead to answers he did not want. And not even
Phaegis could wipe a memory clean. Not without noticeably and permanently
damaging the mind. And that would render Gannon’s little puppet completely
useless.


The door to the throne room swung open. Lord
Evans, wearing a rich cloak over his robes, themselves a garish shade of
orange, sauntered into the room. He smiled at Gannon as he strode forwards,
leaving the doors open for the guards behind him to close.


“You are late.”


“Am I? I believe I arrived exactly when intended.”


Gannon glared.


“Oh, don’t be like that. I would not ignore a
summons from you, the Lord Regent. Though a matter of great import could delay
me slightly.”


“What could be so important?”


“I will let you know when such a matter arises.”


“You test my patience,” Gannon said quietly, voice
hard. He was in no mood for the lord’s attitude.


“Very well,” Evans said, easing himself into a
seat. He shifted until finding a comfortable position, then casually sipped at
a glass of wine that he’d brought in with him. He sighed as he tasted it, the
sound grating upon Gannon in an unbearable way.


He frowned, gazing at the wine. It bothered him
that he had not noticed Evans carrying the cup. Had it been a weapon…


“It is marvelous,” Evans said, noticing his gaze.
“Shall I call for a bottle?”


“No.”


Gannon cleared his mind, focusing instead on the
reason that he had summoned Lord Evans.


“I am sending you to Oscilliath to inspect the
army. I will send word to General Gaara so that he knows to expect you.”


“I am to inspect the army?” Lord Evans asked,
looking up from his drink. “Do you not trust the general? I know little of war
preparations.”


Gannon gave the lord a meaningful look. There was
no need to offer explanation. He would let Evans puzzle this out on his own.


“Is that all that is expected of me?” Evans
probed.


“What do you think?” Gannon asked tersely. He grew
tired of this. The man spoke in circles rather than speaking his true thoughts.
It was irritating.


“I think,” Lord Evans began, “that I will be traveling
much farther than Oscilliath. You need me to make sure that the general is able
to keep himself in check, but that is not all. I suspect that I will be
continuing on to Lauratrea, likely to connect with the Buhli’dazzi and High
House Ishtar.”


“You are correct, Lord Evans. Do you see how much
easier it is when you do not speak in circles?”


“It is less amusing. I learn nothing if I speak as
you do. Besides, I enjoy testing your limits.”


“That is a dangerous thing to take pleasure in,”
Gannon said, a hard edge to his voice. “Remember that even you can be
replaced.”


“But not easily. Otherwise, I suspect I would
already be dead.” Lord Evans spoke the words with a grin that displeased
Gannon. The lord showed no fear, which Ganon found offensive. But Gannon said
nothing. He tolerated Lord Evans because the man was—to his displeasure—very
nearly indispensable.


“You will have business in Oscilliath,”
Gannon said after calming himself. Lord Evans nodded.


“Yes, of course. I will be needed to ensure that
preparations are in order.”


Gannon waved a hand. “That is of little
consequence. I am kept well-informed on such matters.”


“General Gaara then?”


Gannon nodded.


“I do not trust him to keep from acting. He must
be kept in check.”


“I do wonder,” Evans said musingly, “why you chose
him as your general. The man is a good warrior, but he has no patience. No
vision.”


“He has an iron hold on the men beneath him. He is
ruthless. And he will do as commanded.”


“And yet I must remind him to listen.”


Gannon frowned. Evans’s points were valid. Gaara
was far too eager for the coming war, just as Gannon himself was. The man could
not restrain himself.


“It will not matter once the war begins. I chose
Gaara for his brutality and  penchant for destruction.”


“I trust that he will not destroy the lands we
wish to claim?” Evans asked. He had a personal interest in controlling several
Lauratrean territories, some of which would need to be seized by the army as it
advanced.


“A desert wasteland cannot be destroyed.”


“But a city can.”


“Then that is the cost of war. Death and
destruction. It is inevitable.”


Evans gave no response to that.


“I also wish you to investigate the rumors of
Baird’s apprentice. He has been reported heading east, and he was seen in the
area near to Oscilliath.”


“You still think him a threat?”


“By himself, no. But the gathered forces…I will
not have him rallying his own set of loyal followers.”


“That would be troublesome. It is lucky that he
was not well-known. Outside of Estoria, few, if any, would know him for Baird’s
apprentice.”


“He is the man’s apprentice.”


“But he cannot prove it.”


“He must die.” Gannon felt very strongly on this
point. He wanted no loose ends.


“On that, I will agree. Young Rowan is a potential
threat, more for what he represents than anything else. And he knows too much.
Had you allowed me to focus on discrediting him…”


“I did allow that. You spread your rumors.”


“I was limited in my words.”


“Bah. I will hear no excuses. Investigate the
matter and see that it is dealt with.”


“And when I cross the border? What can I do in the
capital of Lior?”


Gannon felt his lips tug into a grin.


“Do your worst.”


“Truly?”


He nodded. “I want a war, Evans. Help me light the
flames. Take men across the border with you to begin attacking, but keep their
actions covert.”


“Of course,” Evans muttered, speaking more to
himself than to Gannon. He reveled in the political games of this war, and
would seize this opportunity with pleasure. “The people cannot know of the
attacks. The men will have to be an honor guard, a limited number. Perhaps a
hundred? Maybe more. Would it be wise to use the mercenaries?” He looked up.
“We are still allied with High House Ishtar and the Buhli’dazzi?”


“For now.”


The Buhli’dazzi saw war as an opportunity, and
were willing to instigate conflict. They assumed, of course, that they would be
victorious and seize control. Perhaps they were ignorant enough to trust that
an accord could be found once they were in power. Either way, they were wrong.
Gannon would use their ambition and then crush them. There would be no peace,
no surrender. Only subjugation.


“Then I will work with them and with my contacts.
What is my timeframe?”


“I intend for there to be war before the season
ends.”


They spoke a while more on the subject before
Gannon dismissed Lord Evans. When the man was gone, Gannon strode to the
expansive window overlooking the city and leaned forward. It was cold near the
glass. He grasped the windowsill hard, enough to make the wood groan. His
fingers protested, but he ignored the pain.


The gray sky was in contrast to Gannon’s mood.
Though he kept his emotions in check, they burned hot within him. A calm anger
masking a violent rage. The former drove his desire for power, tempering the
latter.


Outside, men worked to clear the grounds of the
snow. The walkways were salted and shoveled, but the ground’s surrounding area 
was too large to manage, with too few men left to attend the task. Even so, his
domain fared far better than the rest of the city.


Beyond the walls, the city lay in darkness. Once,
it would have glowed with warmth, but Gannon had sapped its people of their
affections. That was the way it used to be, when the old king had ruled.
When this city–this country–had been weak. But that would change. He would make
this country strong. A force to be feared.


He looked down on the people of this city and was
irritated by their weakness. Why could they not understand his vision? They saw
him as a tyrant, but they had pushed him into that role. They had to be broken.


Gannon focused on the horizon, looking east
towards the border where his forces gathered, growing in numbers by the day.
Already his army was large enough to mount an offensive. Gannon itched to send
the order.


Attack.


Gannon knew it was not yet time for that but, even
so…it was an effort to hold himself back. Were he not needed here in the
capital, he would be out there with his men. And had that been the case, he
doubted he would have waited. He loathed the subtle politicking and planning
and longed for things to be simple again, but he had grown. He was greater than
that now.


He idly fingered the hilt of his blade, longing to
thrust the sword into an opposing force. To let the rage consume him. It was
always there, kept in check just below the surface. There would come a time
when he’d be forced to let his rage escape.


Turning from the window towards the throne,
Ganon’s thoughts again turned to the princess.


She was becoming dangerously willful, refusing to
keep to her rooms. Her submissive manner was gone. He could not order her
about–not yet–but he could influence her. She had been far more pliant
when debilitated by fear and depression. Perhaps he could bring that back, make
her aware of just how tenuous her position was.


“Byron!” Gannon yelled, seating himself upon the
throne. The youth entered promptly, having been waiting on Gannon just outside
the door. He approached and knelt, dropping his head and touching his hand to
his breast.


“Yes, my lord?”


“My liege,” Gannon corrected him. “Have you not
yet learned?”


“I have, my liege.” The boy’s voice wavered, his
fear showing. Gannon had nurtured that fear as much as he had rewarded loyalty
and obedience. “I will not make the mistake twice.”


“See that you do not.”


Gannon lapsed into silence, considering how best
to broach the issue. He’d made Byron responsible for overseeing the princess,
though not in a position of authority. The boy checked on her, saw to her
medication, watched her actions and interactions, and kept her from acting out
or causing trouble. This last duty was the source of his failure. 


“Has the princess spoken again with Darius?”


Byron shook his head. “I haven’t allowed that to
happen again. She goes out to walk the grounds, using the excuse of visiting
her father’s resting place, but she is kept from interacting with anyone. The
staff have orders to keep their distance from her.”


“I do not want her taking such liberties. She
should keep to her quarters as she used to.”


“I have tried—”


“You have failed,” Gannon said pointedly.


Byron looked ready to protest, but the emotion
died as he met Gannon’s eyes.


“The princess is becoming a bother. She is kept
isolated, and that is good but it is not good enough. Her attitude will need to
change. Tomorrow, you are to allow her full freedom of the castle. She is not
to interact with anyone, but do not try to keep her confined to her rooms.”


Byron looked up, confused.


“My lor—” He stopped, realizing his mistake. “My
liege? Are…are you certain?”


“Do not question me! Just see that it is done.”


“I will see that it is done.”


When it was clear that Gannon was done with him,
the boy bowed and turned to leave.


“Hold.”


The boy stopped immediately, turning back towards
the throne.


“See that Princess Eliza’s maid accompanies her.
And Darius as well.” Having the trainer guarding the princess tomorrow would
make it easier for Gannon to place blame after the days events took place.


With that, Gannon waved the boy away. The doors
slammed shut behind him, leaving Gannon alone.


*      *      *


Erik hurried through the barracks.
He nervously carried Tenro in one hand, doing his best to conceal the bundle
under his cloak. Though the sword was wrapped in cover, its shape revealed it
to be a blade. Walking quickly, he hoped no one would question him as he could
think of no explanation for having Tenro.


The barracks were empty. Most of the trainees that
were left were taking their midday meal, as were the trainers. Erik hurried
past the mess hall. The person he was looking for was unlikely to be there.


He hurried on towards the training grounds, where
he found Andrew practicing the sword, alone in the cold.


“Ho, Andrew!”


“Erik.” Andrew paused and gave his friend a
deferential nod, as Erik was now a trainer. He glanced at the bundle but said
nothing.


“You up for some light sparring? Haven’t had a
good partner in a long time.”


Erik shook his head. “I’d just lose. Maybe another
time—” He cut himself short. There wouldn’t be another time. His friend had
been graduating and would be leaving in the next few days.


That was why he had come.


“So you’ve heard then.”


“Yeah.”


“Leaving the day after next. Still haven’t been
told where I’m going.”


“I’ve heard some things,” Erik said. “You’ll
probably be sent to one of the border garrisons. Maybe a few stops along the
way, but all of the boys have been sent to the border.”


“I’ve heard the same. Oscilliath seems the likely
place.”


“It is a military city,” Erik agreed. “Most troops
are quartered there, though. Don’t see why they keep sending more. It’s like
we’re preparing for war.”


“Could be just that.”


Erik looked at his friend. “What do you believe?”


Andrew was silent for a moment. He seemed to be
considering his words before speaking. He was like that. Confident yet
cautious.


“I can’t say what the future holds. Much has
happened. Our king was assassinated and we don’t know who did it or why.”


“Why would Lauratrea assassinate King Alden?”


“I didn’t say that they did. Maybe they didn’t.
But if it was said that they did, how would anyone know otherwise? That dark
night left behind a tension in this city—in this country. That much is plain. ”


Erik waited for his friend to elaborate, but
Andrew said nothing more.


“I’ll be sad to see you go.”


“I’ll be sad to go. I’ve learned a lot training
here in the capital.”


“As have I. Made good friends, too.”


Andrew grunted his agreement.


“There’s something I need you to do for me,
Andrew. A favor.”


“Out with it. There’s no need to delay.”


Erik sighed and held out Tenro, carefully removing
the wrapping that concealed it. Andrew gasped as the blade was revealed.


“What are you doing with that?”


“I found it in the barracks,” Erik said
defensively. “It was with Rowan’s things. He must not have had it with him when
he…on that night.”


“But why do you have it?”


“I just took it. I wanted to keep it safe at
first, and then…”


“Cover it up,” Andrew said, looking around the
empty training fields. “It’s cold out here and I dressed for training, not
warmth. Let’s go speak in your room.”


Erik nodded and led the way, grateful that they
hadn’t encountered  anyone on the trail leading back to Erik’s room.


“Is this what you were hiding in the woods?”


Erik nodded as he closed the door. “Yes. But
someone found the place where I’d hidden it. I don’t think I can keep it safe
or secret anymore now that someone knows about it.”


“Does it matter that you have the sword?”


“It does,” Erik said, remembering some of the
things he had seen and heard since becoming a trainer. It was dangerous to
speak of what he suspected, but he trusted his friend.


“I find it suspicious that Rowan was killed in the
fighting at the castle without his sword.”


“You think he knew there would be fighting?”


“No. I just…” Erik tried to collect his thoughts.
“I find it strange that Rowan left his sword behind. He took that sword with
him everywhere. Especially when he was training with his master. And there’s
more.


“I’ve been listening to the news that comes in.
The trainers get some information here and there and I’ve heard reports that
there is a search for a young man carrying a sword with a black blade. And he’s
wanted in relation to the dark night.”


Andrew furrowed his brow.


“Rowan’s dead. But for some reason, the Lord
Regent has the armies looking for someone carrying this blade. It’s not safe.
Not here.”


“What do you want me to do? Take the problem off
your hands?”


Erik met his friend’s gaze. “Yes.”


“Why me?”


“Because you’re leaving and it’s not safe here. 
You’ll be joining the army at the border. And now that you’re graduated, you
are allowed weapons of your own.”


Andrew was silent for a time.


“I won’t be able to use it. It’s too easily
recognized.”


“I can get you another sword. One you can use. Just
keep this one with you. If you need to abandon it, then you can. At least no
one can tie it back to us.”


This time, the silence lasted much longer as
Andrew considered Erik’s request.


“I’ll take it,” he finally said. Erik handed him
the blade, still wrapped in cover. “It’ll need a new scabbard so I can carry it
freely. And I make no promises that I won’t toss it, if necessary.”


Erik nodded. He knew his friend spoke true, though
he doubted that Andrew would toss Tenro unless absolutely necessary. It was a fine
blade, and Andrew appreciated that.


“Thank you, Andrew.”


“You’re welcome. Now come on. You can help me find
a lesser sword that I can actually use.”











Chapter 16:                  
Eliza


Eliza walked the grounds of her
castle, shadowed by Tilly and her royal guard, as Gannon insisted. There were
four watchmen in total. While probably excessive, Eliza understood the need for
protection, given what had happened to her father.


She glanced to her side and looked out across the
grounds, out to the city. She had once been free to leave the estate, though
sometimes that had required a creative escape. No longer allowed to venture
outside the castle, she felt confined, imprisoned. It was hard.


“Hello, Princess.” Eliza turned to find Gannon
approaching. She stopped walking, allowing him to catch up. As he stepped near,
her four royal guards moved aside and turned away so as not to overhear. Their
behavior seemed far more respectful with Gannon present. “It is…good…to see you
out of your room. Are you feeling better?”


“I wanted to feel the cold of the snow.”


“Excuse me?”


“The snow,” Eliza said. “I am feeling better, but
that’s not why I came out today. I left my room because I wanted to take a walk
in the winter snow.”


“I see. Well, I am glad that you are feeling more
like yourself. Your sickness has had all of us very worried.” Eliza felt that
his words weren’t entirely genuine, but refrained from saying anything.


“I’m glad to see that Phaegis’s elixers have made
you feel better and more comfortable. I will have him continue to brew them for
you.”


“I don’t want—”


“I will not hear otherwise on this matter.”


Eliza frowned and turned away. She wanted to speak
out, but simply couldn’t find the energy.


She had begun the day with so much energy. It was
now barely midday and already she felt tired, both emotionally and physically.


There was a tense, awkward silence that hung in
the air as neither spoke. Glancing past her guards, Eliza saw someone
approaching, though they were too far away to identify.


Gannon also seemed to notice, for he glanced in
that direction, squinted a moment, and then frowned. “I think I will take my
leave now. There is much to keep me busy. You can expect a visit from Phaegis
later today. I have asked him to check in on you and ensure that you remain
well.”


Without another word, Gannon turned and left,
walking away without the formality normally accorded a member of the royal
family. This was not the accepted protocol. He should have requested her
permission to leave, or at the very least bowed and left in deference.


She thought of calling out to him and making her
displeasure known, but then…she felt nothing. She was suddenly very tired. With
Head Trainer Darius approaching, all thought of Gannon left her mind.


“Princess, may I approach?” Darius asked, as he
reached her ring of guards. She nodded and Darius pushed his way past the men
standing in his way. He then bowed deeply, as would be expected of one
approaching the princess.


She was happy to see him and grateful for his
etiquette in acknowledging her as his princess. It wasn’t necessary and,
truthfully, she would not have minded being informally addressed. She was
unhappy with Gannon’s  disrespect, but Darius was a close friend. He did not
need to observe such formalities, though he always did. She appreciated that,
perhaps not enough.


“Thank you, Darius.”


“You are welcome. May I ask what for?”


“Nothing in particular. I am just thankful for you
and your service.”


“I am glad to serve, my princess.”


“May we walk and talk?” Eliza asked. “I do not
often feel well enough to come out and walk, but today I have been feeling
better. I would like to continue my walk.”


“Of course, Princess. I did not mean to hold you
back.”


Eliza began walking, moving  toward one of the
outer castle buildings. It was meant as servant quarters but now stood empty.
There were far fewer people now living in the castle following that deadly
night.


They walked for a short while before Darius
cleared his throat.


“What? Oh yes! So why did you come to see me,
Darius?”


“I want to speak with you about some concerns I have
regarding the Lord Commander and the city.”


“Gannon is the Steward and Protector of the Realm
now,” Eliza corrected, mainly for the guards. She wished that she could leave
them behind now that Darius was here. Perhaps with him she wouldn’t feel like such
a prisoner…at least not until she returned to her rooms.


“Yes, of course.” Darius glanced back at her
guards warily. It seemed as though he, like her, was made uncomfortable by
their presence. Why was that?


“My princess,” Darius started. “What news have you
heard from the city? Of the city?”


“News? Very little, actually. I have been unwell
and Gannon does not want me troubled by matters of state. He thinks it best
that I rest and recover, and stay safe, though I believe that the true danger
is past.”


“You have gotten no news!” Darius was obviously
troubled by this. Extremely troubled. “Have you not been informed of the many
royal decrees and mandates that the Steward of the Realm has issued in your
name?”


“I—”


“He has closed the border, arrested hundreds of
citizens and expelled many more. He is gathering soldiers! And most troubling
of all—” Darius stopped as he remembered the guards. He leaned in and finished
his sentence in a whisper. “And most troubling of all, I have heard that he has
been searching the countryside for a youth matching the description of Baird’s
apprentice.”


“I was told that Rowan died with his master.”


“As was I. But I never saw his body, and he wasn’t
supposed to be with Baird in the castle.”


“So what is it you are trying to tell me, Darius?”


“I am saying that something needs to be done about
Gannon. And I am saying that Rowan—”


“Please don’t say his name,” Eliza interrupted. “I
don’t want to reopen those wounds right now. I just can’t.”


“Very well. But I still need to speak with you
about Gannon. The things that he is doing…his power needs to be checked,
Princess. He is worrying me, and if I am being truly honest, it is worrying to
me that you have not been the one to keep him in check.”


Eliza glanced aside at Darius.


“Do not misunderstand,” Darius said quickly. “You
have been unwell, it is not your fault that Gannon has been overreaching with
his power, but he does need to be kept in check. Perhaps I can….” He trailed
off, squinting as he stared at something in the distance.


“What is it, Darius? What are you looking—”


“Princess, look out!”


She recoiled at Darius’s cry. His shriek broke the
whispered silence of the castle’s hall. She looked up, turning towards him to
see what was wrong. As she moved, something shot past her, flying through the
air before striking the ground.


There was a scream.


Eliza stared at the projectile. It was embedded in
the earth at an odd angle, quivering slightly from the force of the impact. The
snow around it had given way, as though fearful of its force.


“Princess!”


Chaos was suddenly everywhere. Shouting and
cursing erupted as soldiers sprinted into action. Several broke off, running
towards the nearby building. A weight slammed into her, knocking her to the
ground as another shot flew through the air. 


An arrow?


“Stay down,” Darius was saying. His face was close
to her own, he was trying to catch is breath. And he was on top of her.


“This isn’t proper.”


He looked at her strangely, neither understanding
or noticing the impropriety of his position. “You’re in danger,” he said. “Stay
down and don’t move.” Then, looking up, he shouted, “Assassin. Protect the
princess!”


As the shouting continued, Darius stood and pulled
Eliza to her feet. There was no time to steady herself, however, as Darius
rushed her back towards the castle.


“Move,” he grunted.


He kept one arm around her, doing his best to
shield her body with his own. She saw him glance over his shoulder more than
once.


“What just happened?” Eliza asked, as she was
hurried up the steps and through the doors.


“Not now.”


“Yes now.”


“Not yet. When we’re safe.”


Eliza didn’t argue. She wanted to, but couldn’t 
find the strength to do so. Weariness suddenly took her, both physically and
emotionally.


“I need to stop. Rest.”


Darius glanced down at her. “Very well.”


He pulled open the door to the next room they
passed and ushered her inside. Someone followed her inside, then Darius closed
the door and the room grew dark.


“You’re wounded. Need to get that looked at.” The
head trainer looked to Tilly, who Eliza hadn’t realized was there. “Please see
to it.”


The maid jumped and moved to obey. Her hands shook
and her gaze seemed to be focused on something that wasn’t there. Why do I
feel nothing? Eliza wondered. She felt strangely disconnected. But then, a
princess was supposed to act calm under pressure.


Eliza winced as Tilly touched her cheek. It felt
hot, and painful. The maid’s hand came away red.


Oh my. Is that mine? Eliza reached up to
touch her cheek. She wanted to feel her wound. This action seemed to snap Tilly
back into focus.


“No.” She slapped Eliza’s hand away. “You mustn’t
touch the wound. I have to clean it.” She looked around the room, not finding
what  she wanted. There wasn’t much here. It was a small storeroom—little more
than a closet—with shelves lining the side walls and some crates, barrels, and
sacks stacked at the back.


“Come.” The maid led Eliza away from the door.
Pressure on her shoulders urged the princess to seat herself on the crates.
They were uncomfortably hard.


“No water,” Tilly muttered to herself as she
searched the shelves. “But maybe—aha!” The maid pulled down a bedsheet and
promptly began to tear it. Then she turned back to Eliza and began wiping away
the blood.


“Let us hope this will not require stitches. It
would not do for your pretty face to be scarred.”


“Is it bad?” Darius asked, glancing back at them.


Eliza let Tilly answer for her.


“It’s not life-threatening, but even so…”


Darius nodded, though neither was looking at the
other.


“What was that?” Eliza asked again. Tilly glared
at her, but Eliza ignored it. “Have the assassins returned?”


“You’re safe.”


“That is not an answer.”


“For now, it’s the only thing that matters.
Someone tried to kill you. They failed.”


That didn’t sound like Darius. He was like
Baird–always worried. Eliza would have expected the head trainer to act with a
sense of caution bordering on paranoia. He’d want to be in control of the
situation, know what’s happening, and ensure that everything was alright. Why
didn’t he seem more concerned? 


Because he is trying to comfort me, Eliza
reasoned. He has no way of knowing any more than I do, but he cannot leave
my side to assess or control the situation.


Footsteps sounded in the hallway outside. There
were shouts. Darius tensed at the sound. He loosened his sword in its sheath
and leaned into the door, putting his weight against it.


The blood on her hands reminded her of that night,
when she had last hidden from assassins and murderers.


The darkness came upon her suddenly and without
warning. She gasped as terrible images filled her head. Things so horrible, she
couldn’t believe them to be real. What was this? How could she imagine such
things?


Forgotten memories came back to her, all at once
in an overwhelming jumble of images and feelings and thoughts. A sense of fear
and betrayal. Horror.


But I was doing so well.


Her head ached and something within her warred
against the memories. She could feel it. It muddled her thoughts and froze her
mind. Though it felt wrong, she wished for the presence to win and
smother the thoughts and memories that brought the darkness.


There was a sound as someone attempted to force
open the door. Darius held it closed and braced himself for the next attempt.


“Princess?”


Tilly looked up in surprise. “Erik?”


“Don’t speak!” Darius ordered, voice hard. He
turned back to the door, hesitated, then cracked it open. He looked through the
opening and once satisfied that Erik was alone, he opened the door just enough
to allow entrance.


“Get in.”


“Why?”


“Because if someone sees you talking to me through
the door they’ll know we are here.” Darius grabbed Erik and pulled him inside.
The door slammed shut.


“Why are you hiding?” Erik asked. “Gannon’s men
caught the assassin and he has everyone looking for the princess.” He did his
best to bow to Eliza but the space was now quite cramped.


Eliza noticed that Darius glanced with worry at
her before he responded.


“Can’t be sure there was only one. And I don’t
trust—” He broke off suddenly, as though reconsidering his words. “Better to
keep her safely hidden with me. If no one knows where she is, that keeps her
safe.”


“But Erik found us.”


“I trust that Erik wasn’t followed. But still, how
did you find us?”


Erik shifted somewhat uncomfortably.


“Out with it. I need to determine whether or not
we have to move.”


“I, um…smelled you.”


“Huh?”


“Tilly wears distinctive perfumes,” the boy said
to his feet. “I know the scent. I recognized it when I passed by. It was purely
by chance.”


Darius gave an exasperated sigh. Then, to Tilly,
he said, “I need you to go and bring some people I trust back here.”


“I cannot. I must stay with the princess.”


“It’s alright,” Eliza whispered to Tilly. “I can
hold myself together for a short time, and Darius and Erik will be able to keep
me safe. I trust them both.”


“But Princess—”


“Darius is right in this. We can’t stay hidden in
this closet forever.”


“Very well.” The maid stood and listened as Darius
told her who to find. He was very specific in this. She needed to find Trainer
Torrhen and bring him and the remaining members of the old royal guard. Before
she left, he whispered a final instruction to her. Eliza wasn’t meant to hear,
but she did.


“Do not bring Gannon’s soldiers. I don’t trust
them at the moment. If they question you…”


“I will lead them away.”


The door opened, then closed. Eliza listened to
the sound of Tilly’s footsteps fade away. Despite her assurances to the maid,
Eliza did not feel fine and Tilly’s absence made it worse. She could still feel
the darkness. The blood on her hands.


She hugged her knees tightly and waited while
Darius and Erik spoke quietly to each other.


“Tell me what you know.”


“Not much. Everything happened so quickly, and you
were gone before I could recover. I saw Gannon’s soldiers running for the
assassin.”


“They caught him?”


“Almost immediately. Somehow, he had managed to
enter the castle grounds. Gave him a good position to shoot from, but made it
impossible to escape. I left to search for you as they took him away, so I
don’t know what they did with him. He was dark-skinned though.”


“Lauratrean?” Darius sounded skeptical.


Erik shrugged. “Can’t say for certain. It makes
sense, though.”


“You believe what the Lord Commander has been
saying? That they are seeking a war?” He glanced suddenly at Eliza, as though
only now remembering that she was still present. She met his gaze, curious
about the things he was saying. He regarded her with caution, then turned back
to Erik.


“So do you believe?” he asked again. It sounded to
Eliza as though Erik’s answer to the question was very important to him.


“I don’t know what to believe. But if you say I
shouldn’t—”


“You should not allow others to determine what you
believe.”


“But it is foolish to not hear their opinion.”


“I suppose that is wise.”


Erik nodded. “I do agree with you, though. Some of
the things that have been said...they are disturbing.”


“What has been said?” Both of the men looked to
Eliza, as though surprised to hear her voice.


“It is nothing,” Darius said just as Erik
exclaimed, “You don’t know?”


The two shared a glance that seemed a silent
discussion. It made Eliza remember how detached she had been—how out of touch
she was with everything going on around her. Whatever this was, it concerned
her.


Finally, Darius responded. “This is an unstable
time. There has been much that has made me…unsettled. Lord Commander Gannon has
always been outspoken against the peace your father worked for. Since
appointing himself as the Lord Regent, there have been many rumors.” He spoke
the words as though he found them distasteful.


“And…” she prompted.


“And I do not like what I have heard—what I can
see coming.”


Footsteps in the hall outside made them tense. Not
Eliza, though. Her emotions—any sense of nervousness or worry or fear—were
feeling rather smothered at the moment. The darkness was still there, but
everything else felt dampened.


It was an odd—but not unfamiliar—sensation.


I never used to feel this way before, she
thought. It doesn’t seem right. When did this start? Recently…


There was a knock at the door. “Darius? You in
there?”


“Yes. Who is with you?”


“Guards. And that maidservant you sent.”


Darius hesitated—he seemed to be doing that a
lot—then cracked the door. Eliza peeked, but she couldn’t see outside. She had
to wait until Darius opened the door.


The light of the hall was very bright. Her eyes
had adjusted to the dark and she had to blink away the pain of normal lighting.
She felt rather than saw someone approach her. Squinting, she could see that it
was Tilly.


Beyond, she saw Darius conversing with the other
trainer, Erik at his side.


“Is it safe out there?”


“How should I know? I wasn’t even aware anything
had happened until she came for me. Why couldn’t you just summon the Guard?”


“I trust you.”


“I’m not going to ask what you mean by that.”


“Best that you don’t.”


They continued talking, but Eliza’s attention was
pulled away as Tilly began to fuss over her.


“I am sorry for leaving you, Princess. I should
not have done that.” Tilly’s voice trembled with emotion and Eliza had to take
her hand to keep her calm.


“It’s alright, Tilly. You did well.”


She squeezed the hand that had been meant to
comfort her. She took some comfort in it herself. Having Tilly back made her
feel somewhat safer.


“Princess?”


She looked up at Darius.


“I am going to escort you back to your rooms, but
then I will need to leave you. The guards will stay with you and you will be
safe. But there are matters I must attend to.”


“I will not be put away. I want to be a part of
this.”


“You need a healer. Perhaps afterwards…” He didn’t
say it, but his meaning was clear. She needed to be kept safe. Under guard.
Once everything was secure and they didn’t need to worry about her, then she
could do as she wanted.


Eliza started to protest, but she did feel
very tired and her cheek burned. Darius was right. She would have to trust his
judgement for now.


“Very well,” she nodded. Tilly’s grip on her
reinforced her decision.


She allowed herself to be led back towards her
rooms by Erik and the guards that had come for her—all seven of them. Darius
left with Trainer Torrhen, promising to come to her when he could. He hadn’t
taken her all the way to her rooms as he had promised, but Eliza didn’t need
him to. She was already feeling safer and more in control.


It was slow going as they insisted on checking
every room they passed to be sure there were no hidden threats. They made it
almost halfway there before they were found—and joined—by other guards. Two of
these men ran off to inform their officers.


“Shyst,” Erik cursed as the new guards joined
them. He watched them warily, as did Eliza. These men were under Gannon, and
that made them harder to trust.


“You should watch your language, Erik,” Eliza
said. “You are in the presence of your princess.”


Erik stumbled immediately and almost fell. He
looked up at her and seemed surprised, as though he had somehow forgotten that
she was there with him. His face was a bright red.


“I’m so sorry, Princess Elizabeth. I should not
have said that. Please forgive me?”


Despite the situation, she laughed. Erik looked at
her, shocked.


“I forgive you, Erik. Really. I don’t mind.”


“Good,” he said, turning serious once more.
“Because now is not the time for arguing, or even laughter. You are in danger
and I am responsible for getting you to safety.” He glanced around them,
looking at the guards who had joined them. The ones that reported to Gannon.
“And I do not believe that we are safe. Not even now, even here.”


Despite his worries, they made it to her rooms
without further incident. Her usual guards were there silently waiting for her.
They did not say anything or acknowledge her in any way other than to step
aside and admit her to her rooms. She entered, so grateful to be back that it
no longer felt like confinement.


Erik tried to follow her inside but the guards
blocked his entrance.


“Not you,” the captain said to him. “We are only
to admit the princess and those that the Lord Regent Gannon has given
permission to enter.”


“I am protecting her.”


“You were protecting her, and you almost
failed. Now she is under Commander Gannon’s protection and will be kept safely
isolated and away from danger. That includes you, boy.”


Erik looked ready to fight the man. Eliza worried
that he would start something that would end with him being hurt or imprisoned,
so she intervened.


“I will be fine, Erik. I am alright to be on my
own here. You aren’t needed,” she lied. She wanted nothing more than for him to
stay with her. She needed comfort from someone that she knew, but not if it
made his life difficult or put him at risk. “Tilly will stay with me to make
sure that I am alright.”


“That is not acceptable,” the guard captain said.
“I cannot permit anyone to stay with you. Not until Commander Gannon himself
comes to see you.”


“Tilly is my maidservant and will stay with
me. That is my wish.”


“No.”


“Yes!” Eliza said, raising her voice. “I am
permitting my maidservant to enter my rooms and stay with me, as I have need of
her. Do you intend to go against the wishes of your princess?”


The guard captain fumed, but when he glanced
around, he became aware of the guards that had escorted Eliza. They had not yet
left her, and none of them were men who directly served Gannon. He was
outnumbered and he knew it.


“Very well. The maidservant may remain with you,
but no one else may enter.” The man glared at Eliza, daring her to defy him.
That look angered her. She was very tempted to press the issue, but she was
tired. And she knew that she could not afford to risk losing in such an
encounter.


“Come on, Tilly.”


The maid scurried meekly past the guard captain
and into Eliza’s room. Her discomfort was plain, but she did not say a word.
Eliza was grateful for that.


“Is everything alright, Princess? Can I take my
leave?”


“You may go,” Eliza said to Erik. She watched him
turn and hurry off, wondering where he would be going. When he was gone, Eliza
looked up at the guard captain and then shut the door directly in the man’s
face.


*      *      *


“You should have let me go and fetch
you a healer,” Tilly said. “But of course, I completely understand that you do
not want to be left alone. I don’t want to be alone now either. This has all
been so frightening.”


“You aren’t really helping me feel safe,” Eliza
joked. But despite her words, Tilly really was making Eliza feel safer
just by being there. Her presence was soothing. Eliza would not have wanted to
have been left alone to wait for Gannon to come.


“I am so sorry, Princess! I should have known
better. I—”


“It is fine. Truly. I meant nothing by my joke. I
just wanted to lighten the mood a bit.” Eliza laughed, wishing she felt the way
that she sounded. Inside, she was terrified. Someone had just tried to kill
her. “I am glad that you stayed with me, Tilly.”


“But of course.” Tilly breathed a sigh of relief.
The maid sat with Eliza on the oversized bed, something she would not normally
do. Though Tilly was informal, she almost always stood when in Eliza’s
presence.


“I do hope that someone comes quickly,” Eliza
said. “This waiting is terrible. I want to know what is happening now. I need
answers.”


“You are so very strong, Princess. You have
changed so much in the past few weeks. I’d thought you lost before, when you
were…unwell.”


“I suppose I have changed. Or gotten better at
least,” Eliza mused. Tilly was right. She was feeling much stronger now. The
darkness was still there within her. She could feel it even now—especially
now—but it no longer controlled her as it had before.


I have been so weak, Eliza thought. I
allowed myself to become isolated and absent, consumed by darkness. And now,
just as I am feeling better, someone has tried to kill me. I cannot allow this
threat to weaken me.


Across the room, the door swung open. Eliza tensed
reflexively while Tilly let out a cry as Gannon entered the room followed by
Phaegis and Byron.


Gannon glanced at Tilly, causing the maid to
quickly rise and curtsy. He continued staring, making it clear that she should 
leave.


“I want her to stay with me.”


“Leave,” Gannon said, speaking directly to Tilly.


“She will stay here with me. I need her.”


“Leave. Now.” Gannon’s tone was cold and hard, and
Tilly withered beneath him. She glanced at Eliza with pained eyes and then
turned away in shame. She left quickly, and without a word.  Eliza did not
fault her, though. It had been clear that Tilly wished to stay, but no one
disobeyed Gannon.


In her haste to leave, Tilly had left the door
ajar. Ganon motioned Byron to close the door behind her. 


He turned to face Eliza and began to slowly move
toward her, hesitating as he reached the bed. For a moment, she thought he
might sit down.  Instead, he turned away and waved. Phaegis came forward
carrying a stool and sat next to her.


She flinched as the physiker reached out and
touched her cheek. He dabbed at the cut and then grabbed a bowl and began
mixing a sort of paste as Gannon spoke to her.


“I expect that this has been a very traumatizing
event for you. An assassin trying to take your life, so soon after the coup in
which your father was killed. But you need not worry. I have doubled your guard
and will keep you here, where you are safe.”


Eliza wanted to protest, but she had more pressing
things that she needed to discuss.


“What has happened to the assassin?” she asked.
“Was he captured? Was he working alone?”


“The man was caught and killed, but there will be
more. He was not working alone.”


Beside her, Phaegis finished mixing his paste. He
used two fingers to scoop up a small amount of  the ointment and then began lightly
applying some to the cut on her cheek. She flinched away from the old man’s
touch, but he did not let her escape. He spread the thick paste across the
wound and then retreated.


“Since revealing you at your father’s funeral, I
have been waiting for something like this to happen.”


“Why was I not warned? Why was I not better
protected?”


“I tried to keep you here, locked away and safe,
but you refused to stay put and that made you vulnerable. For your safety, you
will no longer be afforded the same freedoms. You cannot be allowed to keep
wandering the castle grounds. You must stay guarded within the castle walls,
where you are safe.”


“No. I cannot rule my country from this room.”


“You are, of course, correct. But you are vital to
the stability of this nation, which is why I will continue to rule in your
stead. Capturing this man has provided me with valuable information. I will be
able to learn with certainty who it was that killed your father. You want
that.”


“I…I do.”


“Yes, of course you do. So stay here, where you
are safe. I will leave Phaegis to brew you some medicine and Byron will watch
over you. For your safety.” He looked down at her and then turned away with a
flourish. He was gone before she could utter a protest.


“Here. Please drink this.” Phaegis poured a few
drops of something into a drink that he had been mixing, then handed her the
glass. Eliza stared at it but didn’t take it.


The physiker hesitated, uncertain how to proceed.
He could not simply order her to drink, so he set the glass on her bedside
table. “Make sure that you drink this. You are still sick and this will make
you feel better. And it will help you sleep. I am sure that sleep will be a
welcome escape from this whole ordeal.”


Sleep never helps. It only makes things worse
by bringing back the darkness.


Phaegis rose and gathered his things. Then he too
left, leaving Eliza alone with Byron. She watched him, waiting and hoping that
he would leave.


She was struck by his appearance. She had never
liked Byron, but before all of this, he had been a strong and decent-looking
boy. Now he looked as though he had aged many years. He wore his stress poorly.
Despite his rigid posture, he seemed to stand as though he bore a weight on his
shoulders.


“You need to drink that.” Byron gestured at the drink
that Phaegis had left for her.


“No.”


“Princess, the Lord Regent believes that you are
important. But me, well, I don’t. I will, however, do as I am told. And I was
told that you need to drink that before I am allowed to leave.” He stared at
her coldly. “I want to leave, Princess. So drink it up or I will make you drink
it.”


She stared back at him, trying to judge whether or
not he would actually make good on his threat. His glare told her that he
would. That bothered her. She was the princess and he was just a soldier. She
should not be subject to him. He should be subject to her.


In this moment, she again realized she lacked the
power and authority due to her. She had lost something that she desperately
needed. Had others—whom could not be trusted—assumed authority, she wondered.
If Eliza was to rule her country, she had to be respected as a ruler.


Byron obviously did not respect her authority and,
right now, she could do nothing about it. Scowling, she reached out and picked
up the drink. Then she raised the glass to her lips and drank.


Byron watched her empty almost half of the glass.
He waited for her to finish it, but Eliza purposefully set the glass aside and
waited for him to leave, which he promptly did.


The moment the door shut behind him, Eliza spat
out the liquid back into the cup. It had tasted foul. Not bitter as she had
expected, but sickly sweet. It was an overpowering taste that lingered in her
mouth, making her want to vomit. She spat once more trying to rid herself of
the taste, wishing she had some water to rinse out her mouth.


Eliza rolled over in her bed, ready to sleep when
she suddenly realized that she could not leave the glass sitting full beside
her bed. They would ask questions and realize that she hadn’t drunk the
medicine. They would make sure that she drank it next time. Rolling back over,
she grasped the drink, crossed the room and threw open the window, feeling the
cold air blast into the room. She shivered. Then she quickly dumped the
contents of her glass and closed the window.


Eliza returned to her bed and sat down. She
finally allowed the fear and excitement of the day to wash over her. Her hands
trembled uncontrollably and her vision blurred. She was crying, she realized.


I am still so weak.


Eliza felt the darkness now. Her adrenaline had
kept it at bay, but now she was wearing thin. Left alone, she had nothing to
help keep her afloat. The cold air from the open window had made the room
uncomfortable. She curled up into a ball and pulled the covers over her to keep
warm, wishing that Tilly was still there to keep her company.


When Eliza eventually fell asleep, she dreamed of
the Dark Night. Her dreams were clear and frightening, revealing a narrative of
events she had not seen before. Men chased her, but they were not Lauratrean.
They were men wearing a familiar armor and emblem.


She also envisioned Gannon. And what she saw
raised disturbing questions in the back of her mind.











Chapter 17:                  
Rowan


"Rouy naem si Nelliel, ut
ouy wuld haev em cale u Nel. Sith es raet, yes?" Rowan said.


Beside him, Nelliel began to laugh. She had taken
it upon herself to teach Rowan her language, with some help from Maude. He was
a quick study, but the language was difficult. So many variations and hidden
meanings, and he still wasn't used to using honorifics. By comparison, Nel was
learning his language very quickly.


Her laughter drew looks from some of the others in
their party. The two guards of House Ael, Ifram and Gohta, grinned at each
other, but said nothing. He had not exchanged words with them since his
incident with Seto and the Dansool. They appeared to bear him no animosity, but
he could tell that they regarded him as a threat.


The Dansool himself rode in his carriage while his
son rode one of the odd beasts that the Lauratreans had brought with them. Seto
could have ridden with his father—he often did—but he enjoyed listening to
Rowan stumble over his words. He laughed loudly now. His gaze, however,
lingered not on Rowan but on Nelliel. Rowan did not miss that look, but Nel
either did not notice or did not care. It was not the first time that Rowan had
caught Seto looking at Nel with a hunger in his eyes. It worried Rowan, made
him angry, but there was nothing he could do about it. Not without causing a
lot of trouble for Nel and her family.


The two others traveling with them—three, Rowan
reminded himself, remembering Korra's child—either weren't listening or kept to
themselves. Al'Rhun, normally a talkative man who often joined these
conversations, was unusually absent. Today he rode with Iasu-dahn.


Rowan had recently learned that -dahn was
an honorific, used when referring to a Dansool. Similar to the title of lord.
And a Dansool was a House Head. Not just the head of a household, but the
patriarch of a large and influential family.


"Lamos," said Maude. Almost.


Rowan kept his frustration from showing. He looked
to Maude.


"What was wrong this time, Maude?" he
asked in his own tongue. Nel glanced at him curiously.


"Maude?" she asked.


"Quiet, noohna. Let it be."


Rowan looked from Maude to Nel.


"What did I say?"


"Maude."


"What?"


"You'll find out eventually, so I suppose
there isn't much use hiding it. I actually expected this to come up sooner.
Ganda reacted well, but I suppose that he is used to it by now." Maude
paused, the hint of a smile at her lips. "Maude is not my name."


"It's— What! Your name isn't Maude. But you
said—"


"I said that you can call me Maude. And you
can. Most do."


Nel nodded, smiling and seeming very amused.


"But why? If Maude isn't your name then what
is?"


"Maude is a Lauratrean term meaning mother. A
title really. I prefer it, particularly from younglings that I have taken an
interest in. Like yourself. Like my adopted daughter Nel. My true name is  Lenora,
though I would prefer you to continue calling me Maude."


"I..." Rowan hesitated. It felt strange
to call her Maude knowing that it wasn't her name. But then again, he was going
by Parren. He was in no position to judge. "Alright."


He turned to Nel. "Why didn't you tell
me?"


"Thought you knew," Nel responded in his
tongue.


Rowan turned back to Maude. "What was wrong
this time?"


"Your pronunciation is off. Also, in our
tongue, we say jya to indicate or request agreement."


"And you sound not good," Nel chimed in
with a grin.


"I said that, noohna."


"I know. But it was really bad. I wanted to
make sure he understood."


Another laugh from Seto. The boy was enjoying this
far too much.


"I think that I will be done for today,"
Rowan said.


"Because of him?" Nel asked.


"Refer to the E'lin by name and title, noohna,"
Maude said in a hard, quiet voice. She looked to see if Seto had perhaps heard
and been offended by Nel's informal address. If he had heard it, he gave no
sign.


Ever since the incident between Seto and Rowan,
things had been tense. Maude and Ganda were careful to avoid offending either the
Dansool or his son, lest they make things worse. Nel, however, continued to act
much as she had before, if a bit more talkative and straightforward.


"No. He doesn't bother me," Rowan lied.
"I'm feeling tired. I want to rest."


Nel protested as he left, but he ignored her and
climbed into the back of the cart where he could be alone.


He sat in silence for a moment. Baird's blade—his
blade, he reminded himself—rested beside him. Rowan reached out and idly
fingered the hilt. It felt right in his hands.


It also reminded him of what had happened to his
master, and what had happened when he last performed the shadow dance.


The day that you are able to beat me, that is
when we will no longer spar together.


He thought of Princess Eliza.


You killed me. You let me die.


He had thought himself broken before, but now he
truly felt grief. Rowan pulled his hand away from the blade and shook his head,
trying to rid himself of the memories.


It was easier to act calm and smile when others
were around. They were false smiles, but even so, they kept the darkness at
bay. The depression. Being with the others gave him purpose, if only for a
moment. But alone, he felt nothing. Only emptiness inside.


"I deserve this," Rowan whispered.


"What did you say?" Nel climbed into the
back, joining him. Rowan had placed himself at the far end of the cart so she
settled herself opposite him.


"You are...What is the word? Sadness of the
face and wet eyes."


Rowan blinked and found that he was indeed crying.
He wiped the tears away.


"It's called crying."


"Ah. You are crying."


"I was crying. I'm not anymore."


"You are sad. Will you tell me why?"


Rowan looked away. He did not want to speak about
his pain or his past. It was his and his alone.


"You keep everything to yourself and withdraw
from others," Nel said, switching to Lauratrean. Rowan wasn't fluent in
the language, but he could understand her words well enough.


"It is clear that you are running from
something that you wish to escape. I will not say you must face these things,
but if you wish to run from them, you must leave them behind. Otherwise, you
will only find pain."


"I deserve my pain."


Nelliel shook her head in frustration. "Yohr
hært ust not leiv olny fa u. Maude was right, you do not understand
this."


Rowan glared at her. He still didn't know what
that phrase meant, and they refused to explain it to him. They wouldn't even
translate it for him. He'd asked Ganda, but the man did not wish to defy his
wife.


"I do not know how to help you. How to take
this sadness away from you. A sister I would hug. A brother, I would comfort. A
stranger...a stranger, I would listen to. But you are no stranger, and even if
you were, you will not speak. It frustrates me. It saddens me. I worry for
you."


"You don't need to worry for my sake. I am
nothing."


"Do you enjoy being alone? Are you not
lonely?"


Rowan said nothing.


"I think that I will keep you company. Your
isolation is no good. It is destroying you."


"I would rather be left alone, Nel."


"I am not giving you a choice in this matter,
Parren. You do not have to act happy around me, as you do normally. Yes, I can
see that you do so," she said as he frowned. "I am not blind. You
keep your sadness inside of you, hoarding it for yourself. You can let it out
now."


"Why can't you just leave me alone?"


"Because I care about you, as does my mother.
You do not care for yourself, but someone must."


Rowan turned away and wrapped himself in his
cloak, pulling the hood over his head. He did his best to ignore her presence.


"Will you tell me what troubles you?"


Rowan did not answer.


"Then I will wait until you are ready to
speak of it."


*      *      *


Later that day, the caravan made
its first stop. It was a small Lauratrean town seemingly in the middle of
nowhere. To get to it, they'd had to take a detour from the main roadway.


"Come out with me," Nel implored,
climbing past Rowan to get out of the cart. She pulled back the covering and
let in sunlight.


Rowan squinted against the brightness. He was
feeling cramped and needed to stretch his limbs, but instead of joining Nel, he
shook his head and remained where he was. Perhaps this would allow him a chance
to be alone.


"You can't mean to stay in there?"


Rowan shrugged.


"Very well. I'll leave you alone then."
Nel walked away from the cart, letting the rear flap fall back into place,
leaving Rowan in relative darkness.


What is her interest in me? Rowan wondered.


He could hear Maude and Ganda outside, discussing
goods and supplies with Al'Rhun. They spoke in their native tongue but Rowan
understood most of what he heard. Much of it concerned procuring food and
water. They wished to visit something they referred to as an ays kaerstl—an
"ice crystal."


Rowan could translate the words but was unsure
what they meant. Curious, he moved from his spot in the cart and went outside.
It felt good to stretch his legs. His body complained after being idle for so
long in the cart. He took a moment to stretch his muscles before looking about.


The town was small, barely more than a dozen small
buildings arranged in a circle. They were blocky and brown in color, and looked
as though they were made of hardened mud or soft stone. The houses were
constructed to be open to the air while keeping the sun out, very different
from houses in Atlea.


Men and women from the town had come out to greet
the travelers. They spoke with Maude, Ganda, and Al'Rhun. Nelliel was with them
and Ifram stood nearby, watching over the group.


Rowan's attention, however, was drawn to the
center of the town. There was a large crystalline…rock. It was like nothing
that Rowan had ever seen. It was clear like ice, but ice could not form in such
a warm environment as this.


He stepped closer to the rock for a better look.
There was little doubt in his mind that this was what the others had referred
to as an ays kaerstl.


Standing close, Rowan could see that the crystal
was beaded with droplets of water. Some sort of steam or mist emanated from the
crystal and the ground below was pooled with shallow water. And strangest of
all, the submerged earth in contact with the crystal appeared to be frozen.


Rowan reached out to touch the ays kaerstl.
It must be very cold, for even the air around it felt cool.


“You mustn’t touch it.”


Hearing Nel’s voice, Rowan pulled his hand back.


“The ays kaerstl is a source of cold water
in the desert, but you cannot touch it without protection. Your skin will
freeze and it will be very painful. I have known people to be permanently
damaged from the freeze of an ays kaerstl.”


“This is used as a water source?”


“It melts and provides pure drinking water. The ays
kaerstls are the source of life in this land of sun and sand.”


Rowan dubiously eyed the water below him.


“If it melts to provide water, then it cannot last
very long. What do the people do when it dries out?”


“That will not happen for a very long time,” Nel
said. “It is more than just ice melting into water. The ays kraestl is a
living, growing thing. It is like a plant, growing about as fast as it is
melted by the sun. It will die one day, and when that happens, it will melt.
Until then, it serves as a source of water.”


“How can that be?”


“I do not understand your meaning?”


“How can the rock grow? How can it not melt away?
It is a rock, and rocks are… They are not like this.”


“Ays kraestls are not rocks, Parren. They
are alive, and they grow until the heart dies out.”


Rowan shook his head, finding it difficult to
believe Nel’s words. Her description made it sound as though this were nothing
more than a natural oddity. To him, this ays kraestl seemed
almost…magical. It defied the very nature of its environment. He could not
explain it, and despite what she thought, Nel could not either. He didn’t say
that, though. Nel would only try harder to explain the unexplainable.


“I can see that you do not believe my words.” Nel
shook her head in frustration. “Is it because I do not speak good enough? Or do
you distrust me?”


“I just—”


The sound of footsteps told him that someone was
approaching. Rowan glanced back and was surprised—and displeased—to see Seto.


The boy was flanked by Ifram, who stood with his
hand on his weapon. Even he knew that this was unlikely to end well.


Rowan turned away. He wouldn’t acknowledge the
E’lin. Not if he didn’t have to. Nel, however, turned and gave a deferential
nod, forcing Rowan to turn as well.


“E’lin.”


Seto leered at Nel. His gaze lingered for a moment
before he simply dismissed her greeting with a wave. Then he looked to Rowan.


“You should bow to your betters, d’hag. But
I forget myself. A daizhan like you can know nothing of civility. You
must be taught your place.”


“I know my place.”


“I do not think that you do. Otherwise, why have
you not prostrated yourself before me to show the proper respect? You do not
recognize your betters.”


Rowan glanced at Ifram, standing behind his
younger master. The bodyguard tensed as their gazes met. Then Rowan looked back
to the E’lin.


There were many things to be said, but he held
back. Nothing good would come from a fight now. And as much as he wished to
reach out and shove Seto to the ground, he would not involve Nel in this.
Besides, he had left his sword behind. And while he was confident that he could
best either of Seto’s guards, it would be far more difficult to do so while
unarmed and without armour.


Instead of exchanging insults, Rowan turned away
to resume his examination of the ays kaerstl.


“You dare to ignore me!” Seto cried. “Perhaps you
have forgotten what happened last time.”


“I remember exactly what happened,” Rowan
growled. “I remember that it did not end well.”


Beside him, Nel tensed.


“And yet you have not learned.”


“It did not end well for you,” Rowan clarified,
sighing as he turned back around to face Seto. It seemed that Seto wished to
press the issue.


“Stop this. Both of you.” Nel stepped forward.
Ifram immediately placed himself in front of his charge. He took a defensive
stance.


Nel grabbed Rowan’s cloak and pulled. “We leave
now.”


Rowan hesitated, then followed. He wanted to be
away from Seto.


“Not you.” Seto reached out and stopped Nel. “You
should stay. Perhaps we can have a good time together. I’ve been growing tired
of Korra.”


“I do not—”


“I said stay.” Seto grabbed for Nel. His squeeze
made her squeal, and before he could pull her in, she hopped out of his reach.


“Get back here,” Seto cried, but Nel was already
hurrying away, pulling Rowan along with her. He pulled against her grip, trying
to break free.


“Let me go. He can’t just do that and get away
with it.”


“And what will you do?”


“I’ll beat some manners and respect into him.”


“No, you won’t. I do not want that.”


“Nel, he grabbed you. That isn’t alright. Not
where I come from.”


“You will be killed if you lay your hands on him.
I will not allow that.”


“And what, I’m just supposed to let him get away
with what he just did to you?”


“No,” she said, rounding on him. She stabbed a
finger into his chest, forcing him back against the wall of a building. “You
will let me handle matters myself. I am not some weak greenlander girl.”


“I didn’t mean to imply—”


“Yes, you did,” Nel said. She glared at him and he
looked away.


“I am sorry that this went poorly. I only wanted
to show you an ays kraestl.”


“I am the one who’s sorry,” Rowan said. “Seto
should not have done that. I should have stopped him.”


“If you continue saying that, I will grow
annoyed.”


Rowan put up his hands to placate her. “Very
well.”


“It’s a shame really. I was planning on stealing a
kiss from you before we were interrupted.” Rowan tripped over himself. “Now it
will have to wait,” she said with a grin.


She took off running before he could say anything,
and he let her go.


That
evening, Rowan helped to prepare dinner with Maude and Nel. Ganda tended to
their animals while Ifram and Gohta tended to their lords' animals. The Dansool
remained in his carriage with his son and Al'Rhun rested alone by one of the
campfires while the others worked.


Nel had spent most of the day with Rowan. He hadn't
spoken a word to her since earlier that day. She had tried to speak to him at
first, but eventually gave up and allowed silence. It felt wrong to be kept
company for so long. He couldn't allow himself to succumb to his darker
emotions when she was around. Rowan just wanted to be by himself. 


He thought about what she had said—that he was
sulking. In a way, that was true. Initially, he’d isolated himself to keep the
others safe. But he couldn’t deny that he also kept to himself so he could
yield to his darkness. He just felt that the pain was deserved. To ignore his
burden was to betray those that he had failed.


"You are a lazy man, Al'Rhun. Do you not have
work to do?" Maude called.


"Lazy? How dare you. It might look like
Al'Rhun is doing nothing, but he is hard at work up here." He pointed at
his head and mimed thinking. "Al'Rhun is a merchant and there is much that
I must consider. Physical work is what I pay others to do." He laughed as
though he had made an exceedingly good joke.


"I cook the food for you, yet you do not pay
me."


"Does Al'Rhun need to?"


Maude only shook her head. Nel laughed.


Dinner was served shortly. Dansool Iasu and Seto
came out to eat, though they kept apart from the rest of the group. The guards
came with them.


"Where is Korra?" Rowan asked.


"Speak in Lauratrean from now on
Parren," Maude said.


"Won't Korra be joining us for dinner?"


"She will be eating by herself, I
think."


"Why?"


"It is best not to pry into such
things," Nel interjected. Rowan shot her a look—she should know about not
prying into personal things—but she ignored him. "Her situation is unique,
and it would be wrong to speak of it."


Rowan thought of the woman's young child and her
reclusive nature. That and the fact that she traveled in her own cart despite
her apparent poverty said much about her situation.


He shrugged to indicate that he no longer cared
for the issue. 


They finished preparing the meal and served
themselves. Maude and Nel, having done most of the cooking, were the first to
serve themselves. Maude served her husband, as well, and Nel took a second
plate of food and left to give it to Korra. The two guards summoned their
masters for supper, while Rowan took a plate of his own and went to sit by
himself.Yet again it was not to be.


This time, it was Ganda who joined him, followed
shortly by Maude and Nel. Rowan sighed but said nothing, though he’dhave
preferred to simply leave. Had it been only Nel who joined him, he might have
asked her to leave him be. But not Maude and Ganda. He owed them his life, and
he would not be disrespectful to them.


The four of them ate in silence, separate from the
others. Rowan was glad enough for the silence, though he knew it wouldn’t last.
Maude and Ganda wished to speak with him. He could see it in the way they
looked to each other and then glanced at him. Eventually, they both finished
eating, though Rowan still had food on his plate. They waited patiently for him
to finish, but he wasn’t feeling hungry. He set aside his plate and looked to
Maude, ready for their conversation.


“You are not going to finish your food?” Maude
asked him.


“I’m not feeling hungry.”


Maude eyed him. “You haven’t been eating well
since you came to us. Perhaps you are still not fully recovered.”


“I am well,” Rowan said strongly. He did not wish
to speak about his eating habits. It would be troublesome if Maude thought him
to be unwell. She would insist that he rest and she would watch over him—or
make Nel do so.


“What is it that you want to speak to me about?”
Rowan asked pointedly. Maude blinked in surprise, but Ganda remained unfazed.


“We need to speak about what happened with
Iasu-dahn and his E’lin.”


“What about it? Is the matter not settled?”


“We have avoided addressing the issue so far, but
we must speak with you about your…punishment,” Ganda said hesitantly. “We had
planned on waiting until you came to us, but it is clear that will not happen.
We—” He glanced at Maude. “—worry that you do not know what you are facing. How
dangerous the arena is.”


“There are things that you do not know, and your situation
is unusual.”


“People do not often face justice in the arena?”


“They do,” Ganda said. “But Al’Rhun should not
have suggested it.”


“What’s done is done. It can’t be changed.”


“True, but it was still an underhanded move. It
has placed you in a position where you must accept his offer of sponsorship.”


“Why do I need a sponsor?”


“You do not understand how the arena works, and
this is why we must speak. It is important.”


Rowan nodded. It was important for him to
learn what he would be facing. No matter how skilled he was—and he knew that he
was skilled—it was important to prepare and have the proper knowledge. He
looked past them to where Al’Rhun the merchant was eating with Iasu-dahn and
his son. Al’Rhun liked to act impartial and independent, but everything he did
was for his own benefit. His intercession had been well done.


He noticed Seto glaring at him and turned away.


“Tell me what I need to know about the arena.”


“There is much to say, and yet also very little.
First, though, I think you should know what it means to accept a sponsor as a
participant in the arena and why it is important.”


“Later. First I would like to know about the
arena. What is it? What are the rules? What about it do I need to know? Start
with that.”


“A very broad topic,” Ganda stated. “It does not
help that you are foreign. I mean no disrespect, but there are many customs and
histories and such that would form the base of your knowledge.”


“I understand. There is much that I do not know.”


“Yes. I shall do my best to explain for you. The
arena is a place where criminals are sent to die, where men fight for money,
and where ranking soldiers earn a reputation. You fall into the foremost
category, and will be considered a criminal.”


“But I did nothing wrong. I am merely settling a
dispute.”


“Unfortunately, that is not how it works. As a
foreigner, you have few rights and you will be seen as a lesser. The arena is
not a place for duels of honor.”


“Then what is it?” Rowan asked, growing
frustrated. Ganda seemed to be dancing circles around the subject.


“It is the place for bloodsport,” Nel spoke up,
drawing harsh looks from both Ganda and Maude. She switched to Lauratrean,
speaking slowly so that Rowan would not miss her words. “If you are a criminal,
you are taken there to fight for your release. Common men who earn their way
into the arena fight against criminals for money. Officers and nobles fight
both for honor and to prove themselves. All of them fight to the death.
Always.”


Rowan looked to Ganda.


“Do not think less of us for it. It is a part of
our culture, and while Nelliel makes it sound cruel, it is actually quite
beneficial. But she is right—it is a place for bloodsport.”


“I don’t intend to kill.” Rowan said.


“The rules allow a man to spare his opponent, but
it never happens. It was meant as a means of honoring a defeated opponent who
fought well, but it also requires that your winnings be forfeited. It happens
once every few decades, but not in recent years. The last time that tradition
was invoked was before my time.”


“I see. So I fight to the death.”


“Yes.”


“I think I will let Ganda answer your questions.
Nelliel and I shall attend to the cleaning.”


Nel glared at her adoptive mother, but Maude was
unyielding. Her daughter relented and rose to follow. Rowan could tell that she
wanted to stay, and he almost wished that she would. She was the only one so
far to give him a straight answer. Perhaps he would speak with her later. For
now, he was glad to be left with Ganda, for he knew that the man would leave
him be once their conversation was finished.


“What are the fights in the arena like? How are
they fought?” Rowan asked once they were alone.


“It varies,” Ganda said. “The arena is also a
place for betting and sport, so the High King’s overseers try to keep the
fights interesting. Most commonly they will pit one man against another, but
sometimes they will arrange free-for-alls, tournaments, games, or challenges of
some sort. The officers and nobles only ever participate in one-on-one fights
unless they agree to something else. Common folk and criminals have no say
about how they fight, which is part of the reason why you should consider
Al’Rhun’s offer of sponsorship.”


“I was considering turning him down, actually.”


“I would advise against it. The man has no honor,
but he is a well-known merchant with many powerful connections. His sponsorship
would be…advantageous.”


“Why do I need that? I know your opinion of my
opponent Illan Ishtar, but if I lose to him then I have no business leaving the
arena.” Rowan chose his words carefully. He trusted his skill would bring him
victory, but that was not the reason he remained unconcerned. His true reason
was that he did not care if he died in the arena. It would be a fitting end.
One that he could accept, for it would not be suicide.


“As I have said, you do not fully understand the
politics of the arena. Criminals—and even common men—who fight in the arena do
so only with what they are given. The event is meant to be sporting, but it is
not meant to be fair.


“You will need a sponsor in order to even the odds.
Without one, you would not be allowed armor. You could not use your blade. And
as a foreigner, it will be difficult to find a sponsor until you have proven
your skill. Given your time constraints, Al’Rhun is really the only man who
could offer you sponsorship.”


“I would fight without arms?”


“You would fight with what they give you, and yes,
sometimes they give a man nothing with which to fight.”


Rowan felt cold inside. A fight between equally
matched men was one thing. He would even accept fighting without armor. But he
could not allow his blade to be taken from him. It was not his Tenro, but it
had become a part of him. He would not fight without it.


“So you believe that I must accept Al’Rhun’s offer
of sponsorship?” Rowan asked.


Ganda nodded. “I do.”


He stood and walked away, their conversation
finished. It was up to Rowan to make the decision. He now knew the risks, and
he had to make his own choices. But not tonight. He would speak to Al’Rhun
tomorrow, once he’d had a chance to speak with Nel. For now, he wished to
ignore his problems. He had time to himself and it would be a waste not to use
it.


Rowan found his sword, which was never far from
reach, walked to an open area, and began the sword dance. Once again, he
avoided the shadow dance. He could not face that again. Not now. There were too
many other things to worry about.


After finishing, he made his bed for the night and
lay down. He allowed the darkness to take him and his thoughts, and then he
slept a fitful sleep.











Chapter 18:                  
Lord Evans


Lord Evans shifted himself to a
more comfortable position among the numerous plush cushions within his
carriage. There were blankets and furs to protect against the cold, but Evans
was plenty warm. His men outside would be cold, but his comforts were not meant
for them.


His carriage was bound for the border city of
Oscilliath, and it was nearing its destination. It was nearly there, in fact.
Only about an hour more, by his estimate.


The journey had been long and taxing, but he bore
the suffering as best he could. Nothing would come of complaining. Besides, he
was grateful to have been sent east to the summerlands. The winter there would
be nothing more than a mild inconvenience. The temperatures would drop, but
Lauratrea was an unbearably hot country. Winter made it nice.


Lord Evans looked forward to the second half of
his trip. He could only hope that his stop in Oscilliath would not last too
long.


"Hoy! The city gates!" one of his
soldiers cried out. Shortly after, a knock came at the carriage door. Lord
Evans unlatched the door's window and was met with a blast of cool air. He
retreated from the cold.


"Mi'lord." A guard's head appeared
outside of the window. The man's face was flushed and his breathing was ragged.
"The city is ahead. We should reach the gates very soon."


"Very good," Evans nodded. Apparently
their pace had been faster than he thought. That was good. He looked up and
found the window still open, the man waiting outside.


"You may go. Your captain has orders for our
arrival."


He didn't wait for the man to leave before
shutting the window.


"Honestly, he should have known better than
to keep the window open," the lord muttered to himself. "Now there is
a chill and I am left uncomfortable."


It was over an hour before Lord Evans exited his
carriage. Despite the organization of the army, the city roads were crowded and
that hampered his progress.


Time for me to work.


Lord Evans stood outside a large stone building.
Standards hung to either side of the entrance, proclaiming the building to
belong to the military. This particular building was home to the offices of
ranking officials and—more importantly—the clerks and other various support
staff responsible for the organization and maintenance of the army.


"Captain Sabaat!" Evans called. A large,
bearded man stepped forward and bowed.


"Yes, my lord?"


"My business here may take some time. While I
am absent, see to it that my rooms are prepared and sufficient supplies are
purchased."


"Supplies, my lord?"


"Yes. I will be continuing my journey once my
business is concluded. I shall be traveling to Lior, the capital of the
summerlands, and require adequate supplies. Appropriate what you can, and use 
my personal funds for the rest."


Captain Sabaat hesitated. "Are you sure that
you wish to cross the border? It seems...unsafe."


"If I wanted your opinion, Captain, I would
have asked it of you," Lord Evans said, doing his best to ignore the
captain's casual address. "I have business in Lauratrea. That is all you
need to know. As for my safety, I will be accompanied by an appropriate honor
guard, which will be led by you."


The captain paled.


"But I have orders. I—"


"Your orders have changed. Be grateful. The
summerlands are very agreeable during the winter months. By the time we arrive
in Lior, I am certain that the heat will be tolerable."


Lord Evans left the captain sputtering behind him.
Once inside, he hailed a messenger.


"Inform General Gaara that I have
arrived." The messenger turned to go, but Evans kept him. "Also, have
someone ensure that I am given supplies. I gave instructions to the recently
arrived Captain Sabaat, but I wish to be doubly sure that my supplies are
gathered."


The man nodded and hurried off, leaving Lord Evans
to wait, but he did not have to wait long.


"Lord Evans," General Gaara greeted him.
Evans extended his hand in casual greeting.


General Gaara had been given charge of the city
and the army that was growing outside of it. He was a large man with pale skin,
dark hair, and a full beard. His appointment had come from the Lord Commander,
though it had been Evans who selected the man. Before this, Gaara had been
serving in the south at Fort Brigg. He was a hardened man with a taste for
battle who had been sent south because of his propensity for being involved in
border skirmishes.


The man had been a good find. An ideal replacement
for the previous general, who had not approved of the Lord Commander's war
plans.


"It is good to see you," General Gaara
said in his southern accent. "I have been awaiting your arrival, though I
did not expect you for another day or so."


"I travel quickly."


"Yes. I suppose you do. You will wish to hear
my report concerning the status of the army, yes?"


"That is why I am here," Lord Evans
replied. "But I think it would be best to speak of such matters in
privacy. Perhaps in your office?"


"Of course. Follow me."


Lord Evans maintained idle chitchat as they
walked. The general was a difficult man to hold a casual conversation with,
though. He had little to say that was unrelated to his duties or combat. It
made for rather dull conversation, but Evans kept a cheerful face.


He was well-versed in courtly politics and knew
how to make others speak. People liked to talk. Evans liked to listen. It
allowed him to gather information. To elicit secrets. Information was valuable,
and yet few kept it to themselves. Even the general, with his talk of weapons
and history, was giving Evans much information.


Evans frowned when General Gaara opened the door
to his office. The room was large but sparsely furnished. Nothing in it looked
very comfortable. There was a large desk at the far end, with a thick window
behind it, curtains pulled aside to offer a view of the city. Swords hung on
the wall to his right and a second, smaller desk meant for writing was placed
along the remaining wall.


"I usually hold my conferences in the
audience chamber," General Gaara said. He called for a steward.


"Would you like any food or beverage?"


"I'll take some sweet wine and cake."


The general frowned at the choice. "Very
well," he said, then gave his own request to the steward and closed the
door. He moved behind the desk and motioned for Lord Evans to take a seat.


The chairs were unforgiving and uncomfortable.


Needs to be cushioned, Evans thought. He
took his seat and did his best to ignore his discomfort. The general fixed him
with a gaze and waited.


"Ah, straight to business then. Very
well," Evans said with a sigh. "The Lord Commander and Steward wishes
me to inspect his army and impress upon you the need to follow his
orders."


"But of course. I would not go against the
wishes of Lord Commander Gannon."


General Gaara was privy to much of what Gannon and
Lord Evans were planning, but he did not know of Gannon's plan to assume the
throne, nor did he know how Gannon had come to power. Few knew of that, and
even fewer knew that Gannon planned to have the princess killed once she was no
longer useful.


"You have done well, but I am not talking
about disobeying orders. I speak of waiting for your orders to come."


General Gaara appeared confused.


"What I mean to say, General Gaara, is that
you were chosen for this position because you desire war. This interest aligns
with our own, and there will be war. But not yet. There will be no
raids, no attacks, no battles until the orders come."


"I understand."


"Good. It would be terrible if you did not
understand. If you did not follow orders."


There was a knock at the door and the steward
entered, carrying a tray with drinks and cakes. He set the tray down on the
edge of the desk and bowed before leaving.


"Good man," Lord Evans proclaimed,
taking one of the cakes for himself. The bread was sweet and moist as he took
his first bite.  Very well done. He washed it down with a sip of wine.


"Your cook does excellent work. I shall see
to it that he receives compensation for such a fine meal."


"Yes." General Gaara nodded.


"Oh, don't look so hurt. You have done very
well, and I trust that you will continue to do so. When war has come, you will
be free to command as you see fit and you will be answerable only to the Lord
Commander himself. But the Lauratreans must appear to be the ones who attack
first. This is important. I trust you to wait, but I would rather have had this
conversation unnecessarily than to have made the mistake of not having it.
Always best to be prudent."


"I...agree."


"Good. I'm glad you can see reason and are
not offended. Now…" Evans paused to take another cake. "Let us
discuss the present status of your army, both the soldiers and the
sellswords."


"I prefer to call them mercenaries."


"As you wish."


"Things are as well as can be expected. There
are numerous problems maintaining a force of this size, and having two separate
groups only causes more problems."


"The mercenaries cause trouble?" Lord
Evans guessed. It was to be expected. These were men who were here for the
money. Most were bandits and thugs—criminals with few morals and a lot of
greed.


"Both groups are trouble, and neither likes
the other. They only tolerate each other because they must. But yes, the
mercenaries have been causing trouble."


"That's why they are kept camped outside of
the city?"


"No. I have both armies camped outside. I can
only house so many people within the city walls. And there have been too many
drunken brawls and backalley rapes to allow the mercenaries within the city.
They have visitation, but I've imposed harsh penalties within the city
walls."


"How are your food stores? Will winter be a
problem?"


"Food and water are plentiful, as is beer and
liquor. But this is looking to be a rough season, and I need to know if this
army will be here for the entire season. Armies do not do well with nothing to
do. Especially mercenaries. They grow restless and bored, then leave."


"But this is free money. They are being paid
to wait. It's an ideal situation that any man would envy."


"If you believe that, Lord Evans, then you
have much to learn about men of war. Boredom will always win out over money. No
man wishes to sit about with nothing to do. Not when they were promised
action."


"Hmm," Evans mused. "I don't see
the sense in that, but I will trust your word. You know armies better than
I."


"My question still stands. Will my army see
battle before winter is fully upon us or must we wait?"


"Our army will see some action before
the winter is done, but it will not be war."


"What then?"


Evans considered how best to reveal their plans
without giving away too much information. 


"I will not be staying here to oversee the
army. I will be continuing across the border to Lauratrea." Evans watched
the general. His confusion was visible, but he knew better than to voice his concerns.


"I actually need to speak with you regarding
a related matter," Lord Evans continued, "but that can wait. When I
make the border crossing, I will be taking with me an honor guard. I will also require
a regiment for additional protection, to safely see me a short distance beyond
the border. Our strategy requires provoking the Lauratreans, having their
forces instigate conflict."


"But how? You have told me that I am not to
attack or send raiding parties."


Evans smiled. He enjoyed being the one who held
the information. "That is why you will be sending a regiment with me. They
will ostensibly be for protection, perhaps sent out for routine scouting, but
they will not return. Sadly, they will have been attacked by a Lauratrean war
party. Not really, of course, but that is what we will tell the people and
common troops. Cause some unrest and tension."


"I see," General Gaara said hesitantly.
Lord Evans could tell that the general was still working it out for himself.


"Instead of returning, the men sent with me
will raid some of the Lauratrean border towns. For this reason, these men must
be mercenaries rather than soldiers. It’ll be easier to appear as though we are
uninvolved, as soldiers are more likely to be missed."


"Very good." The general was grinning now.
This was the kind of thing that appealed to him. Not the secrecy and subtlety,
but the raids and the fighting. "I will make sure that the more
troublesome mercenaries are sent with you. They will best suit your purpose,
and relieve me of my burden." He paused. "I assume that when the men
do not return, I should send further scouting parties to discover what has
happened?"


"Yes, but wait for orders from the Lord
Commander. It is important that you wait."


"You are giving me my war. I believe that I
can wait a short time for it."


"Good. Now about that matter that I mentioned
previously... I will be taking Captain Sabaat with me when I leave. I need you
to see to his transfer."


"Why Captain Sabaat?"


"No reason in particular."


"Very well. I will see that it is done."


"And another thing. I have retained a number
of my own personal guard to accompany me, but I may need to supplement this
force with some of your soldiers. Perhaps a mercenary or two. Oh, and at least
a pair of stewards. I have one of my own, but stewards are something of a
necessity."


"I will do what I can," General Gaara
said, somewhat hesitantly. "When will you be leaving?"


"I would hope to be gone by the day after
tomorrow. I still have much to do while I am here."


"So soon! I expected that you would stay for
longer."


"No. My journey will take long enough as it
is, so I’d rather not waste my time here. You know your business. I am only
here to meet with you, check on the army, and gather supplies." That
wasn't necessarily true. Lord Evans had other business in Oscilliath, but that
business was his own. It concerned certain rumors that had reached his ears.
Information concerning the fugitive Rowan that, if verified, would be very
valuable.


The remainder of their conversation went as Lord
Evans expected. They spoke of numbers and figures, exchanged reports, and made
plans. General Gaara offered a tour of the facilities for the lord’s inspection
and review but  Evans refused.


"While I would very much enjoy that,"
Evans said, "I must be going. Other duties to attend to. You
understand." He rose from his seat, resisting the urge to massage his
rear, and gave the general a nod.


"I shall see you out then."


"No need. I know my own way."


Lord Evans left the general's office and quickly
made his way back to his carriage. There, he told the driver to head towards
his inn and stepped inside. He was, after all, still wearing his silks. They
were thickly layered, but the fabric was thin. The cold winds cut right through
him, forcing him inside where he could be moderately warm and reasonably
comfortable.


Someone was waiting for him inside.


"That took longer than expected."


"It always does," Evans replied. He
glanced at Jorral. The man sat across from him dressed as a commoner with a
false scar painted on his face. It was quite well done, Evans was impressed.
But that was why he employed Jorral. The man was a spy, and a good one. He was
one of many in a network that Evans managed, and one of only two that ever met
with him personally. "What news do you have for me?"


"I found the man that you were looking for,
my lord. However, I could not verify his story without direct contact. I do not
know if he is lying or not, but I am certain that the rumors originated from
him or his associates."


"Very good work, Jorral. Where is this man
now?"


"He has been detained for misconduct. He is
being kept in a holding cell."


"Then I shall go and see him. But first I
must visit my room and see to dinner. It will do the man well to spend some
time reflecting on his actions. Perhaps it will make him more willing to speak
with me freely."


"Will you require my assistance in this
matter?"


Lord Evans gave this some consideration. Jorral
knew how to interrogate men. He also knew how to torture them. Secrets were not
kept from a man such as he. But he tended to leave his victims...dead. No loose
ends. It was an admirable trait, but not what Evans needed at the moment. If it
was necessary, he could always send Jorral to deal with the man later. But for
now....


"No, I think not. I will send for you if you
are needed."


"Very well, my lord. Do you have another task
for me?"


"Yes. Is our contact from the Buhli'dazzi
still in the city?"


"She is."


"Good. Send her a message. I would very much
like to meet with her before I depart. With luck, she will send a message ahead
of me so that my arrival is anticipated." Lord Evans thought for a moment.
"Oh, and when I am gone, kill her. I do not wish to leave a Lauratrean spy
within the city. It would not be prudent."


*      *      *


"Who are you?" the
one-eyed man sneered from behind the bars.


Lord Evans smiled at him. He stood outside of a
holding cell waiting for an attendant to bring him a chair. He had come to
speak with the man in this cell—the one that Jorral had identified. The man's
name was Dagget, and he was a mercenary.


"Why are you in this cell?" Lord Evans
asked, ignoring the man's question.


"Because screw you! That's why."


"So vulgar. You are not doing yourself any
favors." Evans tsk'd the man. It appeared that this mandid not
intend to cooperate.


"I've robbed lords like you before. Killed
them too. All cowards."


"I believe you."


The sellsword scowled.


"I am here," Evans said, "because I
believe that you have information that I need. I don't care what you have done.
What your crimes are. They are not my concern. What I am concerned with,
Dagget, is a rumor."


"I'm not playing your games."


It was Lord Evans’s turn to scowl.


"You are being less than helpful. Given  your
current situation, I would expect you to be much more cooperative."


"So I help you and you help me? That's how
this works."


"Certainly not." Evans laughed. "I
have all the power here. If I desire, I can have your sentence changed to
execution. I can have you tortured until you give me the information I seek.
But, I am giving you the chance to avoid those fates."


"You don't scare me."


It was probably true. Lord Evans himself was
hardly a threatening man. He didn't need to be; he only needed to be powerful.
Perhaps threats were not the best way to speak to a sellsword. The man would be
used to such things.


"That wound on your face looks to be quite
fresh. It must be very painful. How did you get it?" Lord Evans watched
the sellsword carefully. He saw the man tense. He was hiding something.


The attendant arrived carrying his chair, but Lord
Evans waved the man away.


"Have you encountered a youth recently? A boy
with brown hair traveling alone, likely using an alias."


Dagget glanced at him suspiciously. There was
anger his gaze. Evans smiled. This was his man. But just to be sure...


"He would look like this." He held up a
drawing that had been done.


"No," Dagget lied. He spoke too quickly.


"I don't believe you," Evans said. He
was excited now. The boy had come this way, perhaps even to this city. He could
still be here. Evans made a mental note to have the city locked down and
searched thoroughly. Just in case.


"What I don't understand," Evans said,
"is why you have kept this information to yourself rather than coming
forward. You would have been given a very large reward just for the
information. You seem like the type of man who is interested in rewards."


"The boy's head would be worth far
more."


"True. But you don't have it, and I doubt
that you can get it. Not from here."


"That boy is mine!" Dagget screamed,
shaking the bars of his prison. "He did this to me. He took my eye. I will
make him suffer. That will be my reward."


"What if I could make that happen?"


"How?"


"Answer my questions first. Where did you
last see him?"


"Here. In the city."


"When?"


"A few weeks ago. He's gone by know. Knows
that he was seen."


"Where was he headed?"


"We parted on ill terms. I tried to cut his
throat and he took my eye. He didn't stop to tell me where he was going."


Evans considered this. There were two probable
answers. Either the boy was headed north towards the Corrinthian Valley where
his home was, or he was headed east across the border. Both were equally
likely.


"I will soon be leaving this city and traveling
east across the border. If I offered to bring you with me, would you
accept?" Lord Evans left out the possibility that Rowan might have traveled
north. He would have word sent that way and men would be sent to search.


"You believe he is headed east?"


"Yes."


"Why me?" Dagget asked, eye narrowed.
His suspicion was justifiable. Lord Evans employed assassins and spies who
could do such a job, though Dagget couldn't possibly know of them.


"You seem like a man who is bent on revenge,
and I am a man who would very much like to see Rowan killed. Our interests
align. And I believe that a man with strong motivation will do the best
job."


He looked Dagget in his one good eye from beyond
the bars of the man's prison cell.


"Now what is your answer?"











Chapter 19:                  
Rowan


“Our journey is closing and soon we
will be home. Only a few more suns to go,” Nel said, looking to Rowan. He
nodded without meeting her gaze. It was true, their journey was almost
finished. In a matter of days, they would arrive in Lior, the capital city of
Lauratrea.


What little green there had been in this country
had long since gone, leaving only a landscape of muted tans and browns. The
hard earth had given way to rolling sands which had eventually shifted to dry,
cracked earth. The sands still remained, but did not cover everything as they
used to. Some plants still grew, but they looked dry and sickly to Rowan.


They had passed a few villages and small towns,
stopping each time for water and supplies. These were always built around a
growth of the ays kaerstls—ice crystals—that were native to the
country. To the people, the ays kaerstls were the source of life. To
Rowan, they were magical and unnatural.


It had been many days since they last passed a
village, the largest one yet,  and the last they would see before reaching
Lior.


They had come a long ways from Atlea and there
could be no turning back now, even if he wanted to. It had never been his plan
to travel so far to the east, but it felt right. He could not have escaped his
problems by simply crossing the border and traveling a few days to the nearest
town. He needed to put an entire country between himself and his troubles.


And, in the time he’d spent traveling, Rowan had
significantly changed. His skin had grown tan and his hair had grown long
enough to be tied back in a tail. A short beard covered his face. But the
changes were more than superficial. He didn’t just look different, he was
different. His personality, his temper, his entire being. In Atlea, he’d been a
fugitive and his depression had weighed heavily upon him, consuming him. Now
that weight seemed somewhat dulled, and in its absence he felt…empty. It wasn’t
necessarily better, just different.


“What do you intend to do once we arrive?” Nel
asked him. She’d been asking him that question for days now, ever since their
party had learned that Lior was close.


Rowan shrugged.


“I’ll fight in the arena. After that… I don’t
know. Perhaps I will lose myself in the city. I have no plans or aspirations.”


“You are a daizhan, a wanderer. Your path
is one that winds and fades because you are slowly losing your way.”


“I thought you meant to keep me from doing that.”


“I do,” Nel said with a grin, “but you are
stubborn. You do not wish to be saved, like a thirsty challa that will
not drink when led to water.”


The conversation lapsed into silence. They were
growing increasingly comfortable with one another. Nel often kept Rowan company
in the cart and she took her dinners with him. Maude and Ganda said nothing
about it, but they watched the two of them with interest. Rowan knew that if he
complained, they would keep Nel from bothering him. He had thought about doing
so, but each time, decided against it.


Though her presence was a nuisance, Rowan did
appreciate the company. Having her around was changing him, making him feel
calmer. Not peaceful, hehadn't felt peaceful in a long time, but his emotional
burden was not so oppressive. All of the pain was still there, but it was...
less present.


Rowan was unsure how he felt about this.


His thoughts turned to a conversation they’d had
some time ago, when she had inquired after his past. It had been when she was
still teaching him to speak her tongue. She had asked him what troubled
him—what he was running from. He had given her no answer, and she had vowed to
wait until he was ready to speak. Nel had remained true to her  word. She had
not asked after his past since.


“Where are you?” Nel asked him.


Rowan shook his head. He could speak Lauratrean
almost fluently now, but many of their expressions and sayings were foreign to
him. He could not grasp their meaning.


“Your thoughts,” she specified. “What are you
thinking?”


“It is nothing.”


“It is very difficult to think of nothing at all.”


“Difficult, but not impossible. Except when you
are around. You are too distracting.”


“So you were thinking about something. Brooding,”
Nel said in accented Atlean. She grinned playfully. “What is on your mind and
why will you not speak of it?” Her grin widened. “Perhaps you were thinking of
a girl.” Rowan gave her a look that she had grown familiar with. It used to
silence her, but not anymore. Now it encouraged her.


“Was it me?”


He shook his head. Nel grew very quiet, which was
uncharacteristic of her.


“Were you thinking of Eliza?”


Rowan stiffened.


“Where did you hear that name?” Rowan asked in a
hard voice. He had never spoken of Eliza. Even Maude would not know that Rowan
was connected with the princess of Atlea.


Nel recoiled, no longer grinning. Her expression
was solemn, almost distant. For the first time since Rowan had met her, she
looked conflicted.


“I should not have spoken of this, please forgive
me. Forget my words.”


“How do you know her name?”


Nel hesitated.


“You speak in the night sometimes, when your
dreams seem especially troubling. You whispered her name one night. I did not
mean to listen, but I was awake and you sounded distressed. I am sorry.”


Rowan could see that Nel was telling the truth.
She had not meant to pry, and she knew nothing of his past. Just the name of
the ghost that haunted him.


“You need not apologize. It is alright.”


“You are angry with me.”


“No, I am not. I just… That is a name from my
past. It is a painful memory, but not what I was thinking of. I was remembering
something that you once asked me, and a vow that you made.”


“You do not need to answer if it will upset you,”
Nel said cautiously. While she normally pried, never before had she upset
Rowan. Her words were often blunt, but she did not speak of things she knew
were taboo. Now she was not sure about their conversation and wished to be
respectful.


“It is fine,” Rowan said. “You meant no harm by
it. But please…do not speak that name again. It is a painful memory.”


“I will not.”


There was a long silence then. For once, Nel did
not try to force a conversation with him, and Rowan was appreciative. His
emotional state was unbalanced. He needed time to center himself once again.


A cry came from outside and the cart slowed. Were
they stopping? Lunch had been eaten while moving to save time, and it was still
too early to be stopping to make camp.


Another voice cried out, one that Rowan did not
recognize. Nel perked up at this and worked her way up to the front of the
cart. She disappeared, leaving Rowan alone. There was more shouting, this time
from Ganda. The exchange continued and then the cart resumed its usual pace.


“Two more suns until we are home,” Nel said,
poking her head through the canvas flaps and into the back. “We have passed
another band traveling to Jierda. This is only their second day of travel on
the great western road.”


“That is…soon,” Rowan responded.


“You should sound glad! The city is a wonder, like
nothing you have experienced.”


“I’ve seen cities.”


“But not like Lior, for there are none like the
great oasis of the east.” She spread her arms in an expansive gesture and
beamed at him. Then she seemed to remember what he was to face once there, and
her smile died.


“I am sorry. I did not mean… How could I have
forgotten?”


“You are eager to be home, as you should be,”
Rowan said. “I have told you before that you do not need to worry about my
trial. It doesn’t concern me, so it shouldn’t concern you.”


“I will worry no matter what you say, Parren.”


Rowan felt a stab of guilt as Nel used his false
name. He had to keep his identity secret to protect others, but it did not make
him feel good about the lie. Especially since Maude and Ganda both knew his
true name.


*      *      *


Rowan awoke in the night. His body
was drenched with sweat and his mind raced, even as the horrors of his
nightmares faded away. The darkness surrounded him, dark, empty, nothingness.
It felt like he was slowly going insane.


He shut his eyes and tried to calm himself. They
had seemed so real—the phantoms that haunted him: King Alden, Baird, Princess
Eliza. Rowan had dreamed of them. In his dreams, he saw them die over and over
as he watched, powerless and voiceless. He’d listened as they blamed him for
what happened. Gannon had laughed as he’d struggled to act.


The beating of his heart began to slow. His
muscles relaxed and his mind began to clear. It hadn’t been real.


Not this time, at least.


Rowan re-opened his eyes. The fire had died down
to embers, but the moon was bright and the stars were out. Even in the dead of
night, he was able to see well enough.


He stepped out of his bedroll, grabbing his cloak
to wrap about himself. During the days the desert was hot despite the season
butthe temperature dropped at night. It didn’t feel like winter, but it was
cold.


Rowan approached the embers and sat down. He
glanced up . Not a single cloud marred the sky. The night was beautiful. He
could see the stars so clearly here. It reminded him of the view from his home
in the Vale.


“You cannot sleep?”


Rowan looked aside to see Nel leaving the cart.
She was lightly dressed but did not seem bothered by the cold. She carried a
blanket with her.


“I don't sleep. My mind is a cruel place, able to
hold dark and demented thoughts."


"You are afraid of your dreams?"


"Yes," he said quietly.


“Then I will keep you company.”


“You don’t need to do that.”


“No, but I want to.”


“Did I wake you?”


“No,” Nel lied. “I have worries of my own that
keep me awake, though I suspect that yours are much worse than mine.”


She sat down beside him, closer than she normally
would. She spread the blanket across her lap and then pulled it over Rowan, as
well. He felt her legs brush against his own as she moved even closer,
spreading the blanket over both of them. Her skin was smooth and soft, but also
cold.


“Take this,” Rowan said, offering her his cloak.
She eyed it and then shook her head.


“I don’t want that. It’s torn and dirty and I
would be ashamed to wear such a thing, even for warmth.”


Rowan shrugged. He wouldn’t force her to take it
from him.


“Is this…appropriate?” he asked.


“It is not inappropriate.”


“That is hardly the same thing,” Rowan said, but
he let the matter drop. In truth, he appreciated her company right now. She
kept his inner darkness from consuming him.


“Do you wish to speak of your dreams?”


Any other time, Rowan would have refused. He would
have said nothing and bore his pain in silence, for it was his to bear. He
deserved it. But now…with the memory of his dreams still so fresh in his mind,
he was unable to hold himself back.


“The dreams were of my past…of my failings,” Rowan
whispered. He felt a weight begin to lift as he spoke the words, as though
holding them in was the cause of his heart heavy.


“I am sure that whatever happened, it was not your
fault. You are a good person.”


“My goodness is of little consequence. What
matters is that I failed.”


“And so you destroy yourself in punishment?”


“I deserve this and more. I am an outcast who can
never return, and there can be no justice.”


“What could you have done that weighs so heavily
upon your soul?”


Rowan looked Nelliel in the eyes as he voiced his
shame.


“I killed my master. I betrayed the trust of those
closest to me. It was my duty to serve them—to protect them—but I failed
because I was powerless. Now they are dead and instead of seeking justice and
retribution, I flee.”


“Parren… you are too hard on yourself. It seems as
though you blame yourself for being unable to act, and that cannot be your
fault.”


“It is my fault. If I were better, I could
have saved them. If I were braver, I could have died avenging them. But I was
weak. Baird knew this and tricked me to keep me safe. I should have died with
him but I didn’t.”


“Is there nothing I can say that will make you
feel better?”


“No.”


She hugged him then, wrapping her arms about his
shoulders and embracing him tightly. Rowan kept still. He could feel the
darkness returning. It wrenched at his chest.


“Your pain saddens me. I do not like to see you
this way.”


“You cannot change me. I am beyond redemption. I
will carry this burden until death.”


“I see that. But…yohr hært ust not leiv olny fa
u.”


“Those words mean nothing to me.”


“Your heart does not beat only for you—that is the
literal translation. But you must be the one to determine what the words mean.
Then, perhaps, you will understand.”


Nel leaned over and touched her lips to Rowan’s
brow. When she leaned away they sat in silence for some time. Silent and
together.


It was Rowan who eventually left. He needed to be
alone with his pain.











Chapter 20:                  
Eliza


Eliza walked the once familiar
halls, now foreign to her. She was going somewhere she had not been since
before that night. The throne room.


She had called for Gannon and he had not come. Of
course he hadn’t ignored her. He’d sent Byron in his place, to see what Eliza
wanted. The Lord Commander—Lord Regent now—was busy. Too busy for even the
princess.


“He will not see you,” Byron said from her left.
He tried again to block her way. When that failed, he grabbed her wrist and
yanked hard, pulling against her. Eliza spun to face him.


“Gannon will see me.”


“He will not be happy.”


“I don’t care.”


For a brief moment the anger in Byron’s eyes
vanished and he looked worried. Almost afraid. In that instant, Eliza pulled
free and continued onwards, doing her best to keep from trembling. She was also
afraid, though not of Gannon.


She rounded a corner and stood facing the long
hall leading to the throne room. It looked as it always had, but something was
wrong. There should be some indication of what had happened here—blood stains,
bodies, screams.


Memories flashed through her head. She could hear
their cries. Her hands felt wet with blood. Fear. Terror.


Run. Hide before you are caught.


Eliza swallowed and stepped forward, fighting down
the urge to vomit. She blinked away her tears.


“Stop her!” Byron called to the guards at the end
of the hall. Eliza could hear him running after her, but she did not turn. One
of the guards stepped forward to block her way and the other stepped sideways,
placing himself in the center of the doorway.


“I am the princess and I order you to let me pass.”
Eliza spoke firmly in a voice that gave no indication of how she truly felt.


“That is not allowed.”


“I decide what is allowed! I am your princess.”


In response, the guard took her shoulder in a
tight grip. Eliza tried to shrug away his hand, but his fingers dug harder into
her skin. Had he not been armored, she would have kicked him. This was not how
things were meant to be. She was their ruler, yet they ignored her.


Byron reached them and nodded to the soldier.


“You are supposed to guard her. To prevent such
incidents,” the man said to him. Byron scowled but said nothing in response.


Recognizing that she needed to act, Eliza stomped
on Byron’s foot as the guard handed her over. The boy cursed and his grip on
her loosened.


“Gannon!”


Her cry echoed down the hall. She called out
again, straining her voice. Strangely, the guards and Byron stood frozen. They
did not move to stop her as she’d anticipated. Each glanced towards the door,
waiting to see if a response came.


Seizing the moment, Eliza strode forward and
shoved at the doors.


“Hey!”


One of the guards snapped out of his stupor and
tried to stop her, but he was not quick enough. Eliza pushed with what little
strength she had and the doors gave way.


She stumbled forward into the throne room.


“What is this?”


Gannon looked up from where he sat upon the
throne. There were other men seated before him, most dressed in the fineries of
a lord or the uniform of a military officer. A large table, contoured in the
form of a topographical map, had been placed between the men and Ganon. Eliza
could see small figures upon it.


Gannon’s gaze flicked from Eliza to Byron to the
guards.


“Close the doors and keep any further visitors
from entering.” Gannon’s voice was like ice, cold and hard. His displeasure was
clear. He glanced at Eliza and then turned to the men with whom he conferred. 


“Leave me. Take a break and return when summoned.”


The remaining men rose and slowly left the room.


“I have been hearing things, Gannon. Troubling
rumors,” Eliza said when the room was clear.


He sits in my father’s throne.


She hadn’t expected that though, as the Lord
Regent, he could take the seat. Even so, it was wrong. Beyond personally
offending her, such an overt gesture went against all sense of propriety. It
was presumptuous, arrogant, and… wrong. Such a thing just wasn’t done.


“Have you now? Why don’t you tell me of them.”


Gannon rose and descended down the dais. He
approached her slowly, making his way around the table.


Eliza did not let her gaze waver.


“What have you heard, Princess?”


Eliza hadn’t heard much, actually. Not directly at
least. She so rarely interacted with others, and those who met with her
reported to Gannon. But she was not blind to the changes around her. Everything
was darker. Tension hung in the air.


“What is this?”


Gannon glanced at the table—the map.


“Nothing that you need worry about.” He reached
down and took a piece from the Lauratrean side of the table. He held it up,
examining it as though looking for something.


“I have learned who was behind your father’s assassination,”
Gannon said, calmly breaking the silence. He replaced the figure, setting it
next to a small crown.


Eliza looked up. “What?!”


“It was the Lauratreans—a group called the
Buhli’dazzi. They ordered your father killed. When they learned that you lived,
they sent another assassin to finish the job.”


“You told me that man died when captured. He could
not be interrogated.”


“You think the two assassinations are unrelated?”


“I don’t know what to think.”


“War,” he breathed. “They have killed your father,
and they sought to kill you, as well. We will retaliate in kind. War will show
them their error, and will punish the people for their actions. They will be
subjugated and put in their place.”


Eliza drew in a breath, horrified by what she was
hearing.


“This is not what I want. I am not even certain
that what you say is true. And even if it is, I cannot believe that the High
King and all of the High Houses acted together in this. What you seek…it will
mean the deaths of thousands. Tens of thousands.”


So much of his allegation did not make sense to
her. There had been so many deaths that night, too many for a small group, but
such a large force would not have gone unnoticed. Where were the bodies? Why
had no one seen them? Or had she been lied to, the truth hidden from
her?


No. She shook her head. Her father had
found peace with the Lauratreans.


“Need I remind you, Princess Elizabeth, that lives
have been lost, and more may still be lost. You gave me authority to pursue
this matter.”


“I did not tell you to prepare for war.”


“The war has already begun. It is inevitable.” His
eyes flashed with a frightening intensity. “And I will see this through
to its end.”


“My father would not have wanted this, and I do
not want this either.”


Gannon eyed her for a moment. The silence was
heavy and tense.


“You have changed. Before, you wanted vengeance
for your father’s death.”


Vengeance. The word flashed through her mind
again, dark and bloody. There was a small part of her that burned with anger,
but she knew that her father and Baird would be disappointed if she allowed
herself to be ruled by anger. She did not want revenge; she wanted back the
people that she had lost.


“I want justice,” she responded.


“There is no difference between the two,” Gannon
stated. “Justice is simply the cleaner, more attractive phrase. It is vengeance
without the moral complications.”


It was Eliza’s turn to remain silent. She could
think of nothing to say in response. But she knew what she wanted, and it
wasn’t war.


“Whatever you have done, whatever you are doing,
you will stop,” she ordered. “I will not betray my father’s ideals by allowing
this country to go to war. Justice will be had, but it will come from
diplomacy. That is my decision.”


His eyes narrowed. “I think it would be best if
you left such things to me. You are still not yourself.”


She didn’t like the tone of his voice, which had
hardened like his expression.


“I am myself.”


“So it would seem.”


She expected him to continue speaking, but he did
not. He just watched her, unblinking. She hated his eyes.


Anger boiled within her and she balled her hands
into fists, squeezing tightly. She should be the one in charge. She would order
him—


It left her all at once. Her anger suddenly
dampened. Not gone entirely, but…dulled. It was a strange sensation, like a
flame suddenly doused with water, but someone else had done the dousing. She
vaguely recalled feeling this way before.


Eliza wanted to argue further but instead, she
turned and left. She couldn’t stomach the confrontation any longer, and wanted
to be gone before her weakness began to show. Already, she felt tired, both
emotionally and physically.


The princess turned on heel and exited the room.
She did not look back to see Gannon’s reaction. He did nothing to stop her,
though.


The guards outside glanced at her as the doors
swung closed. Byron stood waiting for her nearby, grabbing her as she passed.


“Come with me,” he growled.


Eliza withheld her protest, though Byron’s touch
made her skin crawl. He never let go of his grip as he walked her to her room.


“In,” he said gruffly, opening her door and
pushing Eliza forward into the room. She stumbled but did not allow herself to
fall.


“You will not do that again.” Byron’s eyes blazed.
“You may have been given some small amount of freedom, but that doesn’t matter
to me. If you do something that earns me punishment, I will make your life
difficult.”


Best not tell him about my meeting with Darius,
Eliza thought to herself.  Instead she slammed her door in Byron’s face. A
muffled curse made Eliza grin, but the emotion was short-lived.


She moved to her bed, feeling deeply disturbed.
Byron’s threats annoyed her, but her conversation with Gannon had left her
disturbed. She hadn’t realized the impact of her absence. In her depression,
she had abdicated her power. Now she was unsure if she could regain it in time
to set things right. She was beginning to doubt that she could ever recapture
her authority at all.


War. I cannot allow that to happen.


She leaned her head back against the wooden
headboard. Tears began to well. Tears of frustration, fear, anxiety, and
sadness. Always sadness. She wiped her eyes and began to consider her options.
She would not—could not—let the darkness consume her again.


When she met with Darius, she would need to be
ready to act. Time was short and she would likely not have another chance.


It was time to take control of her country.











Chapter 21:                  
Rowan


“You must stay with us!”


“I cannot do that,” Rowan replied. His response
was not taken well by either Maude or Nel. They had finally arrived in the city
of Lior, and Rowan had made the decision to go his own way, disappointing the
two women.  Only Ganda, who stood to the side, acknowledged that Rowan was free
to do as he wished.


The two women waited for him to say more, perhaps
to justify his choice or offer some reason for leaving, but he did not.


“Why do this thing, challa? Why be
stubborn?”


It spoke volumes that Maude did not react to the
words of her daughter. She always chided Nel for calling Rowan by that term,
but not this time. In this instance, she agreed with it.


“I will not impose upon you further. And besides,
I wish to be on my own.”


“The last time you acted in this way,” Maude said,
“I found you near dead in the desert. Have you learned nothing?”


“This is different.”


“Is it?”


“You are bothering him, my l’Shahl,” Ganda
said. “He does not wish to live with us and that is his decision to make.” The
two shared a look. They seemed to communicate silently before Maude finally
looked away.


“Fine! I defer to you. He is free to act as
he chooses, however unwise his path may be.” She turned to look at Rowan, eyes
pleading. “Will you not listen to me? I welcome you into my home. You could
come and, if you changed your mind, leave at a later date. Once you know the
ways of this city.”


It was a very tempting offer, one Rowan truly
wished he could accept. They had been very kind to him, and he wished he could
stay with them and perhaps repay them in some way. But he could not, so he
shook his head no.


“If you refuse to stay with us and must instead
choose to go your own way, then you must know of the public houses. There are
many throughout the city—more than we who live here care to admit, though fewer
than are needed. You will go to one of them. Stay there and be safe.”


Rowan looked to Nel, confused.


“She speaks of the public housing. There are
shelters within the city for those who are…without.”


“You mean the homeless? The beggars and the poor?”


“The unfortunate, yes. They are looked down upon
in our society, for we are a merchant class.”


“They are looked down upon because they require
handouts,” Ganda interjected. Nel and Maude each shot him a look. Nel’s was
harder but Maude’s was the one to make him cringe.


“How can you say such words!”


“Peace,” he said, holding his hands up
defensively. “I meant nothing bad by my words. I only say that those unable to
support themselves have been given a means to survive. They may deserve pity,
but they do not deserve our money. No more than is already taken by the king.”


“Long ago, High King Ladolen ordered that communal
residences be built so that no man or woman in his city ever be without
shelter,” Nel explained. “The housing is not fancy, but it is something. They
are funded by general taxes. Money from everyone goes to the housing meant for
anyone.”


“Sounds fair to me,” Rowan said. “Where will I
find this housing?”


“You will leave us now?” Nel hesitated as she said
‘us.’ It sounded as though she meant to say something different. That worried
Rowan. They had already grown close, but anything more would be dangerous for
her. And even were it not, he was not worthy of happiness. He wasn’t even sure
that he was capable of feeling that any longer. It had been so long since he
felt anything at all.


“Yes.”


Rowan knew that his answer was not what she wanted
to hear. If he wes honest with himself, it wasn’t even the answer that he
wanted to give. But if he didn’t leave now then he wouldn’t be able to bring
himself to leave at all. So he would leave.


Nel turned her eyes downward. All about them,
people bustled through the market streets. They had moved out of the way, but
even still, their small group was clogging traffic in the area. One man gave a
grunt of annoyance as he shoved his way past Rowan. He wasn’t gentle, but Rowan
paid him no mind.


“There are a number of houses in the city,” Ganda
said after the silence became uncomfortable. “Many are crowded. I believe that
you will find the best accommodations in the waterfront district. You might
go…But no, you are unfamiliar with this city.”


“I will show him.” Nel perked up suddenly. “You
have no need of me now that we are home. There is no work for me that your sons
cannot do faster and more efficiently. I will take Parren to the waterfront and
make sure that he is able to find his way about the city.”


Nel pointedly ignored Rowan as she said this,
knowing he would object if she gave him the opportunity. In truth though, he
would be glad for the company. It pained him to part ways with her. She’d
become a dear friend and an ideal companion. And he didn’t want to be alone in
a foreign city, a place that he did’t know and where he wasn’t welcome.


Maude seemed hesitant. She could see the benefit
of sending Nel with Rowan. She’d want the chance to bring him back, if
possible, but she likely worried over what might come of sending her adoptive
daughter off alone with a boy with whom she was close. Rowan could understand
her worry. Nel could act without worrying about consequences, passionate and
impulsive.


“Very well,” Maude sighed. “That is likely for the
best. Be off with you then, so I may be about my business.” She waved as if to
send her daughter on her way, but stepped towards Rowan, taking his hands in
her own. He fought the urge to shift uncomfortably.


“I do not approve of your decision. You do not
need to be on your own.”


Rowan nodded.


“Know that you will always have a place in our
home. I am fond of taking in those in need. I took Nel into my home as the
daughter I never had. I would welcome you, as well.”


Rowan was moved by the woman’s words. She had done
so much for him, and now she offered him this. He couldn’t accept her offer.
No, that could not happen. Even here, at the heart of a foreign country, his
presence was an unnecessary danger.


Before he could thank her, however, Maude embraced
him tightly and then turned away.


“Do not think that this is the end,” she threw
over her shoulder as she walked away. “I will be checking up on you constantly.
You will not be rid of me.”


“She means well,” Ganda said to Rowan as his wife
left. “Her words, spoken to you, express both of our feelings. I welcome you,
as well. There is always work to be done.” He smiled, but it was not the warm,
open smile given by Maude. Rowan felt his words were sincere, but that they
came more from propriety than from a genuine desire to host Rowan.


“I thank you for your offer, Ganda-dahn.” Rowan
bowed with respect.


“I hope we will see you before your time in the
arena. But if we do not, then it has been a pleasure to know you. I hope that
in Lior you find a home like no other.” Ganda returned Rowan’s bow and then
turned to follow his wife, leaving Rowan alone with Nelliel.


“I am sorry for his words.”


“What do you mean?” Rowan asked.


“He does not believe that you will survive the
arena. It is not a lack of faith in you,” she added quickly. “But Illan Ishtar
is known as a duelist. My father sees your death as a tragic inevitability.”


“And what do you think?” Rowan asked, turning to
look at Nel.


“I do not like to think on it. I know that you are
familiar with a sword, and I hope that will be enough. But you do not know the
arena. You cannot understand what it is like. It is a place for men to die. It
is horrid.” She shuddered.


Despite himself, Rowan felt a sense of curiosity.
What was this place where he was to fight? Was it where he would finally meet
his end? He wasn’t entirely sure it would be a bad outcome—to die. It would be
an end to his suffering.


“I do not like that look on your face.”


Rowan realized that he had been ignoring Nel.


“Shall we be on our way then?” he suggested.


“Are you so eager?”


He forced a shrug into his shoulders. He actually
wasn’t that eager. Nothing awaited him now that he had arrived. There was only
his match in the arena.


He was suddenly and painfully aware that when she
left him, he would once again be alone.


“Then I will show you the city,” Nel said, eyes
alight with joyous emotion.


Despite himself, Rowan grinned. That made Nel
smile, too, and she laughed. The sound warmed him. He felt suddenly hot.


That heat, was it affection? He felt an
overwhelming sense of emotions. Something about Nel made it easy for him to
forget his pain. Made him feel again. Being with her… it was good for
him.


He was going to miss that, but he did not deserve
such happiness. Just as she did not deserve the risk of associating with him.


“Come on,” Nel said, taking his hand and tugging
him forward. Rowan resisted long enough to shoulder his pack—now considerably
lighter and more worn—then allowed Nel to pull him along.


“What would you like to see?”


“The arena,” Rowan responded practically. It would
be good to know where it was and to see the combat grounds. He would need to
know prior to his match.


“No.”


“But you asked—”


“Foolish challa. We can do whatever we want
together, and yet you seek the place of death.” Her grip tightened. “I have
told you before that I will not be a part of that. Choose better.”


Rowan sighed. He had wanted to see the
arena, even if only in passing from the outside.


“At least point it out to me,” he said, examining
the cityscape, seeing numerous structures in the distance that rose high above
everything else. At the edge, the horizon shone where the waters of the lake
reflected the sun’s light. “For reference.”


Nel glared at him.


“Choose. Better,” she said harshly. “Would you
waste this time that you have alone with me?”


It was not worth arguing with Nel. Rowan knew that
she would not give in. Best to let her have her way.


“The lake?”


Nel nodded excitedly.


“Yes! I shall take you to the water’s edge to see
the great ays kaerstl. And I will wet your feet.”


They made their way through the city streets, Rowan
following as Nel lead the way. She never let go of his hand, which did not
escape Rowen’s  notice. More than just a constant tug pulling him forward, it
felt like a warm embrace. They moved through crowds. There were so many people
here, far more than he had expected. 


The streets of Lior were so different from those
of any Atlean city. None were cobbled or paved, they were just packed dirt, and
most of the people walked about barefoot or wearing strapped sandals. Rowan saw
no residential areas, only shops and markets and places serving food, water,
and tastes of other sorts. He looked away when they passed a place where women
dressed in thin translucent silks, their faces veiled, and called out to the
men that passed.


Nel’s grip tightened as she led him past. She
hurried, causing him to trip.


“Come, come,” she said. “Unless you wish to visit
the pleasure house. I’ve always wondered. Supposedly there are private rooms
for couples to—”


“I think not.”


Nel grinned teasingly. Such a bother, she was. An
enjoyable one, though.


“There are so many people,” Rowan remarked.


“Of course. This is the Great Oasis. Did you think
it would be like the barren wastes we traveled through?”


“Well…yes,” Rowan said. “I mean, I knew there
would be people. But this is so very different from what I expected. Where do
they all live?” he asked. “I have only seen shops so far. Is there a
residential area elsewhere?”


“The shops are where people live. Most of
them, at least. The High Houses and the royal family have their palaces and grounds,
as do some of the upper class but most live above their business.” She pointed
to the windows in the floors above. Many of the buildings were more than one
level. Some were three or even four, though none were built higher than that.


“Our city is organized into districts,” Nel
continued. “There is the shiod or temple district, the arena district,
the gardens, T’lahn Plaza–that is where the guilds are–and the Grand Bazaar,
which is not to be confused with the market district.”


“Is that where your parents are located? The
market district?”


“Of course. Where else would they be?”


Rowan shrugged.


“There is so much here, almost like cities within
cities. You can lose yourself.”


“I have a good sense of direction,” Rowan said,
though in truth, he doubted that he could accurately retrace their route. He
could make his way to the outer edge of the city, but only by going in a
straight line outwards.


Lior was large. Larger by far than Estoria or
Barrinell.


“You will still lose yourself.” Nel grinned. “But
that is not a bad thing.”


There was a noticeable difference as they passed
between districts. It was like crossing an invisible border. Suddenly the shops
were different and streets changed. Where streets had been wide and winding
before, now they were straight and narrow. The buildings grew larger and the
awnings that had lined the street faded away.


“The temple district,” Nel explained as they
passed through a large open square with a small circular fountain at the
center. It was tiled here, a brightly colored mosaic beneath their feet. She
hesitated, then pointed to one of the larger structures rising above the city
in the distance. “There is your arena.”


Indeed, if he strained his ears, Rowan could hear
the cries and shouts of an excited audience. But that couldn’t be right. The
arena was so far away. Too far for the sound to reach him. Yet he heard it, and
now that he had, he couldn’t ignore it.


“Do not go there.”


Nel pulled at him, breaking him from his reverie.
Neither spoke as they walked, though Nel still gripped his hand. Gripped it as
though she had to hold him to keep him safe. She kept her hold on him all the
way to the waterfront district.


*      *      *


“Please come back with me,” Nel
said softly, her voice pleading. “You needn’t be alone.”


She sat beside him with her feet in the frigid
water, watching as the sun embraced the horizon. She had already shown him the
shelter where he could stay. It was utilitarian and crowded, but nicer than
Rowan had expected. It had beds.


Ah, here it is. Rowan had expected this. He
had known that Nel, once she had him alone, would again try to dissuade him
from leaving. She wanted him to stay with her and her family. Her words came as
no surprise.


What did surprise him was how he reacted to
her words. Not visibly of course, but emotionally. He wanted to be with her.
She made him feel better. But that was dangerous. He could not allow himself to
have feelings for her. He did NOT deserve that.


Even if he did, any kind of relationship between
them would put her in danger. And that was something he could not allow.


He stared out at the expanse of water that was the
great lake of Lior, keeping silent. The lake was massive beyond reason. Larger
by far than the entire city behind them. So large that Rowan could not see the
far side, or any edge for that matter. It reminded him of the endless plains in
Atlea.


“I must be alone, Nel,” he said finally.


“That is untrue. You want to be alone, but
you do not have to be alone.” She kept her gaze fixed upon the horizon. In the
distance, Rowan could see the ays kaerstl that was the source of
the lake, its base ringed by mist. The distance made it hard to judge size, but
it was obviously very large.


“There is a darkness in you, Parren.” Rowan
shifted uncomfortably as she spoke the name. It bothered him that she did
not—could not—know him for who he was. “It eats away at you, and you do not
fight against it. But that darkness, it has faded recently. Not much, but some.
I have seen this. You are better with us…with me.”


She looked at him finally, leaning towards him as
she did. Her green eyes were expectant, hopeful even. He had to crush that
hope.


“No,” he repeated, speaking with a firmness that
he did not feel. “I have made my intentions clear. Associating with me is
dangerous. You and your family have been too kind to me to deserve that.”


Nel turned from him.


“Yohr hært ust not leiv olny fa u.” She
spoke the words softly, more to herself than to him. “Your actions pain me.”


She rose suddenly, slipping her sandals on. Rowan
rose as well.


“If it is your wish to be alone, then I will leave
you to be alone,” Nel said coldly. She started walking away from him.


“I hope that you come to your senses soon,” she
threw over her shoulder.


Rowan watched her leave. His decision felt so very
wrong now, but he was resolute. He began walking to the public shelter.
Although the shelters here in the waterfront district were less crowded, Nel
had told him to ensure his place there early in the evenings. As a public
haven, the beds could not be reserved. If there were none left, Rowan would
need to go elsewhere or sleep on the streets.


He was in luck. When he arrived at the shelter,
barely a quarter of the beds were occupied. Rowan moved to a space all the way
to the rear of the building. He wanted to be alone.











Chapter 22:                  
Rowan


“You don’t have to do this,” Maude
said. She looked at him as he imagined a mother would look at a child in
danger. It touched him, but he wasn’t turning away from this. Even if it
weren’t necessary, he would still walk into that arena. It called to him.


“I do, but for my own reasons. I am sorry to worry
you.”


Maude nodded and did her best to hold back her
tears. She then turned and left, unable or unwilling to stay and see him off.
Ganda watched her go, then turned to Rowan.


“You will be okay,” he said, though his voice was
uncertain. He glanced behind him, looking for his wife, then turned back. He
placed a hand on Rowan’s shoulder and leaned in close.


“Do not let this be your end.”


With that, he left, and only Nelliel remained with
Rowan. This was the conversation that he had dreaded the most.


She looked up at him, her face a mixture of
emotion. Rowan could see fear, sadness, and anger. He waited for her to speak
first, because he didn’t know what to say. Nel didn’t agree with his decision
to fight, though unlike her parents, she would not speak against his choice. He
could see that this pained her, perhaps even more so than her parents, but he
would not apologize for what he was about to do.


“Must you do this, Parren?”


“Yes.”


“Even if I beg you not to?”


“Yes.”


“Is there nothing I can say or do to turn you from
this path? Whether you live or die, this will not bring you peace. This is a
dark path and I fear what it will do to you.”


“No, though your words do make me sad.”


“If you do this thing, it will affect others too.
Maude treats you as though you were her own, and she will be devastated to lose
you. Ganda as well. And I…I will not be the same. I will miss you.”


“I won’t lose, Nel.”


“It doesn’t matter. Just walking into that arena
will bring us all pain. We worry for you.”


“Don’t. I will be fine. I will win.”


“Then you will kill a man and earn the ire of one
of the most powerful High Houses in Lauratrea.”


Rowan frowned. He knew this, and it troubled him
greatly. None of the others knew how much he worried over this. He had no
intention of losing the coming fight, but he couldn’t allow his hosts to be
placed in danger because of his actions. Which was why he intended to leave
them after this fight.


“What do I see in your eyes?” Nel asked. “You are
hiding something.”


“I will see you after the fight,” Rowan said. He
turned away and moved to leave. Nel wrapped her arms around him in an embrace.
He could feel her face pressed against his back. He froze.


“Do not leave me.”


“I won’t.”


Rowan reached up and took one of her hands in his
own. They were smooth and soft, such a contrast to his own. He grasped her hand
and then pulled it away. She cried behind him as he left her.


“Please… don’t do this.”


Rowan ignored her plea. He pretended not to hear
her. If he acknowledged her words, even to himself, he didn’t know if he could
bring himself to leave.


The preparation area was as he expected it to be.
It was a large space with racks of blunted practice weaponry and other
equipment. There was space for sparring and personal practice, and a basin with
drinking water. In one corner of the room, there was another trough of water
for bathing. The floor there was stained and Rowan tried not to think about the
cause of the stain; whether men had rinsed their own wounds there or washed away
the blood of another.


He was not alone. There were many others present.
Most were training or practicing for their own matches. If you fought in the
arena, this area was always available for use. Despite the people though, Rowan
felt completely alone. No one spoke to him. They all just watched him as he
waited, knowing who he was and what he faced. He was expected to die in this
match.


Perhaps I will.


It was possible. Rowan was not infallible, and he
was not sure whether he could kill a man in cold blood. His feud with Seto Ael
was one of anger, but he did not care enough to commit murder—for that was what
it would be, no matter how this culture viewed such things. He did not even
know Illan Ishtar, yet he was about to fight him to the death over a petty disagreement
with an arrogant child.


What would Baird think of him now, reduced to
this? Would he be angry? Disappointed? Would he even care at all? Rowan did not
wish to think about his master right now. The thoughts led to a dark place. He
couldn’t help but remember what had happened the last time he performed the
shadow dance.


“I am waiting to face death, and I do not even
feel the need to prepare.” Rowan laughed to himself. Baird would surely scold
him for that. At the very least, he should stretch and perform the sword dance.
So he did just that.


Rowan rose and retrieved a blunted practice sword.
It was shaped as all Lauratrean swords were—with a thin, light curved blade. It
was interesting to hold. The weight and balance were unusual, different from
what he’d experienced. Rowan would be fighting with his own blade but, until it
was given to him, he would have to make do with this.


He walked to an empty area and began the motions
of the sword dance. He fell into a slow rhythm as he moved from stance to stance,
each motion slow and deliberate. While he practiced, nothing existed except for
himself and his blade.


When he was finished, it was time for his fight.


*      *      *


“There has been a slight…complication,” Al’Rhun
said. His tone worried Rowan. Whatever the man had come to tell him, it wasn’t
good.


“What kind of complication?” Rowan hissed. It was
minutes before his fight. Any moment now his name would be called and it would
be his turn to enter the arena. Guards stood waiting in case he proved
unwilling.


“Al’Rhun admits that it is an unfavorable
complication. It was, however, necessary to allow you the use of your own
weapon.” Al’Rhun beamed as he glanced at Rowan’s blade. Rowan fingered the
hilt, glad to have it. He would not fight with anything else, save for Tenro.
But that blade was gone.


“I don’t have time for this.”


Al’Rhun nodded. “Straight to the point, then. The
overseers have arranged a second fight for you.”


“When?” Rowan asked. How long would he have to
recover before fighting again?


“Now. Against a common criminal. You will fight
this man first, to prove your worth. If you win, you will fight Illan Ishtar.”


“How long will I have to recover?” Rowan’s mind
was racing. This was not what he had expected—not what he prepared for.


Al’Rhun cocked his head quizzically, as though
Rowan’s question was puzzling.


“Your fights will be consecutive, of course.
Should you win your first fight, you will immediately fight Ishtar’s E’laer.
That is how the arena works.”


Rowan cursed.


“Do not worry, Parren-nihm. Al’Rhun has faith in
your abilities. This criminal will fall before your blade.” The man smiled,
saying nothing of Illan Ishtar. Rowan silently wondered if Al’Rhun actually
thought him capable of winning against the scion of High House Ishtar. True, he
had backed Rowan, but that meant nothing. Al’Rhun stood to lose very little if
the fight went poorly.


“The rules remain unchanged. You will fight to the
death, and your first victory will actually earn you money. So there is some
profit to be made in this.”


Rowan scowled. The thought of being paid for
taking a life sickened him. It would be blood money, and he would have no part
of it.


“I will not be paid for killing a man.”


“He is a criminal. But if you will not accept your
payment, then Al’Rhun will do so on your behalf. Al’Rhun is always happy to do
a man the favor of lightening his purse.”


“Outsider! It is your time,” a voice called out.
Rowan’s time had come.


“Al’Rhun shall watch your battles from above. Do
well.” He retreated with a bow, leaving Rowan alone.


“It is time! Come now or be forced out.”


Alone, Rowan walked forward to meet his fate.


*      *      *


Rowan felt a shade of fear as he
stood in the middle of the arena armed with only his blade. Crowds of people
filled the stadium around him and he could feel the very earth itself tremble
as they roared. There were shouts for blood, the voices filled with malice and
anger. It was overwhelming.


Yet Rowan stood his ground. He knew that if he
showed his fear, it would translate to weakness. All of his skill with a blade
and as a knight would be of no use against the madness of such a mob. They came
to the arena to watch battles and Rowan had come to give them a show—and to
defend himself.


But he would not walk out of this arena without
killing a man. Maybe two. He remembered the last time he had killed a man. It
had been on that night, and it had not been easy. Would it be less difficult
this time? If it was, should he do it? Killing the criminal might be
acceptable—though he did not wish to do so—but killing Seto’s cousin, Illan
Ishtar, would have repercussions that would affect any who associated with him.


I will just have to leave them.


A man emerged from the other end of the arena. He was
large, standing a full head taller than Rowan. He looked strong and he easily
outweighed Rowan.


The man held a cudgel in one hand, a weapon meant
for beating and crushing. The hilt of a knife protruded from the sash wrapped
about the man’s waist. Rowan would need to be careful of the cudgel. He was
without armor or a shield. A good hit from the club could easily shatter bones,
and he couldn’t afford to take damage like that with another match to come
against a skilled opponent.


A voice, amplified in some manner, called out over
the roaring crowd. It announced the two contenders with a measure of flair, and
began crying out. It was time to fight. Rowan drew his blade.


“It is time!” the announcer’s voice cried.
“Are…you…ready?!”


There was a roaring response. Rowan fingered his
grip and fell into his fighting stance.


“Let the match begin!”


His opponent rushed forwards, quickly closing the
distance between the two of them. He swung his weapon over his head, bringing
it down towards Rowan. The first swing was wild and easily avoided, but Rowan
wasn’t prepared for the follow-up. It struck him a glancing blow as he
retreated. He stumbled but kept his footing.


There were cries from the crowd. Cheers and
shouts. They were enjoying the spectacle. They wanted to see Rowan fall.


“Em stum keil u. Et si naut serplona, bat u
stum dae eff em ta leiv,” the man said to him. I must kill you. It is
not personal, but you must die if I am to live.


Rowan cursed. Had the man said nothing, it would
have been much easier to justify his murder.


“You cannot kill me. If you try, then it is you
who will die. Please don’t make me take your life,” Rowan replied, speaking in
Lauratrean. The man furrowed his brow, puzzled that the foreigner was speaking
to him in his own tongue.


The crowd began to scream for blood. They wanted
action.


“Rragh!” The man yelled and took another swing at
Rowan, then a second and a third. Rowan dodged each of them easily, reading the
man’s movements and watching his footing. He had very poor form and was clearly
untrained. He relied too much on his size and strength.


Hoping to end the fight quickly, Rowan ducked
under the next attack and closed the distance between he and his opponent. The
club would be ineffective in such close quarters and Rowan could make an easy
thrust. Had it succeeded, the strike would have been non-lethal but damaging
enough to end the fight. Surprisingly, the man reacted with a speed far greater
than what he had shown so far, catching Rowan off guard.


He released his weapon and lunged forward,
grabbing Rowan in a bear hug. Rowan reacted well, bringing his arms up to his
chest, but couldn’t avoid the embrace. He dropped his sword as he was scooped
up and held aloft, face-to-face with his opponent.


With a deafening roar, the man squeezed Rowan,
doing all he could to  break him. Rowan struggled with all the power he could
muster. With his arms raised as they were, he had better leverage against the
man’s arms. He pushed with everything he had but it wasn’t enough. The man was
far stronger than he and his grip was slowly and inevitably tightening. Rowan
could feel his body protesting. Something popped in his shoulder where he had
been struck earlier and his left arm flared with pain.


Through all of the pain and adrenaline, Rowan
listened as the crowd roared. They called for his death. They were excited by
this—it was what they wanted. What most of them wanted.


He imagined Maude and Ganda watching in horror,
surrounded by people calling for his death. Nel would be with them. He hoped
that she wasn’t watching this. That she would be looking away or have her face
buried in her mother’s chest, doing her best to shut out the sounds of the
audience.


Will this be how I die? Would I be satisfied
with this ending?


Rowan’s breath left him and he struggled to draw
another. He was beginning to tire. Something had to be done—he needed to act.
If only his arms were down, he could have grabbed the man’s knife. Perhaps it
had been a mistake to react as he had.


But no, that wasn’t right. Rowan knew that if he’d
had lowered his arms,  he would have been crushed before his opponent fell.


Do something!


Without thinking, Rowan slammed his head forword.
There was a satisfying crunch as his forehead met his opponent’s nose.
The grip holding him loosened just enough, allowing him a breath of air. He
head-butted the man again and he felt a warm splatter of blood as he broke the
man’s nose. With a cry, Rowan broke the hold. The arms around him let go and he
fell to the ground.


Move away! Create distance before you recover.
Don’t let your wounds distract you.


Rowan scrambled away. It was a rather undignified
retreat, but he didn’t care. Dignity was worthless if it got you killed in a
fight. Admittedly, he didn’t much care for his life right now, but that was
beside the point. He needed to distance himself – immediately!


The crowd hissed at him as he picked up his weapon.
His opponent had grabbed his weapon, as well, holding the club in one hand
while the other held his bloodied face. Had Rowan not been disoriented and
dazed, and still out of breath from being squeezed so tightly, he would have
taken the opportunity to attack. Instead, he watched as the man grimaced and
pinched the bridge of his nose, shifting it back into place.


“Grraaaagghhhh!” the man cried out as he reset his
nose. His face was a bloody mess and looked no better than it had when the nose
was askew. Rowan imagined that his own face was nearly as bloodied, though most
of the blood was not his own.


“You are a stronger than you seem, little foreign
boy.”


“And you are quicker than I would have thought,”
Rowan responded. “But it changes nothing. If you do not yield, you will die.”


The man only grinned.


“You speak too much. Do you forget how close this
one came to killing you? Barra will earn his freedom with your death.”


“Do not make me kill you, Barra. I do not want to
do that,” Rowan said once again.


“Do your best and we will see what happens.”


Barra rushed forward. Rowan expected the man to
swing his club, but instead he threw it. The move caught Rowan unaware and he
was forced to bat the object away with his blade. Doing so left him momentarily
vulnerable. In that moment, Barra pulled his knife and lunged. It cut Rowan
across the cheek. Another stab came but this one missed. By the third strike,
Rowan had recovered and forced Barra to retreat.


Rowan gritted his teeth. He needed to end this
fight quickly and without further incident. His fight with Illan Ishtar was
still to come, and he could not go into that with further injuries. It was time
to end this fight.


He pressed his advantage, swinging again and
again. Without his club, Barra was practically defenseless. His knife was of
little use and he wore no armor. In little time Rowan had the man backed
against one of the arena walls.


“Yield!”


“I cannot.”


“Yield now or you will die.”


Barra made a desperate lunge. Rowan stepped aside
and kicked the man’s leg out from behind the knee. His opponent fell to his
knees and another kick pushed him to the ground. Barra rolled onto his back and
looked up at Rowan.


“I curse you!”


Barra swung his knife, aiming to slice Rowan’s
heel. Rowan casually kicked the blade from his hand and stepped on the wrist to
keep it still. He put his blade to Barra’s neck and the man ceased struggling.
The fight left his eyes and they became dull as he recognized his fate and
resigned himself to it.


The audience cried for blood. The fight had ended
and they wanted to see Rowan kill this man.


“The victor has been decided!” a voice cried out
over the others. It echoed through the arena. “Now we see the outsider end his
first fight.”


“What are you waiting for? End this. Bring my
shame to an end.”


Rowan looked down at Barra.


“What was your crime?”


“Does it matter what I did?”


“It matters to me. I’ve killed men, but I am no
murderer. Are you?”


“End me!” Barra cried at him. Rowan held his blade
ready, but did not bring it down. He felt a powerful urge to do so. Adrenaline
pumped through his veins and set his body afire. He could feel something
again.


The rules allow a man to spare his opponent.


Rowan stepped away from his opponent. This was not
who he was. He was no executioner, and he had not come to this arena for
bloodsport. He had been forced here. This was not even his fight. There was no
need for him to kill a man, even a criminal.


“I will not kill you,” he said, sheathing his
blade. Silence hung in the air. There was confusion in Barra’s eyes as he
propped himself up.


“This is not how it is meant to be.”


“I am no executioner,” Rowan said. Then louder, “I
am no executioner! I will not kill this man.”


There was an outcry as his message was heard. His
actions shocked the people, for it was practically unheard of. It was not what
they had come to see. Rowan looked to the crowd and met their anger. He could
hear cries of disgust and outrage. He was called names that he did not
understand.


Gates opened and a group of soldiers entered the
arena approaching Rowan. Behind him came additional guards. These men moved
towards Barra and pinned him to the ground. In the stands above, the crowd
parted as a trio of men descended towards the arena’s floor.


“What is happening?” Rowan cried out.


Barra laughed behind him.


“You have angered the overseers, outsider. They
will force you to kill me, if they don’t do it themselves.” The man coughed
another hollow laugh. The sound angered Rowan. He had not chosen to spare this
man’s life simply so that he could die at the hand of another. He turned back
towards the three men. They stopped at the lowest level of the arena and stood
behind the railing, looking down on Rowan from above.


A hush descended in the immediate area. Cries
still echoed throughout the arena, but they came from far away. All eyes were
now on Rowan and the three men who watched him. Rowan eyed the three of them.
They were each dressed in robes of fine silks and wore jewelery. Their skin,
though tan, was paler than most.


“What is the meaning of this, outsider?” one of
the men shot down at him. “Do you not understand the ways of the arena? You
fight to the death, and must kill this man to leave the arena.”


“I choose to spare him.”


“That is not allowed!”cried one of the other men.
The one who spoke first waved a hand to silence his companion. The man scowled
but said nothing more.


“The two of you are criminals, sent to this arena
to face punishment. One of you must die. You have won, and now you must end
your fight. Then you will be given your reward.”


“I was told that tradition allowed a victor to
spare his opponent.”


“That is a rule of years past, and is not done
anymore. That rule has not been invoked for decades.”


“Is it my choice or has this tradition been
officially revoked?” Rowan cried out, his voice loud enough for those nearby to
hear him. If these men were going to lie to him, they would do so in front of
their citizens. He hoped that would be enough to keep them honest.


All three glared down at him. The man who had
spoken out earlier raised a hand.


“Enough of this. If the greenlander will not kill
his opponent, then let judgement be carried out by another’s hand.” The hand
fell and one of the soldiers to Rowan’s right, a man standing above Barra,
raised his weapon.


Rowan acted immediately. He shoved past the men
surrounding him and struck the offending weapon out from the hands of its
owner.


“Do you mean to kill my opponent for me?”


“Yes, if you do not mean to kill him yourself.”


“I will speak on this matter,” said the third man,
the one who had until now remained silent. “I will speak on this matter.” The
other two bowed deferentially and stood aside. Both, however, glared at Rowan.


“Will you not kill your opponent?”


“No. I spare him.”


“A pity that you choose this. The tradition is old
and must be changed, but for now, it is your right.” This man was more composed
than his companions, but Rowan could see that he, too, was upset. Rowan’s
actions may have just earned him enemies. However, it also set a precedent that
Rowan could use in his next match, against Illan Ishtar.


“Your winnings are forfeited and this match is
ended. The criminal Barra is to be released and the foreigner will remain for
his second match.” The man’s words were repeated throughout the stadium,
eliciting shouts of fury.


“Overseer Ish’Lassan has spoken! Let it be so.”


Guards dragged Barra away. Rowan watched the man
be taken. He hoped that his actions had been correct. He wondered where the
criminal was being taken and what his fate would be, but quickly dismissed the
thoughts. He needed to worry about himself.


It was now time to face Illan Ishtar. He knew he
could potentially spare the man instead of killing him, but that would not be
easy. Rowan was wounded and weary, but his opponent would be fresh. Unlike
Barra, this man would know how to fight. And something told Rowan that it would
not be a fair match.











Chapter 23:                  
Rowan


A roar erupted as the doors at the
other end of the arena opened. A man emerged and rose a fist to the crowd.


Illan Ishtar


He wore armor about his torso and thighs, and had
bracers on his forearms. A pair of swords hung from his waist, one long and one
short. He caught Rowan’s eye and held his gaze. There was little emotion in his
expression. He was confident but not arrogant. But the way he looked at Rowan
said that he expected little from this fight.


He was going to be proven very wrong.


Rowan drew his blade and watched as his opponent
did the same. The man’s blade was longer than Rowan’s, which could be
troublesome as he appeared to have a greater reach, as well. It was also thinner.
That meant that Rowan could hit harder but the other man would strike faster
and from further away. Rowan would be placed on the defensive until he moved in
close.


He eyed the man’s shortsword. It was shorter than
any blade Rowan had ever fought with, more of a long knife than a sword, but it
was forged in the same manner as Ishtar’s longer blade. That blade would be a
problem.


The announcer’s voice called out as it had in the
previous match. It was met with even louder cries than before.


Rowan did his best to tune it out as he readied
himself. He still didn’t know how he would
resolve this fight…how it would be finished. Would he be allowed to spare
another opponent? Even if he could, it would be difficult to force this man
into submission without fighting to kill.


He tried not to
think about it—to push his worries to the back of his mind. He could deal with
this problem when the time came.


“Fight!”


As the announcer’s cry echoed throughoutthe arena,
Rowan lunged forward and swung his blade. Ishtar easily deflected the blow, but
it hadn’t been meant to hit. Rowan was testing him, getting a sense of his
fighting style and how he reacted. He needed to test the waters before he
jumped in.


The first few blows revealed a lot. His opponent
was skilled. He was fast and reacted well, and he was strong. He knew how to
use his weapon effectively, and did his best to keep Rowan at a distance. It
worked well. Rowan was quickly forced to shift his focus to defense. Once that
happened, Ishtar began his attack.


He began with tentative swings, testing Rowan’s
reaction, but the duel quickly grew more heated. The two were soon battling in
earnest, holding almost nothing back.


Rowan cut right and then stepped forward with his
left foot, moving to slam into Ishtar with his shoulder. The man sidestepped,
easily reading Rowan’s movements. Rowan stumbled but recovered quickly.


His opponent was very skilled. There was no doubt
of that. Even in the heat of battle, his face showed little emotion or strain.
He still hadn’t been pressed hard enough, but Rowan would need to wait for the
right moment to attack.


“Your attacks are weak. Are you beginning to
tire?” Rowan asked. He spoke in his own tongue, but he was certain that Ishtar
understood the message, if not his words.


“U rae eakre tan em pexteced,” Ishtar shot back. You
are weaker than I expected.


“Em culd ays te smae.” I could say the same.


Ishtar’s expression hardened. He continued to
attack, harder and faster. Now he was holding nothing back, but Rowan was. He
had been trained by Baird. He was better than this man.


After a time spent dodging the other man’s blade
and leading him around the arena, Rowan grew confident that he could risk the
danger of engaging the man in close quarters. The man had a unique fighting
style unfamiliar to Rowan, but it left him open to easy ripostes.


As the next attack came, Rowan knocked it aside
and closed the distance between them. As expected, Ishtar reached for his
second blade. He managed to grip the hilt, but Rowan grabbed the man’s hand to
keep him from drawing. Before Ishtar could react, Rowan slashed  downward and
cut deeply.


There was a flicker of motion as Ishtar
reflexively swung his own sword, but Rowan disengaged and jumped backward. Not
quick enough, though. With his long reach, Ishtar’s cut caught Rowan’s shoulder
as he backed away. Pain flared in a line along his chest, but Rowan ignored it.
The wound was shallow, like the others he’d already taken. His opponent had
fared much worse.


Blood dripped from Rowan’s sword; Ishtar’s left
leg exposed a deep cut, just above the knee where it was unshielded by the
armor. Rowan was surprised that the man was still standing.


The crowd erupted as it witnessed the first blood,
driven wild by the gory sight of it. Rowan wasn’t sure they were happy that it
was Ishtar who bled first. Once again, Rowan was reminded of what would happen
if he killed this man. He would not win, even in victory.


His only chance was to force submission, as he had
before.


“You have made me bleed,” the man said, his voice
cold and hard. He spoke evenly, as though he felt no pain from his wound. He
did, however, take a few tentative steps to test his leg.


“It was unwise to wound me, outsider. I will kill
you for this.”


“You cut me, too, so I’ll call us even.”


“Your blood is worth less than the dirt it falls
upon. My flesh and blood, however, is worth much more. You will be punished for
desecrating it.”


The sheer arrogance annoyed Rowan. He struggled to
keep his mind clear and calm, like the center of a storm—a maelstrom of emotion
raging outside the calm center of his mind. Perhaps it was now time for him to
get serious.


Ishtar eyed him for a moment before performing a
move that confused Rowan. He switched his blade from his right hand to his left
and then drew his short sword. Wielding two blades, the man shifted his stance,
placing his right leg forward, allowing his uninjured leg to bare his weight.


Rowan was surprised by the unexpected move. He had
little experience facing a left-handed opponent. Though he’d done it before, it
was  troublesome as it changed the lines of attack.


Is this his dominant hand or can he fight with
both?


It was an important distinction. He needed to know
if Ishtar had just strengthened his ability to fight. Rowan glanced at the
shortsword in Ishtar’s right hand.


That will change things a bit. I’ll need to
watch that hand.


Rowan considered shifting his own stance to match.
He’d practiced the mirrored sword dance and was proficient with his other hand.
But the risk was too great. If his opponent was truly dominant with his left
hand, then Rowan could not afford to change his style. Better to save that
trick for later.


Illan Ishtar smiled at Rowan’s frustration. This
had been his intended effect. But it did not change the fact that his leg was
wounded. Rowan still held the advantage.


Rowan moved forward to attack but Ishtar did not
retreat. Instead he stood his ground. Rowan swung his blade and was met with a
near-perfect defense. The two men exchanged blows and broke apart. This
exchange left Rowan worse off. Ishtar had blocked each of his attacks while
cutting Rowan twice with his short blade. The cuts were superficial but spoke
to his skill. Next time, they could be lethal.


“I praise your defense, Illan-hahn.”


Ishtar spat at him, likely offended by the familiarity
of Rowan’s address. He had purposefully used an honorific indicative of an
equal. He refused to acknowledge Ishtar as his better.


“You will not address me in that manner, outsider.
You do not know your place, and must be taught your lowliness before you are
given death.”


“Perhaps it is you who do not know your place. You
seem to think that you are my better, but you are mistaken. I am your equal.”
Rowan knew the words would anger the man. The E’laer was arrogant and full of
pride. His greatest failing was his inability to keep a level head while
fighting. His skill was close to rivaling Rowan’s own, but he allowed his
emotions to rule him,  corrupted his fighting ability.


Indeed, Ishtar’s expression darkened.


“I will cut you until you scream for death,
outsider. I will make you regret the words you have spoke.” He raised the
shorter of his two blades to his cheek and cut a thin line, enough to draw
blood. Then he swung his blade, throwing droplets at Rowan. Only a few reached
him from so far away, and those he barely felt.


“I mark you as my blood enemy. You will not find
peace while I live.”


There were gasps from the crowd as Illan Ishtar
said the words. Though his voice carried no further than Rowan, his intentions
were clearly known. The action he had just taken was more than words and a vow
to win.


So much for not earning the ire of High House
Ishtar, Rowan thought. I may be able to spare their E’laer and keep the
entirety of House Ishtar from seeking retribution, but this man will remain my
enemy no matter what I do.


Even now, though, Rowan knew that he could not
kill his opponent. Doing so would certainly make an enemy of High House Ishtar.
As it was, only Ishtar had officially declared him an enemy.


At least now I don’t have to hold back for his
honor. He is my enemy and sparing his life will not change that. Not now.


Ishtar moved to engage Rowan again. He was
beginning to slow, though it was barely perceptible. The wound in his leg must
be causing him great pain. That was good.


“Die!” Ishtar cried out as he lunged, swinging his
long blade, followed by a blow from his short-sword. Rowan blocked the first
and avoided the second. He made his own attack before Ishtar could continue his
assault. Rowen attacked the man’s leg, his most vulnerable spot.  He forced
Ishtar to retreat, doing his best to make the man keep his weight on the
injured leg.


It wasn’t long before Ishtar stumbled. Rowan
seized the moment, moving  inside Ishtar’s range. One quick slash to the arm
forced Ishtar to drop his short-sword and a second cut to the leg dropped him
to the ground. He could no longer stand, and the fight was now Rowan’s. Ishtar
just needed to realize that.


Swinging back, Ishtar nearly caught Rowan
off-guard. As it was, he barely managed to jump away. The blade hissed through
the air where he’d been standing only a moment before.


“Give it up. This fight is over, Ishtar.”


“I will not yield. Not to you or to anyone else.”


The man tried to stand, but fell. He rose a second
time and remained upright, but only with considerable effort. He was in no
condition to fight. He had to know that. But at this point, Rowan didn’t care.
He was ready to finish this.


As Rowan approached Ishtar again, the man tried to
swing at him. It was a pathetic attack that Rowan blocked with ease. A second
one came, but Rowan knocked it aside and kicked Ishtar back to the ground. He
kicked Ishtar’s sword away.


“I will—”


Rowan struck the man in the head with the hilt of
his weapon, knocking him out before Ishtar could finish whatever threat he was
making. He collapsed to the ground with a thud and lay there, unmoving.


The fight was over now, unless the overseers felt
the need to interfere again. He hoped that they wouldn’t. Rowan didn’t want to
go through the motions again. Besides, it would end poorly for them.


“A victor has been decided!” the announcer’s voice
cried out, sounding throughout the arena. The crowd did not cheer. They waited
in stunned silence. And as had happened before, the overseers parted the crowd
and moved forward so they could speak from the edge of the arena. Rowan moved
to meet them.


No guards entered the arena this time. They
weren’t needed. If Rowan had caused enough trouble to earn his death, he would
be killed later and elsewhere, not in the public eye. And Ishtar was the E’laer
of a High House. The overseers would not be in hurry to kill him. Indeed, they
looked troubled to Rowan.


Two of them openly stared at the fallen scion of
the High House. The other watched Rowan with a measured gaze.


“Do you intend to spare the E’laer of High House
Ishtar?”


“Do you intend to argue the point? Will you force
me to kill him or will you kill him yourselves?”


“You insolent wretch! Learn to hold your tongue.”


“Answer the question,” said the first overseer,
the one Rowan thought to be in charge.


Rowan chose his words carefully before speaking.


“The tradition is meant to honor a worthy
adversary. Illan Ishtar fought well and I do not wish to take his life and
deprive High House Ishtar of its eldest son. I choose to spare him.”


“No! I will not yield this fight.”


Illan Ishtar had regained consciousness. He was
struggling to rise without success. The overseer glanced at Ishtar, looking
worried. It was clear that they had not expected him to be defeated. Had he
died while fighting, they would have held little responsibility. But now…if
Rowan killed him to end the fight, it would not reflect well upon either of
them.


“I declare this fight over!” Overseer Ish’Lassan
cried over Ishtar’s scream of protest. He waved a hand and the gates to the
arena opened. Men ran to Ishtar, forcing him onto a stretcher to be carried
away. He had the good sense not to protest. There was no way that he could
leave on his own and any further protestations would only make him seem that
much weaker. He needed to be in control.


He did, however, send a man to retrieve his
weapons. The man did so, carrying both blades with reverence. Once he had his
weapons, Ishtar allowed himself to be carried away. He stared at Rowan with
hateful eyes as he left, with no forgiveness in his eyes. To him, the shame was
worse than anything. Had he not already declared a blood feud, this would have
been the provocation.


Rowan had made himself a very powerful enemy.


More men came for him then. He raised his hand in
victory and the crowd, to his surprise, roared. They cheered for him as he was
led away, rough hands guiding him to the exit. He had won, but the message was
clear. He was not meant to feel like a victor, for he had not been meant to
win.


Yet back out in the arena, the crowd still
cheered.


*      *      *


Rowan slumped into his seat, taking
a moment to relax. He wore his tattered traveler’s cloak about his shoulders
with the hood pulled up to hide his face.


He sat in the preparation area where he had waited
before his match. Others were still preparing for matches of their own. These
were the men who volunteered to fight in the arena, the professional fighters
and the men desperate enough to risk their lives for money. Rowan looked
around, but neither of his opponents were present. The criminals were likely
held elsewhere, and now that Barra had been freed, there was no reason for him
to remain. Ishtar…he wouldn’t lower himself to associate with the men here. It
was likely that the officers who fought in the arena had their own private area
for preparation, relaxation, and training.


Many of the men were speaking in hushed whispers
and every now and again, one would point at Rowan. It seemed that the men could
talk of nothing else. His fights, apparently, were already becoming quite
famous.


I spared the lives of two men, yet they speak
as though I have done something revolutionary—as though they cannot comprehend
my actions.


“Parren-nihm! The people cry your name in the
arena. They cry your name in the streets. Only just arrived in the city and
already you are renowned—soon to be a legend. This day will not be forgot.”


Rowan looked up to see Al’Rhun coming towards him,
a spring to his step. He smiled joyfully as though he’d taken part in Rowan’s
victory, if that was what this was. The merchant did not seem bothered by the
outcome of this fight.


Then again, why would he? Al’Rhun had sponsored
Rowan. If the man were to be believed, he had actually bet against the odds on
Rowan’s victory. He could not have anticipated Rowan’s actions, but a win was a
win, though many gamblers were soon likely to be arguing that point. This was
the best possible outcome for the merchant as well as for Rowan.


Unlike Rowan, however, Al’Rhun had not physically
harmed a member of High House Ishtar and then knocked him unconscious, forcing
him into submission. The overseers had not enjoyed that. Leaving Ishtar
unconscious had given them grounds to argue against Rowan sparing his opponent,
but they were reluctant to force the death of House Ishtar’s E’laer.


“Al’Rhun has come to speak with you.”


“I am in no mood to speak, Al’Rhun. I am tired and
hurt and I want to rest without being bothered.”


“Of course. Al’Rhun will make sure not to bother
you, he will speak only praises, for praise is what you deserve. Has a healer
yet been called?”


“I didn’t call for one.”


Al’Rhun appeared aghast.


“One must be called at once to tend to your
wounds. What would Al’Rhun do if you were to die? He would earn no more money
for your future fights.” Al’Rhun called a man over and requested a healer. As
had happened when Rowan made his request earlier, the man explained that none
were available at the moment, so they would have to find one on their own.
Al’Rhun slapped the man with the back of his hand and repeated his previous
request as a command.


“Al’Rhun will not stand for this. He has sponsored
this one,” indicating Rowan, “and the participant will not be denied his rights
as victor. If his wounds worsen, you will be answerable.”


The man recoiled and left with a bow.


“That wasn’t necessary,” Rowan said when the man
had left.


“Of course it was. Al’Rhun is your sponsor. He
must see that you are offered treatment as necessary.” Al’Rhun paused for a
moment, as though something had only just occurred to him.


“Why is it, Parren-nihm, that you remain in here? This
one would have thought that you’d leave to speak with the family of Ganda and
Maude. You must know that they are not permitted to enter this area of the
arena.”


Rowan had not known that, but nodded anyway. He
did not answer Al’Rhun’s question though. He was very tired. His body felt weak
after being battered and cut as it had, but the pain didn’t bother him. Baird
had taught him to deal with physical pain—how to block it out. His master had
meant the technique to be used as a temporary means to manage pain until the
wounds could be treated, but Rowan wasn’t going to hold his breath waiting for
a healer to come to him; and he felt no need to seek one out immediately. He
would need to be examined, but that could wait.


With a sigh, he lowered his mental barriers and allowed
himself to feel again. Just for a moment. Pain coursed through his body with
the shock of iced water. He suddenly felt very cold. He also felt…alive.


It was a strange sensation. There was something
about the pain—its blindingly, white, cold shock—that genuinely comforted him.
It centered him.


“What is that expression?” Al’Rhun asked.


Rowan shook his head. “It is nothing. Just a
feeling.”


Al’Rhun frowned but said no more about it.


“You have done very well today, Parren-nihm, but
Al’Rhun must leave you now. Your victories have left him with much to do, and
he hopes that you will continue to win. Before leaving, though, Al’Rhun has one
more topic to discuss with you.”


“I do not intend on returning to the arena.”


“Something tells Al’Rhun that you will return. Of
that, he is sure.” The merchant grinned in a way that made Rowan want to argue
with him. The man was quite frustrating.


“Now for the matter of which this one spoke,”
Al’Rhun continued, ignoring Rowan’s scowl. “There is a party being hosted three
suns from today. Al’Rhun has been invited and is extending that invitation to
you.”


“Meaning what?”


“You are to accompany me, of course. Al’Rhun will
show you off to the nobility in attendance so that you may socialize and be
praised and rewarded—though Al’Rhun has of course claimed sponsorship of you,
so don’t think this an opportunity to rid yourself of him!” The merchant
laughed heartily at his words, then the laughter died as a thought occurred. He
looked at Rowan with a frown.


“You will of course need suitable clothing, and
the hair and beard must be cut and styled…” He trailed off  thoughtfully while
examining Rowan.


“I do not wish to attend.”


Al’Rhun looked up at Rowan’s words, surprise on
his face.


“Whyever not? This is an ideal chance to gain
contacts and increase your social standing—”


“I have no desire for such things.”


“Hum,” Al’Rhun muttered to himself. “This is
rather…unexpected. Regardless, you will attend with Al’Rhun. Your
desires aside, this one will benefit from your attendance. It will do much when
you return to the arena.”


“I already—”


“No.” Al’Rhun cut Rowan off. “Al’Rhun is aware
that you do not wish to attend, but this will be enjoyable. More important, it
is the price Al’Rhun demands for his sponsorship.”


“I owe you nothing now that my fights are
finished. I no longer require your sponsorship, Al’Rhun.”


“You are amusing, Parren-nihm,” Al’Rhun chuckled.
“You are wrong, however, that you no longer require my sponsorship. Your fights
may be finished, but were Al’Rhun to revoke his sponsorship, it would be very
likely that you would be forcibly sent back to the arena. And you have
indicated that that is something you do not want.”


Rowan glared.


“Come now, you needn’t worry about that. Al’Rhun
is not so petty, and he knows that you will return to the arena on your own,
given enough time. Just as you will honor your debt and attend me at the coming
event.”


“I won’t return,” Rowan said resolutely.


“We will see. Now, Al’Rhun’s time is short and he
still awaits your affirmation.”


“My answer remains unchanged,” Rowan said angrily.
“Revoke your sponsorship if you must—I do not care what becomes of me—but I
will not be made to attend.”


Al’Rhun stared at him, expression cold and
unreadable.


“Very well,” Al’Rhun said with a wave. “You are a
difficult one, to be sure. But this one will not revoke his sponsorship of
you—not yet. You are an investment, and you will continue to pay off.”


“I will not return to the arena,” Rowan said with
far more conviction than he felt. That feeling—the pain—had been enticingly
good. It had distracted him. Made him feel… alive. “It will not happen.”


“As you say. But still, your debt to this one
remains. And should House Ishtar force you into the arena again, this one will
not work against it.”


Rowan nodded.


“This has been a displeasing visit, but Al’Rhun
cannot say it was entirely unexpected.” Al’Rhun smiled. “The phrase stubborn
challa comes to mind.”


Rowan glared up at the man. That was going too
far.


“Take this,” the merchant said, handing Rowan a
purse filled with foreign coins. “Your winnings from the fight with the
criminal.” Al’Rhun shifted his weight and though his movements were subtle,
Rowan saw him shift a pair of much larger purses out of sight. The man was
willing to give money to Rowan, but only what was owed. Rowan wasn’t yet
familiar with the Lauratrean currency, but he was certain he held very little
money.


“We will speak again another time. For now,
Al’Rhun must invest his winnings and speak with his friends and contacts to
make arrangements.” The man stood to leave.


“When you return to the arena again and win,
Al’Rhun will throw a party of his own to honor you personally. And that one you
will attend. So good-bye, young Parren-nihm. Until next we meet.”


Al’Rhun gave Rowan a bow, bending slightly more
than was required of him to show respect for Rowan’s victories. Then he righted
himself and left as quickly as he had come.


Rowan was glad for his departure. He had no
further desire to speak to that man.


A healer did come to see him eventually. Rowan
allowed the woman to examine and treat him, but adamantly refused to allow
himself to be taken for further treatment. He knew the limits of his own body,
and he could handle these wounds. They were painful, but he didn’t mind bearing
the pain. Given time, his body would heal, and that was all that mattered to
him.


“You have been wounded. I must treat you for
infection and mix a poultice for your chest.”


Rowan shook his head.


“I will be fine.”


“You must listen—”


“I do not need to do anything,” Rowan stated. “I
will make my own decisions. I have listened to your words and taken your
suggestion under advisement. But I have suffered far worse than this and gone
without treatment.”


“I can see that,” the woman said harshly, glancing
at his scars. “Your body speaks of poor decisions and even poorer treatment. If
you will not heed my advice, then there is nothing further I can do for you.”


Rowan waved her away. She glared at him and then
left, muttering to herself about the foolish decisions of an outsider. Rowan
paid her no mind.


His thoughts turned once again towards Illan
Ishtar. He had spared the man’s life in an effort to prevent retribution from
the High House. House Ishtar might not seek justice now, but Rowan had
certainly made an enemy of Illan Ishtar. That made three powerful enemies that
he had earned: the E’laer of House Ishtar; Seto Ael, the E’lin of House Ael;
and his father Iasu Ael, the Dansool of his house. These men were problems that
weren’t going  away and eventually, he would need to face them.


Now is the time to decide if I will return to
those who have taken me in.


Rowan knew from experience that he could live on
the streets. Lauratrea was a warm country and, though the nights were cold,
they were not unbearable. Even as an outsider, he’d be able to make his own way
in this city. He had little money and few resources, but he had options.


In the end though, he could not abandon those who
had helped him. He did not have to remain with them, but he needed to see them.
They had come to watch him fight and he refused to leave without speaking to
them.


“You worried me!” Maude cried when she saw him.
She was waiting for him with her family in the streets outside of the arena.
Nel and Ganda were with her, as were three other men and two women that Rowan
did not recognize. The unfamiliar faces likely belonged to Maude and Ganda’s
sons and their wives, Rowan guessed.


He flinched as Maude closed the gap between them
and moved to embrace him. At the last moment, she held herself back and instead
proceeded to examine him for injuries.


“You have been cut to shreds,” she exclaimed.
“Were you examined by a healer? Are you in pain?”


“You are crowding him, Mother. Parren needs his
space.” Nelliel laid a hand on her mother’s shoulder, though Rowan saw the same
concern and worry in her eyes. She met his gaze, looking at him with concern.
She did not voice her worry, but he knew she was shaken and in need of
reassurance.


“I am fine,” Rowan said, rising to stand tall. “I
promise you, I have been wounded far worse than this. My body is strong and the
healer did her job well.” That was not a lie, but Rowan could tell that Nel did
not believe him. She said nothing now, but he knew she would come to him later
when she could get him alone.


“You are sure?” Maude pressed him. “It looked so
bad during your matches. You were so small next to that criminal. When he
grabbed you, I thought…”


“The boy won,” Ganda said. He placed an arm about
his wife and comforted her. “You did very well, Parren. The odds were against
you and even I feared the worst, but you have made a name for yourself. You won
two fights, one against a famous swordsman of a High House. And you—an
outsider—have done something that has not been done for more than a decade.
Your name will be spoken in many wine bars this evening.”


“His name will be cursed, as well. Many bet
against him, and now they have lost much.” This came from one of Maude’s sons,
the tallest of the three. He said this with a smile.


“Apologies. My name is Lanth, and I am the E’laer.”
He bowed to Rowan in traditional fashion, and Rowan returned the honor. “And
this is my wife Pehtra.”


“Well met. I am Parren.” He righted himself and
extended his arm in greeting. “It is an honor to meet the firstborn of those
who have treated me as one of their own.”


“The honor is mine.”


Lanth stood aside and the other two sons, Laure
and Ien, introduced themselves. Rowan bowed to each of them. The movement
caused pain to flare across his chest where he had been cut, but he concealed
the pain from his face. Nel and Maude were worried enough as it was. If he
showed his pain, then they would insist on taking him back to a healer.


The conversation grew as the sons joined in the
discussion, both praising and recounting Rowan’s fights. He said little, only
nodding or shaking his head when required. The fights were done and he had no
need to relive them. He felt a hand brush against his own and was made suddenly
aware that Nel had moved to stand beside him. He glanced down at her and she
smiled warmly. He felt her hand brush against his again, but he did not take
it.


“Ahem.”


Rowan turned at the sound of someone clearing
their throat. The twisting motion made him flinch, but no one appeared to
notice him grimace. All eyes were instead focused on the approaching figure of
Dansool Iasu Ael and the guards that flanked him. The Dansool, however, had
eyes only for Rowan and his gaze was cold.


“You will speak with me,” he commanded.


“He is free to do as he wishes,” Nel spat. She
glared at the Dansool, heedless of the danger. Iasu-dahn barely spared her a glance.


“It is fine, Nel.”


She took Rowan’s hand and squeezed.


“You do not need to speak with him,” Maude
whispered to Rowan, though he knew the words were not entirely true. Iasu was a
Dansool and while he could refuse the man’s request, it would be unwise to do
so.


“You do not need to speak with him alone,” Ganda
amended, speaking for his wife.


“Yes,” she agreed. “We are here for you.”


“Thank you, but I will be fine. Iasu-dahn can do
nothing to harm me—he has only words. I will speak with him.”


Maude nodded and stood back. Nel released his
hand, but watched him as he turned away and met with Iasu. The man regarded him
evenly.


“You were meant to die. This outcome
was…unexpected and unfavorable.”


“You would rather I had killed Ishtar’s E’laer?”


Iasu’s hand whipped out as he moved to slap Rowan,
but Rowan had learned from his last experience. Instead of grabbing the
Dansool’s hand, Rowan simply leaned away in a casual motion. The Dansool
practically growled as his hand passed though empty air and he stumbled.


“Your insolence will be the death of you. I save
you once out of kindness and care for the feelings of others, but do not think
for a moment that I won’t eliminate you if you continue to trample upon the
pride and honor of my family. I will kill you without regret.”


Rowan did not doubt the Dansool’s words, though he
knew that compassion had played no part in any of the man’s decisions. In
truth, the Dansool had remained mostly apathetic about Maude taking Rowan in.
It had not affected him other than to slow their progress, and that was quickly
remedied.


“You should learn not to overreach, Dansool. You
will only make yourself look the fool.”


“Watch your tongue, or I will have it cut from
your mouth.”


Rowan wondered if the Dansool could actually order
such a punishment. He would need cause, but Rowan wasn’t sure how much.


“You may have found a way to win your fight
without provoking High House Ishtar, but this is not the end. There will be no
peace for you.” The Dansool looked past Rowan to where the others waited. “Or
for the others who remain close to you.”


With that, he turned on heel and left, followed by
his guards. Rowan watched him go.


“What did he say to you?”


Rowan turned to Nel but did not answer her
question. Instead, he thought about what the Dansool had said to him.


There will be no peace for those who remain
close to you.











Chapter 24:                  
Rowan


There will be no peace for those
who remain close to you. Rowan kept turning the threat over in his mind. He
took Iasu-dahn’s words seriously and worried about the consequences of his
actions. He did not care for his own safety, but he would not put those who had
helped him in danger.


There will be no peace for those who remain
close to you.


Would the Dansool actually go after Nel and her
family? If he did, what could Rowan do to stop him?


“You!”


The loud cry sounded throughout the building. The
quarters were surprisingly quiet despite its many inhabitants. The dwellers
seemed downtrodden and kept to themselves; even the youngest seemingly
understood that this was no place for merriment, but rather, for quiet shame. 
The booming voice drew the gaze of many.


Not Rowan, though. He knew no one and dismissed
the caller, keeping his eyes closed. 


The sound of heavy footfalls approached and a
shadow loomed over him.


“I have found you.”


Rowan opened his eyes while keeping perfectly
still. Standing over him was Barra, the man he had just fought in the arena.
Rowan tensed, but the big man was looking down at Rowan with something
resembling a grin. It seemed that he had not come here looking to fight.


“Why are you here?” Rowan asked in Lauratrean.


“I am here because you are here,” Barra boomed.
His accent was very thick. “I am here for you.”


“You wish to fight?”


“No. I have done that already today.”


“Then why are you here?” Rowan repeated. “Why do
you bother me?”


Barra frowned. Likely because Rowan had chosen his
words poorly. While he spoke Lauratrean quite well now, his vocabulary was
still limited. Some of the words he spoke had alternate meanings that he did
not fully understand. Thus, he sometimes spoke using words out of context. Nel
laughed and called him out on his mistakes, but she didn’t always correct him.
She found it funny when he used the wrong words.


“You speak well, but also strange,” Barra said.
“But you are a greenlander, so it is to be expected.” The big man
paused, looking thoughtful. “You are a greenlander, yes? I am not wrong
in this?”


“Yes,” Rowan nodded. It was the wrong thing to do.


Seemingly encouraged by the nod, Barra dropped to
the ground and made himself comfortable. Appearing as though he planned to stay
with  Rowan, he swung his pack of belongings onto the nearest bed—right next to
Rowan’s.


“It was not so easy to find you, I will have you
know. Very difficult, it was. Much time was spent. But now I am here.”


“You still haven’t told me why you are
here,” Rowan said, not interested in Barra’s story. His day had been difficult
enough already. He did not want to deal with this.


“I did tell you. I am here for you. You spared my
life when we fought in the arena. I owe you a life-debt. Now I am to be your
man.” Barra grinned widely.


Oh no, Rowan thought. This can’t be
happening.


“I am now sworn to protect you until the debt is
paid and you release me.”


“I release you,” Rowan said quickly. “I do not
want a slave.”


“Barra is no slave!”


“A servant, then—an attendant. Whatever you want
to call it, I have no need of your protection. I did what I did because it was
the right thing to do.”


“But my honor—”


“I don’t care,” Rowan said tersely, growing tired
of the conversation. He had not anticipated that his actions would lead to
this. Why did things have to be so difficult? Perhaps it would have been better
for him to have fallen in the arena. It would not have been such a bad way to
go, and it would have meant an end to his shame and suffering.


No. I am meant to suffer. I cannot take the
easy way out. I must live to regret my actions. That is my punishment for
failing in my duties.


“By sparing me, you lost your winnings. It was an
odd thing to do, and I do not understand it. But I will serve you until I have
repaid you.”


“I do not want that.”


“But I must serve you.”


“Serve me by leaving me.”


“No, I cannot do that. I must serve you, even
against your desire. You cannot stop it.”


Rowan looked at Barra, then reached out and
touched his sword. The cold leather of the grip felt rough to the touch as
Rowan grasped the hilt and did his best to appear intimidating. “What if I were
to kill you. That would end the debt, would it not?”


Barra hesitated, then shrugged.


“That would negate the debt, yes. But you will not
do this thing, I think.”


“You don’t know me.”


Again Barra shrugged. Rowan fingered his weapon,
then withdrew his hand. The man had called his bluff, so there was no longer a
need to act.


“You see I am right. This is good.”


Rowan didn’t respond.


“I am now your man, greenlander. I swear to that.
I will walk your path with you until the debt has been cleared.”


Rowan hadn’t the strength to argue his point any
further. Perhaps if he ignored the man for long enough, he would go away. Rowan
began immediately, laying down on his cot and rolling to face away from the
man.


“Will you not give me your name?”


The name I have to give you is worth less than
the breath I would waste by speaking it, Rowan thought. He said nothing in
response.


“If you will not give your name, then I will call
you Tattercloak.” Barra paused. Rowan was facing away from the man so he
couldn’t see his face, but he sounded thoughtful. And pleased.


“Yes. Tattercloak. It is a fitting name for you, I
think.”


Rowan did his best to hold his tongue.


He’ll leave eventually. I hope.


*      *      *


There were more matches in the
arena that night. Rowan could hear the cries, even from his shelter in the
waterfront district. They were faint but unmistakable and despite his fatigue
and the late hour, he was unable to sleep.


Rowan rose from his bed and left the quarters to
make his way across the city. The town was unexpectedly active. Hanging
lanterns strung between posts lit the roads and the markets. Wine lounges were
still filled, perhaps even more so than during the day. The markets were
emptier, but there were still stalls open with merchants selling their wares.


Rowan made his way through all of this, heading in
the direction of the arena. It loomed above almost any other structure in the
city, silhouetted against the night sky by the lights outside it. It
was…impressive.


He paid the gate guard his entrance fee and
wandered into the arena, making his way high up into the stands. There were no
seats at the very top, just open walkways with room to stand and watch the
events in the arena below. As he suspected, this area was empty of any
observers. Everyone had moved to the lower seats for better viewing.


Rowan leaned against a railing and stared down at
the pit where two men were in the midst of a fight. A cry erupted from the
older man who slumped to the ground while the victor raised his weapon to revel
in his glory before being led away. The crowd roared with enthusiasm but Rowan
watched silently. Almost immediately, more combatants were brought forth and
the fighting resumed.


“They are free,” Rowan thought to himself.


Despite everything he’d said in the past, he felt
a strange longing to join the men down below. Fighting in the arena had made
him feel…alive. The surge of adrenalin he’d felt let him forget his
circumstances and face death without guilt.


Turning his face away from the brawl, he felt
disgusted with himself. The arena was a death pit. It was exploitatious and
wrong.


The sound of laughter echoed nearby as a young
pair came up the stairs. Upon seeing Rowan, they stopped, then the woman
giggled and tugged her companion around the corner. Rowan turned away from the
fight and left the arena.


Outside, he walked the streets slowly, taking an
aimless path back towards the waterfront. Not ready for sleep, he thought it
useful to familiarize himself with Lior, and it would be best to do so now
while most of the crowds were gone.


Tensions between Lauratrea and Atlea—his own
country—were growing strained.
Reports of the army Rowan had seen outside Oscilliath had prompted alarm, and
the closure of the border had only made things worse. The Lauratrean
people—even the High Houses—were nervous. No one knew what exactly was
happening or why.


There was news of the king’s death too, but they
were as wild as they were varied. People even seemed convinced that Princess
Eliza was still alive and was trying to start a war.


But Rowan discounted those rumors. He knew the
truth. Eliza was dead, and this was the work of Gannon.


He wondered what the future held. Already several
High Houses were calling for the High King to respond. House Ishtar was among
them.


These were not his problems, though. He had walked
away from them after his failure. Best not to think on it. Such reflection only
led to pain and guilt.


“You
play a dangerous game. I bring you your reward.”


Rowan jumped at the voice, spoken so close to his
ear. His thoughts had consumed him and he’d failed to notice that someone was
following him—or that the streets had grown empty. Now that person was close,
far too close.


Instinctively, he twisted his body, jumping
backward to put distance between himself and the threat. He reacted with speed
and precision, but was not fast enough. He felt a hot pain as something bit
into him. A dagger.


Rowan cursed, both at the pain and at his failure
to have noticed the  threat. He’d been too careless. He glanced at his wound
and then at his attacker.


The attacker was a tall, thin man wearing tight
crimson clothing with a black wrap covering the lower half of his face. He stood
tall and held two daggers, one slick with Rowan’s blood.


“Who are you?”


“I am your punishment. Retribution for what you
have done.”


Rowan’s first thought was that this man was an
assassin sent by Gannon. Then it clicked in his mind.


“House Ishtar sent you.”


The man responded by lunging forward.


This time Rowan was ready for him and dodged. He
reached for his sword, only to remember that he’d left it behind. A serious
mistake that,  if he got out of this alive, he would not make again.


Rowan backpedaled, dodging another attack that
came close to finding its mark. The follow-up came even closer.


Dodging about was getting him nowhere. He needed
to either neutralize the threat—difficult without a weapon—or find a way to
escape. Rowan considered running, but doubted he could escape his attacker. The
man undoubtedly knew the city better, and the skill he displayed made Rowan
unwilling to turn his back. He’d seen his old master sink a dagger deep into a
wooden target from a distance. This man was not his master—not even close—but
he didn’t need Baird’s perfection to kill Rowan with a thrown dagger.


No, running was not an option. Not without a
distraction that would allow Rowan to safely distance himself. That meant he
had to fight.


Another strike came, and this time Rowan didn’t
dodge backwards. He stepped into the blow and threw a punch that the attacker
easily knocked aside. Rowan cursed and tried to press his attack, but found
that he was outmatched. This assassin was well-trained in the martial arts.
Rowan was not. With his sword, he was sure he could win. But beyond the blade
and the bow, his combat skills were little more than average.


He took a cut on his forearm and a kick to the gut
sent him tumbling into a wall.


His attacker approached, standing over him and
blocking his escape.


“Pathetic. It is time that you died.”


As the man attempted to stab him, a panicked Rowan
did the only thing he could think of. Grabbing a handful of sand, he flung it
up in the assassin’s face. The man cried out and his blow missed.


Seizing his chance, Rowan scrambled aside, got to
his feet, and ran.


Something pulled at his cloak, then fell
clattering to the ground. Expecting to feel the bite of another thrown dagger,
he instead reached the end of the street unharmed. He rounded the corner and
kept on sprinting. Looking back to see if he was being pursued, he collided
full force into something.


Falling to the ground, Rowen rolled into a
defensive crouch, expecting an attack. Instead, he found Barra staring down at
him.


“I have found you!”


Gasping for breath, Rowan spun around, ignoring
the large Lauratrean. He waited several moments for the man to follow him
around the corner. Nothing came.


“Something is wrong?” Barra asked.


“I was attacked.”


“The attacker…?”


“Was right behind me,” Rowan snapped, glancing
around the corner. There was no sign of the assassin. “He’s probably still
nearby. You need to leave.”


“I need to stay. I owe you a life-debt and am
sworn to you.”


“I told you that I don’t recognize your
life-debt.”


“And I told you that that doesn’t matter. This one
is the only one who must recognize the debt.”


“Fine, do as you please. Just try not to get in my
way.” Rowan walked out into the street. He could see where the dagger—thrown at
him as he ran—had struck a crate of wares, but the dagger itself was gone.
Puzzling. Had the assassin retreated?


“I do not see your attacker,” Barra said. “But of
course, I do not know their appearance. At least no one appears to be doing any
attacking.”


“No. It would seem that they have gone.”


Rowan looked around but saw no signs of movement.
Several people were walking in the distance, but none were dressed in the red
robe worn by the assassin.











Chapter 25:                  
Eliza


“Things have changed here.”


“They have,” Tilly responded casually. Then added,
“As it is changing elsewhere. The new laws have been difficult on us all.”


“New laws?”


Tilly stiffened, as though she hadn’t realized
that she had spoken. Eliza saw fear in the young woman’s eyes. Tilly always
maintained a cheerful expression. Seeing that mask crack was troubling.


“It was nothing, Princess,” Tilly said quickly.
“Just thoughtless grumbling. I talk too much. I apologize.”


“It was not nothing, Tilly.” Eliza pressed, but
the maid ignored her.


What were these new laws that Tilly had mentioned?
What was happening beyond the castle grounds? Eliza should be aware of such
things. But she wasn’t. She was not even aware of the goings-on in her own
home. It was becoming more and more apparent just how little authority she had,
and how important it was for that to change.


“Tilly, I need you to do something for me,” Eliza
said hesitantly. Even now, with her decision made, she hesitated to involve the
young maid. Tilly was so very good to her. She was also necessary, and Eliza
knew this.


“I should not speak of—”


Eliza waved dismissively.


“Not that.”


The tension left Tilly’s shoulders.


“Ah. Of course. How may I be of service then?”


“I wish to speak with Trainer Darius, without my
guards. Can you take a message to him?”


“Yes, though it may be difficult to speak with
him. He is kept very busy.”


Eliza considered this.


“There is a trainee named Erik with whom you can
leave my message. He is—”


“He is no longer a trainee, Princess,” Tilly said,
seemingly unaware that she had interrupted. She looked…longing?


Hmm, Eliza thought. Perhaps there was
something there. It was clear that Tilly knew of him. But what did she mean
about Erik no longer being a trainee? He couldn’t have been graduated yet. She
would have known of such an event.


“You seem familiar with him. If Darius cannot be
reached, then I trust Erik to convey my message to him.”


“And what is your message?”


Eliza realized that she had not fully thought this
through. She wished to arrange a meeting, but had not considered the
arrangements. What should she send to Darius?


Eliza rose, slowly crossing the room.


“Princess?”


She sat down at her writing desk, which she rarely
used—Eliza couldn’t even remember when she had sat there last—and searched its
drawers for the proper utensils.


“I will write him a note,” Eliza stated, after
locating the quill. She pulled the stopper from the ink well and dipped the
quill’s tip in the glass vessel. She wrote in a flowing script, her words
urgent and concise.


“It might be safer,” Tilly said, “if you do not
put your message on paper.”


“That is why I will entrust this to you.” Eliza
finished the final line and added her signature below. She looked around for a
seal but realized they’d been taken for Gannon to use. That only troubled her
further, for it meant she had no means of marking something as official.


Instead, she folded the paper in on itself in such
a way that it would be torn to shreds if opened improperly, something that she
had learned as a young girl.


“You know how this folding works?”


“Of course.”


“Open it for him then. If it is taken from you,
plead ignorance. Say that I forced you to take it, and that you were planning
on bringing it to Byron.” Tilly tried to protest but Eliza stopped her. “I will
not have my actions endanger you. Please do as I say.”


Tilly did not look pleased to hear this.


“You will have difficulty with your guards. Let me
help you distract them.”


“No,” Eliza said after a long pause. She could not
stop Tilly from acting, but she did not need the maid’s help. Not for this. She
knew very well how to slip a guard. She’d done it often with Baird.


That memory brought her a moment of warmth, then
sadness.


“I feel very tired. Would you leave me to rest?”


“I… Princess, please—” Tilly struggled to argue
her previous point, but was clearly torn. The maid saw to Eliza’s health and
knew how little she slept. She finally released a sigh and gave a curt “Of
course,” then walked Eliza back to the bed, where the princess sat.


“You needn’t worry after me, Tilly. But please,
see that Darius is given my message.”


Tilly nodded, but Eliza hardly noticed. She was
suddenly feeling the weight of everything. Her decision. Her reservations and
her fears. She was finally coming to grips with all that had been happening
without her knowledge, and it left her wondering how she was going to right all
the wrongs.


She lay down, barely feeling the blanket Tilly
laid upon her. The maid whispered something in her ear and quietly left.
Eliza’s eyelids felt so heavy, and slowly, slowly dropped to a close.


Slumber again rekindled her memories of that
night. Only fragments of the events—her perception warped by fear—but one image
stood out. The guards… who were they killing?  That can’t be right, she
thought. Why are my guards trying to kill me? Where are the assassins?


The thought was lost in sleep, but the terror of
that night remained. Something was terribly wrong.











Chapter 26:                  
Rowan


“Why would you do this thing
again?”


“Do you think that I will lose?” Rowan deflected.


“No. But that does not matter. The arena will—and
already has begun to—change you. It is not right. It feeds the darkness inside
of you. I won’t tell you to stop,” Nel said. “My mother already has. But I need
to know why.”


“I can’t explain it.”


“That’s a lie. You seek death. Perhaps not to die,
but most certainly to face death. You care nothing for your own life.”


Rowan kept silent. Her words weren’t far from the
truth. It was a bloody place, the arena. A place for men to fight and die.
There was the illusion, of course, of fame and glory. The idea that victory
would mean something. And perhaps it did for some. But not for him.


He had not come here to earn his fortune. He cared
nothing for glory. For him, this was an escape. A way out. A way to feel
something again.


“Say something!”


“What would you have me say, Nel? Would you have
me lie to you?”


“Just tell me why you continue down this path.”


“Because it lets me feel something. I already feel
dead inside, and you are right, I care very little for my own life.”


“So you wish to die?”


“No. I just don’t care if I do.” He wouldn’t kill
himself, but if he died at the hands of another…


“Yohr hært ust not leiv olny fa u, and you
do not understand this.” Nel’s voice was filled with sadness and her eyes
watered. She had her answer, she just didn’t like it.


“Your heart does not beat only for you,” Rowan
translated.


“You know the words, but you do not understand
them.” There was anger in her voice, but she controlled herself. In a calm
voice, she continued, “If you do not die, then you may come and see me when
this is over. I will not, however, stay to watch.”


“I will not die.”


“You do not need to lose your life to die. It is
just a slower death.”


Nel turned and left him. He watched her go but
quickly lost her in the crowds, most of whom he suspected had come to watch him
fight.


“Don’t worry over her, Tattercloak. Most women take
it hard when their lover fights in the arena.”


Rowan’s gaze flicked towards Barra.


“I saw that you were not alone and waited for you
to part before approaching.”


“Why are you here?”


Barra looked at him strangely. “I thought I told
you that I was your man, Tattercloak. You gave me my life, so I owe you my own.
We are like asa’gai—brothers in blood.”


“And I told you that you owe me nothing. And my
name is not Tattercloak.”


“I owe you a life-debt. That cannot be ignored.”


Rowan sighed. Barra, it seemed, would accompany
him whether he liked it or not.


“I don’t care to argue at the moment. What do you
know of today’s match?”


“Not very much,” Barra admitted. “The overseers
are planning something new for today. I suspect that today’s match will be a
special event.”


“That means it will also be dangerous.”


“Yes, you will need to be careful. But you are a
crowd favorite, and you are becoming well-respected among many of the fighters
in the arena.”


“They only respect my skill. I may be well-liked
by the crowds, but not by the other fighters.”


“That is not true, Tattercloak. You have a
reputation among the men who fight in the arena by necessity rather than
choice.”


“The criminals?”


“Not just them. You are also admired by those who
fight to earn money. The poor, those most likely to die, look up to you.”


“They shouldn’t. I am no idol. I am not perfect.”


“You can’t stop them, and even if you could, I
wouldn’t recommend it. This will give you allies in the arena. You will have a
following!”


“I don’t want that.”


“Then what do you fight for? You spare your every
opponent, so you don’t wish to kill, and you are not seeking money. Now you say
that you do not want fame. You are a unique man, Tattercloak.”


“Why must you call me that, Barra?”


“Because you are an outsider without a name. And
you wear a tattered cloak.”


“I have a name.”


“But you don’t use it. Not your true name. So we
call you Tattercloak.”


“We?”


Barra tried to look sheepish but the expression
appeared odd on him.


“It is how you are known.”


Rowan sighed. He didn’t like where this was going.
He wasn’t fighting for any cause. His reasons were selfish and impure. Why
couldn’t he just be ignored outside of the arena?


“I don’t want to speak of this. Not now,” Rowan
said. With that, he turned away and walked to the arena entrance. Barra
followed. Rowan sensed that the man still wished to speak, but he said nothing.


The preparation area was more populated than
usual. The clang of steel on steel and the thumping of wood resonated loudly
throughout the chamber.


“So very busy today,” Barra murmured.


“Something to do with the day’s match?”


Barra nodded. “That is most likely, Tattercloak.
Though I don’t know what it means.”


“It means nothing.”


“You are not worried?”


“I have nothing yet to worry about. Until I do, I
will train.”


“Shall I spar with you?” Barra asked. The offer
was genuine, though Barra knew that Rowan easily outclassed him. He wanted to
help however he could.


Rowan clasped Barra on the shoulder and shook his
head. “Thank you, but no. I will warm up on my own.” He turned to go, and then
paused. “Will you be fighting today, Barra?”


“No, Tattercloak. This is your calling, not mine.
I cannot follow you in this.”


Rowan nodded. The man had offered to join him once
before, but Rowan had refused and Barra had not offered again. It was enough
that Barra did not question his decision to return to the arena again and
again.


“Good luck, Tattercloak. You do not need it, I
know, but I wish it upon you anyways.” Barra nodded upwards. “I will watch you
fight and when you are done, I will meet you here.”


“There is someone else whom I plan to speak with
after my match,” Rowan said. Nel had refused to watch his match, but she still
wished to see him when he was finished. She would not be waiting for him
immediately after of course, but Rowan wanted time to himself before he spoke
with her.


“Your woman?”


“She is not my woman, Barra.”


“Does she know this?” Barra asked seriously. “I
have not been to the West, Tattercloak. I do not know the customs of your
homeland but here, it would be wrong to…mislead a woman with regards to your
intentions. It is considered improper.” He had such a serious expression that
Rowan almost laughed at the ridiculousness of the notion.


“You misunderstand me,” Rowan started, but then he
shook his head and gave up. Barra refused to believe that he and Nel were not
lovers. It could be  humorous, but not at this time. “I will speak with you
later, Barra. I must train now.”


He walked away, giving Barra no chance to respond.
With the training area so crowded, it was hard to find a place to prepare. The
training posts, sparring rings, and weightlifting areas were packed solid. The
archery range and stretching space seemed to be the only open places left.


The stretching area was empty, but it bordered the
space meant for lifting and throwing weights as well as punching raised bags
filled with soft sand and straw. A few men—none that Rowan recognized—were
lifting weights. One of them sported a bloodied nose, another a bruised jaw. A
woman was also working alone in that area, jabbing and slapping one of the
punching bags that served as dummies. She glanced at Rowan but looked away when
she saw that he had no intention of approaching her.


It was the first time Rowan had seen a woman in
the arena. From what he knew, it was rare that one was allowed to compete. Even
as criminals, women faced lesser penalties for most crimes and because of that,
the arena was not often sought as a means of freedom. This woman looked to be a
competent fighter—beyond that, Rowan cared very little for the fact that she
was a woman. Her sex did not matter to him.


He turned away from the others and faced a wall to
make it easier to concentrate. He breathed deeply and calmed his mind,
embracing the void. When he felt ready, Rowan fell into step and began the
dance. It felt wrong to move through each sequence without the weight of a
blade, but Rowan made do. To adjust the level of difficulty, he slowed his
movements to further tax his muscles. As usual, when he finished his first
dance, he shifted and repeated the motions in a mirror dance.


“Parren-nihm!”


Rowan froze in the middle of an extension. He
stood up tall but couldn’t see Al’Rhun. The merchant’s voice, however, was
distinct and carried loudly in the pits of the arena. Soft and smooth, it
sounded out of place, like touching velvet when expecting to feel coarse sand.


“Parren-nihm, you must speak with Al’Rhun now. It
is urgent.”


Ignoring the man, Rowan continued through the
final motions of the dance. Al’Rhun cried out in protest, but Rowan only
required another minute to finish. When done, he turned to his sponsor.


“What is it?”


“About your match today,” Al’Rhun said. “The
overseers have arranged for a special event. They tried to keep this from
Al’Rhun, but Al’Rhun is very well-informed. Nothing is kept secret from him.”
He seemed to realize that he was going on a tangent. “Al’Rhun forgets himself.
The match, that is what you must hear of. You will not be fighting in a
one-on-one duel today.”


Rowan had suspected as much. The very atmosphere
of the training area was changed, heightened with excitement mixed with fear.
Even if Barra hadn’t revealed the day’s special plans, he knew how the
overseer’s felt about him. His matches had been arranged with the expectation
that he’d lose. It wasn’t surprising then that they’d change the rules to
ensure his defeat.


He said nothing to Al’Rhun, though. The merchant
enjoyed the reveal of secret information and was disappointed when Rowan
already knew what news he had come to speak of. Al’Rhun was extremely
well-informed, but he was also slow. Rowan didn’t fault the man though.


“You have become well-known for sparing your
opponents, Parren-nihm,” Al’Rhun continued. “It is a right not invoked for a
long time. Is there a reason for this? It has made you popular, but it also makes
Al’Rhun worry.”


Rowan wondered where Al’Rhun was going with this
strange line of questioning. The merchant had asked him about this before, but
why was he bringing it up again now?


“I do not fight for bloodsport.”


“Al’Rhun understands that. But is it the only
reason?”


“Why are you asking me this? I know how to kill.”


“Knowing and doing are very different.”


“Ah,” Rowan breathed with understanding.


So that’s what he’s after.


“Perhaps I was unclear. I have killed before,”
Rowan stated coldly. He did his best to appear callous.


“Then you do not fight to save lives. That is
good.” Al’Rhun appeared pleased. Some of the worry left his face.


Rowan felt his stomach begin to twist as he
realized what Al’Rhun had been hinting at.


“This day,” the merchant stated, “you will be
fighting in a melee!”


*      *      *


Combatants were
allowed to choose their weapons. This was both a blessing and a curse. Rowan
stood alone in something resembling a cage with a door that opened to the
arena. His blade—the weapon of his choosing—hung at his waist. He fingered the
hilt anxiously.


The overseers had allowed him his sword but
forbidden him a shield and, as usual, armor. He was the only fighter denied
those advantages. The others  would have an advantage.


Rowen would be facing multiple opponents, each
allowed their own weapon. There were bound to be men using weapons with reach:
spears and longswords, as well other, heavier weapons such as maces and flails.
Rowan’s own short-sword was ill-equipped to fight against such arms without use
of a protective shield. Individually, he could face such opponents, but he
anticipated group force.


It is for the best that Nel is not watching
this fight. Men will die here today.


From beyond his gate, Rowan could hear the cries
of the arena. As impossible as it seemed they were even louder than normal. The
walls rumbled and the ground shook as more than a hundred thousand men and
women stomped their feet and found their seats. Rowan could feel their
energy and sense their excitement. Even from where he stood, he could smell the
food being sold and eaten by the crowd. The scent of spices filled the air,
creating the sick aroma of dried blood. It made him nauseous.


The announcer’s voice, now familiar to Rowan,
cried out above everything else. The crowd responded thunderously. It was time.


The gate before him opened and Rowan drew his
sword. Fifteen other gates opened around the edge of the arena and from each
came a fighter. Rowan glanced to his left and saw a scrawny man with a belt of
knives meant for throwing. To his right was the woman from earlier, armed only
with some sort of modified gauntlets and bracers. Elsewhere about the arena, he
could see men carrying swords, axes, spears, maces, and even a staff.


“Begin!”


A gong sounded and the killing began.











Chapter 27:                  
Eliza


“Are you certain this is wise,
Princess?”


“Yes,” she replied firmly. It would be the first
good thing she had done since taking control of herself. “But I don’t think I
will be well-received, which is why I need you.”


Alone, her authority was tenuous. But with
Darius’s aid, she would not be stopped by Gannon’s men. This was her
castle. Her kingdom. Her people.


“By now, Byron will have informed Gannon that I am
coming, though he can’t know what I mean to do.”


“What exactly do you mean to do?”


Darius’s voice was unwavering, but Eliza sensed
his apprehension. She trusted him absolutely, a trust once reserved for Baird.
He would stand by her in this, but he had doubts. He wanted to act with care.


“I will denounce him openly. Remove him from his
position.”


“And if he is unwilling to let it go?”


“That is why I want witnesses. I am the rightful
ruler and my word is law—none can deny that. I will order him arrested.
Executed if necessary.”


She saw Darius’s expression darken.


“I think it would be best to act more cautiously,
Princess. Gannon has grown very powerful. I worry that this may be a mistake.”


“His power was stolen. Once I expose his lies, he
shall have it no more.” She glanced at Darius. “He killed my father. He killed
Baird and Rowan. Now he means to start a war using their deaths as
justification. This ends now.”


Darius hesitated, then looked away without
speaking his thoughts. She had not changed his mind, but that didn’t matter.
Her actions were right. She knew it.


They walked in silence down the long hall leading
to the throne room. There, they found the door more heavily guarded than usual.
There were six soldiers standing guard.


Tension permeated the air as they approached.
Darius moved to walk in front of Eliza, hand on his sword and alert for any
trouble. But the guards stepped aside, allowing them to pass without issue.


They recognize my authority, Eliza thought.
It is a good sign.


The doors swung open and Eliza entered.


She was met with silence. Gannon sat upon the
throne, just as he had on her last visit. Byron stood to his side. Guards lined
the walls on either side and at the back of the room. All wore the uniform of
the royal guard, but Eliza recognized none of them.


Behind them the doors swung shut. The sound echoed
through the room, loud and hard. Eliza flinched at the noise.


“This is wrong,” Darius whispered.


She nodded absently, then shook her head. She
could not back down now, she would see this through to the end. Her royal guard
was here. She was the princess, and none could deny her claim to the throne.


Gannon glanced at Darius. Then he spoke.


“What are you doing here Princess?”


Eliza gathered herself, then stepped forward.


“Answer for yourself, Gannon.” She kept her voice
from shaking. It would not do to seem weak right now. “No more lies! I know the
truth.”


“And what truth would that be?”


“You murdered my father so that you could take the
throne for yourself. You had Baird and Rowan, and countless others, killed to
hide the truth. And now you seek to separate me from my power—to take the throne
that is mine by right.” She was shouting now, her voice no longer calm. Anger
had taken over.


The princess met Gannon’s gaze, doing her best to
appear unwavering and in control. He appeared unconcerned. It was not what she
had expected. He should be angry or scared or…something. This was not right.
Something was wrong.


“I tire of this charade. You have accused me of
high treason, and I admit as much.” He smiled wickedly. “I ordered the death of
your father. And it was I who found you and knocked you unconscious.”


Memories flashed in Eliza’s mind as she recalled
the sounds and images of her dreams. Only now, there were no lapses in her
memory. Nothing was missing. She realized that the man in the shadow was none
other than Gannon.


“I chose to spare your life, knowing you’d prove
useful, but now you are beginning to become bothersome. Apparently, it was not
enough to keep you drugged and under guard.”


Eliza gasped, her mind racing too fast to keep up.
The shock his words was overpowering.  Her head began to ache. What was that he
said about drugs?


She shook her head, attempting to clear her
thoughts.


“Lord Commander Gannon, I charge you with the
crime of high treason,” Darius cried, his voice resounding through the throne
room with authority. He stood tall and kept one hand on the hilt of his weapon.
“You have admitted to your crimes. Now surrender yourself and face justice. Die
with some measure of honor and dignity.”


“I do not think so, Darius. You are the one who is
going to die here today.”


“You cannot escape justice, Gannon. You have
admitted to your crimes before myself, the princess, and these men.” He swept a
hand to indicate the guards standing about the room. 


“I tire of this. Take her away.” Gannon waved and
guards moved forward. “Kill the trainer.”


“No!” Eliza screamed, but the guards ignored her
cry.


Darius stepped between Eliza and the approaching
guards, drawing his sword in a breach of protocol. Drawing a weapon in the
throne room was forbidden except in defense of the king.


“You stand with the usurper?”


The four guards drew their weapons and formed a
half-circle around Eliza and Darius.


“Very well. Each of you is culpable and I shall
have no qualms about ending your lives.” He raised his weapon, pointing it
forward. “Please step back Princess. I do not wish you to be hurt.”


Eliza watched as Darius lunged forward, engaging
the closest man. Their swords met and the clanging sound of metal echoed.


This cannot be real. How could I have allowed
this to happen? How could I have been so blind?


Disarming his first opponent and kicking the man
to the ground, Darius turned to face the others as they came at him from
behind. Two of the men collided and became entangled, allowing Darius to skirt
past them and attack the third. Alone, the man was outmatched and Darius
quickly ended his life.


Recovered, the first man was moving to attack with
the other two right behind him. Darius held his ground against all three,
fighting with a careful precision that made the others look clumsy. Even so,
they landed several strikes, wounding Darius about the torso but the head
trainer pressed on.


Soon another guard lay dead and with only two
remaining, Darius was able to press his advantage. He forced the men back,
working to keep them together to prevent an attack from both sides.


With a great cry, Darius dispatched yet another
opponent, leaving just one of the original four men standing against him. His
breathing was ragged and he bled from numerous wounds, but he held his blade
steady and his eyes remained hard. The remaining guard lunged and was fatally
attacked.


“It is over, Gannon. Accept your fate, or do you
plan on facing me as well?” Darius strode forward, walking past Eliza and
towards Gannon, who moved not an inch from his seat on the royal throne. 


He looked at Darius, his expression void of any
concern; he seemed almost amused.


“Do you not grasp your position, usurper? Your
rule is finished. I will end you myself if it is necessary.”


“You will do no such thing.” Gannon spoke with
irritation. “I am too great to be brought down by the likes of you, Darius. You
have been a thorn in my side for far too long. It is time that you were
plucked.”


The doors to the left and the right flung open and
guards came storming in—many guards. The main doors behind Eliza burst open and
even more men entered. Rough hands grabbed her arms, twisting them painfully
behind her back.


Shocked, Darius watched from where he stood,
surrounded by ten men.


“You are beginning to understand, Darius, just how
out of your depth you truly are.” Gannon rose from the throne and descended the
steps to the floor. He stopped on the last one, standing above Darius and
Eliza. He held out a hand and one of the men to his right stepped forward with
his sword. Gannon accepted the weapon, fingering the hilt without drawing the
blade.


“At least you have the courage to kill me
yourself.”


Gannon laughed.


“Do not be absurd. I would not lower myself for
such a thing. You are not worthy my blade. Not even Baird was deserving of it.”


“You would have died facing him. He was a better
man than you.”


“Only the king was worthy of being killed by my
own blade,” Gannon continued. “Not the man. Alden Haerth was a fool who was not
fit for the power and influence he wielded. But a king—that is a death worthy
of my blade. Kingkiller.”


“You all stand for this?” Darius cried out. “This
is the man that you would follow? You sicken me. I am ashamed of the reputation
you give to those of us who remain honest and loyal. You have no honor.”


Gannon grasped the hilt of his blade and released
it from its sheath. It screamed as he pulled it forth, the sound forcing a
scream from Eliza as well. The Lord Commander extended his arm and pointed his
weapon at Darius.


“Kill him.”


Darius raised his weapon to fight, but he was
surrounded. He was cut down from behind and then stabbed repeatedly by each of
the men. Eliza screamed and looked away.


What have I done?


She closed her eyes, but she couldn’t drown out
the sound. There were no screams of pain, only a few muffled grunts that
quickly died, but the sloshing sounds continued. When she finally peeked, what
she saw barely resembled a body anymore. All that remained of Trainer Darius
was a bloody mess and a sword.


Hot tears ran down her face, but there were no
words for her to speak. Eliza was in a state of shock. Her body would not
respond. She slumped to the ground.


This isn’t happening.


Footsteps sounded and a shadow fell over her. She
didn’t look.


This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening.
This isn’t—


Gannon reached down and grabbed Eliza’s chin,
forcibly turning her head to meet his gaze. She watched his eyes—dark like a
rolling storm—trailing over her form, and she felt naked beneath his gaze.


It was a frightening realization that she was
trapped and overpowered. There was nothing that she could do. There had never
been anything that she could do, she just hadn’t been aware of it before.


“You killed him, Princess. You brought this upon
him with your actions. His death is on you.”


Eliza said nothing. There was truth in Gannon’s
words—Darius would still be alive had she not taken action. She had thought
that he would be able to protect her. Once the truth was known, Gannon would
face justice and everything would be right again.


But nothing was right and Darius was dead.


“This—what you have done today—will not happen
again. Is that clear?”


Eliza looked at Gannon blankly, but all she saw
was the image of Darius’s mutilated body. She fought not to look at it. Tried
to shut out the image.


Gannon let her go and casually slapped her across
the face. The blow stung.


“Look at it.” Gannon grabbed her face again and
forced it to the side, towards Darius’s body. Terror gripped her and she
struggled violently but his grip was unyielding. She shut her eyes.


“This is what happens when you defy me, Princess
Eliza. You must understand this.”


He turned her back to him.


“Speak! Do you understand this?”


Eliza nodded and Gannon finally released her.


“Are you going to kill me now?” she asked weakly.


“No.”


“Why?”


“Because you may still prove useful. You provide
me with legitimate authority, and your death would look suspicious immediately
following that of the head trainer.”


Eliza said nothing because there was nothing for
her to say.


“From this point onwards, you will remain
submissive. You will do as I tell you without complaint or argument.”


Eliza mustered what little courage she had left.
There was nothing more that Gannon could do to her. Death would be a gift.


“No.” Her voice shook as she spoke, her defiance
weak. “I will not obey you. You cannot make me do that.”


“If you act out—if you disobey me or do anything
that would displease me, no matter how small—I will have someone close to you
put to death. If no one close to you remains, then I will begin having random
members of the staff killed. You do not value your own life, so I threaten the
lives of others instead.” Eliza shuddered. “Now you understand the impact of
your actions. You will obey my word or others will die. I think I will start
with your handmaiden.”


Eliza looked up fearfully.


“No…please don’t.”


Gannon smiled wickedly.


“I think that this will make things easier. The
guards will escort you back to your rooms, where you will remain until called
upon. While there, you would do well to reflect upon the consequences of your
actions—come to terms with your position.”


He waved and the arms holding Eliza suddenly
pulled her to her feet. She was led away without protest. Eliza looked away as
they passed the spot where Darius’s body lay. His blood stained the floor,
pooling about the body. She had to step over the puddle to avoid it.


This is all my fault. I caused this.


The doors shut behind her and the guards continued
to lead her towards her rooms. Eliza followed, overwhelmed by sadness, her mind
in a daze.


Arriving at her rooms, the guards shoved her
inside. There was no longer a need to pretend that she was anything but a
prisoner. They could treat her as they pleased.


Eliza stumbled and fell to the ground. The door
slammed shut behind her, locking her inside. She didn’t bother trying to open
it, nor did she cry out. There was no one who could help her.


The princess dragged herself across the floor and
pulled herself up onto the bed. She wrapped the covers about her and sobbed but
no tears came. She’d expended them all, mourning others and herself with self
pity.


There was nothing she could do. Even if she took
her own life, another would be killed. She was alone and helpless, and Gannon
would not be stopped.


She had thought to bring justice, but instead, she
had brought ruin upon her country.











Chapter 28:                  
Rowan


“You fought with all the honor and
skill with which you are praised,” said Erza, the woman from the arena. “I
offer my gratitude for your assistance, unnecessary though it was, and I ask
the right to challenge you.”


“I refuse,” Rowan said.


The melee was ended and though he had been the
last combatant left standing, he had not been declared the winner. Apparently
wining a melee required that you be the only one left living. In this
the rules were clear.


He had been meant to die, of course. The overseers
were subtle but Illan Ishtar was not, and the reward offered for Rowan’s death
had tempted many of the other fighters. Some had been skilled, others had not.


Rather than allowing his opponents the chance to
group in the chaos, Rowan had been active in seeking out combatants. One of those
had been a beast of a man who, at the time, had been close to crushing Erza.
Rowan had cut his leg and then knocked the man unconscious, then left Erza to
herself. She had taken some offense at that, though she apparently held no
grudge against him. Almost as soon as the melee had ended and Rowan had left,
she had come to find him.


“Why will you not fight me?”


Rowan ignored her.


“Who is this?” Barra cried out suddenly. Rowan
cursed to himself. He’d hoped to already be gone from the arena, but Erza had held
him back. Now that Barra had arrived, there would be no freedom.


“I am Erza,” Erza stated.


“I recognize you,” said Barra suddenly, eyes
widening. “You’re the one who bloodied the Turh’in boy.”


“He broke my heart so I broke his face," she
said without expression.


“Why is she bothering you?” Barra asked Rowan,
pointedly ignoring Erza.


She is only as bothersome as you, Barra,
Rowan thought, but he knew that was not fair. Barra followed him out of loyalty
and though he was an annoyance, his intentions were pure. Rowan had spared his
life and as a result, Barra owed him a blood debt.


“She only wishes to challenge me.”


“Then she must defeat me first,” Barra growled. “I
will protect your life with my own, your honor with my strength.”


“You are mistaken in that,” Erza interjected. “I
do not only desire to combat you. I also wish to join you. You upset the rules
of this society, and I appreciate that.”


Rowan could only sigh in frustration. He did not
want any of this. It was not why he fought in the arena. He may have spared his
opponents, but couldn’t they see that it was not for any virtuous reason or
cause? He was as selfish as any of them.


All he wanted was to feel something and to embrace
pain. He did not care about his life, so why did they?


“I must go now. There are things that I have
promised to do.” Rowan had already rinsed himself of the blood and sweat that
stained his body, but his clothes were still torn and soiled and, despite the
rinse, he remained unclean. He would need to visit one of the bathhouses this
evening to wash both himself and what remained of his clothing. It would be
rude to do so at Maude’s home, and besides, he did not intend to speak with
Nelliel in his current state.


Perhaps I will begin wearing the standard tunic
meant for combatants in the arena, Rowan thought. It is not preferable,
but I haven’t the money to continue purchasing the cloth to mend my clothing.


“Barra will come
with you.”


“Please don’t.”


“I must.”


Rowan waved a hand
in irritation. “I cannot stomach you now. Go off and…” As he trailed off, he
noticed that both Barra and Erza were giving him a strange look. 


“You wish to eat
me?”


Damn. It wasn’t the
first time that he’d had trouble with phrases. He spoke the words of the
Lauratrean language but the meaning was often lost in translation.


“Just leave me be,”
Rowan said, choosing to ignore the miscommunication. Explaining wouldn’t be
worth the time. “You can bother me later. You already found my residence.”


“Housing is boring
place! I will follow you.”


Erza perked up at
this. “Housing?”


“No.” Rowan met her
gaze coldly, then looked to Barra and shook his head—more to himself than
anything else. Then he turned and left.


Even this late in the day, he had to fight his way
through the press of bodies. The arena district was one of the most crowded
areas in the city.


Not wanting to be recognized, Rowan wore his cloak
with the hood up to conceal his face. Lauratreans normally observed each
other’s personal space, but that custom was ignored for victorious combatants
of the arena. Rowan had known to be wary of gamblers upset at losing their bets
on his matches, but he had not known that those who bet for him were
just as troubling. Al’Rhun had informed him that it was not uncommon for
victors to sell their sweat or even the blood from their wounds. It was even
more lucrative for victors to collect the blood of their opponent from their
weapon.


The crowds diminished as Rowan moved further away
from the arena. Every so often he felt the need to look over his shoulder to
make sure that Barra wasn’t following him. Though he didn’t see the man, Rowan
couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going to turn a corner and find the big
man waiting for him. And that was exactly what happened.


“Why are you following me?”


“You are in danger. As your asa’gai, I must
be there to fight for you. My honor demands it.”


Rowan slipped quickly through the crowds, doing
his best to leave Barra behind. The man’s size should have made it difficult
for him to keep up, but he was proving surprisingly quick. People also tended
to move aside when seeing the lumbering man.


“I demanded that you stay behind, yet here
you are. Doesn’t your honor require that you listen to me?”


“I am sworn to you, not to obey you.”


Rowan shot the man a look.


“It is difficult to explain. As a matter of honor,
the rules are not rigid but fluid like water.”


“There are rules?”


Rowan could sense Barra’s shrug without having to
glance back. As much as the man was simple, he was also complex. And now he
refused to stop following Rowan. After the prior attack, Barra was determined
to serve as a bodyguard… as though Rowan needed his protection. Of course,
Rowan was wary enough to wear his blade. He wasn’t stupid.


“Where is it that we are headed?”


“I’m going to see a friend.”


“Your woman?” Barra asked. Rowan didn’t answer, he
just turned and walked in a different direction. When he got there, he encountered
someone entirely unexpected.


*      *      *


"I’ve
been waiting for you.” Nel said when she opened the door. She then hugged him
tightly and added, “You have a visitor.”


Nel’s greeting threw him off. She’d been clear
about how she felt since he’d returned to the arena, and today, she had finally
stopped watching him fight. He’d expected her to be cold and angry.


“You needn’t worry about me.”


“But you won’t worry for yourself. So I must worry
twice as much.”


But I don’t care if I die. Rowan wanted to
voice his thoughts, but couldn’t say that to Nel while she held him in relief.
The words would hurt her too much, never mind that they were the truth.


“This is, umm…Barra,” he said instead.


Nel studied the man, then yelped as she recognized
him. “He’s the one you fought. In the arena.”


“Yes.”


“And he is with you.”


“He is.”


“But why is he with you?! The man tried to
kill you.”


“He didn’t succeed.”


Nel stared at Rowan, her silence demanding an
answer.


“He came to me after the fight. Found out where I
lived and wouldn’t leave me alone.”


Barra perked up. “I owe a life-debt to
Tattercloak. I am bound to him in service.”


Nel looked to Rowan.


“I’ve found it best to just accept him. He won’t
go away.”


“Very well. Have you come to your senses and
decided to come back to me?”


“Actually…”


Nel’s eyes widened. “You have come to see
me.”


“Do not misinterpret this,” Rowan said
immediately. He did not mean to be harsh, but it was necessary. He was a danger
and couldn’t allow himself to grow close to Nel or her family. “I only came to
let you know that I am safe. That is all.”


“It doesn’t have to be all.”


“Yes. It does.”


Rowan could see that Nel wished to press the issue,
so he cut her off before she could do so.


“Why did you say I have a visitor?” he asked. “I
am the visitor. Unless I misunderstood.” He was growing fluent in the
Lauratrean tongue, but he still struggled with some words and phrases.
Sometimes he had to guess the meaning of something based on its context.


“I almost forgot,” Nel said, stepping back and
disentangling herself from him. “Just wait a moment. I will return.” She
disappeared into the house, leaving Rowan alone with Barra.


“Your lover is quite beautiful.”


“She’s not my lover.”


“But she is clearly interested in you. You know
this, jya?”


“Nel’s made her intentions clear, and I have too.”


Rowan meant that to be the end of the
conversation, but Barra wasn’t picking up on that.


“You should enjoy your youth, Tattercloak. You are
both attracted to each other, you cannot deny this. There is no reason you
should not indulge in young love.”


“I am a dangerous man, Barra.”


“All men are dangerous.”


“None like me,” Rowan replied. “I will hear no
more of this, Barra. I am tolerating your presence, but leave this alone.”


“Very well. But I will point out that you did not
deny your attraction.”


Rowan glared at him, but Nel returned before he
could give some reproach. With her came Maude.


“Fool boy! Why must you do this to me?” Maude
hurried towards them and practically fell into Rowan. She sobbed loudly into
his shoulder and began to curse at him as she hugged him. “I am so happy to
have you return alive.”


Her actions brought the attention of everyone else
in the household. Lanth and Ien came out, sharing a look between them before
going back to whatever they’d been doing. He sensed that they did not approve
of him.


Ganda also came out. “Congratulations on your
victory,” he offered as he helped Rowan pull away from Maude. “Did you…this
time?”


“No,” Rowan answered. He studied Ganda but
couldn’t tell if his answer was what Ganda had wanted to hear or not.


“You must be wounded. Or overwhelmed at least.”


“It was nothing I couldn’t handle,” Rowan lied.
He’d been wounded but it was nothing life-threatening and therefore not worth
mentioning. He’d bound the wounds himself, as the healers were always occupied
with others in need of their services.


“Tattercloak fought very well,” Barra proclaimed,
drawing all eyes to him. This prompted yet another introduction for the man.


Maude reacted much the same as Nel had, but once
it was clear that Barra owed Rowan a life-debt, she took a liking to him. She
did not forget about Rowan, though.


“I do not care what you say, you will be healed
all the same.” Her enthusiasm showed just how much she cared for him, but even
so, Rowan wanted to protest. He did not want to bother them.


“But, maudra…”


Maude stopped to look at Nel, then seemed to
remember something.


“Surely it can wait.”


“What can wait?” Rowan asked. There was something
they hadn’t told him.


“I think perhaps that Nelliel is right in this,”
Ganda said. Then he quickly added, “But you can still attend to young Parren.
His wellness is important, and, I apologize, Parren, but I believe we have
learned by now that you cannot be trusted to say when you are not well.”


Everyone seemed in agreement yet Rowan was still
in the dark as to what they were all talking about. He was about to ask yet
again when his question was answered.


“Parren-nihm! Al’Rhun has been expecting you,”
Al’Rhun said as he entered from the sitting room. The merchant wore layers of
orange and tan silken robes bound at the waist with a deep purple sash draped
over his shoulder. 


Rowen was startled by the unexpected appearance.


“What are you doing here, Al’Rhun?”


“As this one said, he has been waiting for you. To
speak with you about important matters.” He spared a glance for Barra, but
unlike the others, the merchant had seen the two of them together before. He
said nothing.


“He came a short while before you arrived and
insisted on waiting,” Nel whispered. “I tried to make him leave but couldn’t
without being exceedingly and outright rude. Were you expecting him?”


Rowan shook his head.


“Then how did he know to come here?”


Rowan wondered the exact same thing.


“Shall we sit and talk?” Al’Rhun suggested. Not
waiting for an answer, the man turned and led the way back into the sitting
room. Rowan glanced to Maude and Ganda for permission, then followed with Nel.
Barra came too.


The sitting room, just off the main entrance to
the home, was used to entertain guests. Well-lit and decorated for show, it
held a long table that sat low to the carpeted floor, suitable for serving
drinks.


Al’Rhun seated himself on the host side of the
table dividing the room, forcing Rowan to take the visitor’s seat. It was a
subtle way for the merchant to assume the more powerful position. It also made
it uncomfortable for Maude and Ganda to stay and join, as it was considered
improper for proprietors to occupy the guest seats. Of course, the custom was
only working for Al’Rhun because he himself did not adhere to it.


“Perhaps some drinks are in order. Come, noohna.”
Maude pulled Nel away towards the kitchen and Ganda quickly excused himself,
leaving Rowan and Al’Rhun alone. Well, excepting Barra, who had taken a seat in
the corner.


“That’s much better. Now we can speak at leisure.”


“How did you know to come here?”


“Your speech has much improved since this one
first met you. It is still common and thickly spoken, but perfectly understandable.
This one struggled for much longer to learn your own language.”


“You have not answered my question.”


Al’Rhun frowned. “You do not have any ideas at
all? It is true that you are not easy to follow and find, but Al’Rhun knows all
that happens in his city. It was, in truth, a guess that you would be found
here, Parren-nihm. The chances were even that it would be here or there.”


“Here or where?”


“Why, the housing where you are staying of
course.”


Rowan did his best to hide his displeasure. He had
not wanted anyone to know where he was staying. Nel was an exception, of
course. But Al’Rhun apparently knew where to find him. The merchant clearly had
the advantage in this conversation.


“As for here, this one would have thought it
obvious,” Al’Rhun continued. “You are close to this family. Very close indeed!”
He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “It is known that you and the
daughter are quite close. That should be a well-met union. Very well-met.”


Nel entered just then, bearing a tray with cups and
a pitcher of iced water. She hesitated on seeing where Al’Rhun had seated
himself, then moved to kneel beside Rowan. She placed the tray on the table,
arranged the decorative drink clothes, and placed empty cups upon them. She
carefully lifted the pitcher and poured the drinks.


“Many thanks,” Al’Rhun said as he took the first
cup poured. He glanced at the curtain brushed aside as Maude also entered the
room. She carried bandages, seemingly prepared to search Rowan for wounds, but
Al’Rhun loudly cleared his throat to draw her attention. Then he spoke to
Rowan.


“Have you any idea why I have come?”


Rowan accepted a cup of water from Nel. He sipped
the cold liquid and found that it had been flavored, though he didn’t recognize
the taste. It was good.


“I’ve no idea what motivates you to do anything
that you do.”


“Truly?” Al’Rhun adopted an expression of
surprise. “You have absolutely no ideas?”


Rowan shook his head. He could guess, but was
disinclined to do so. Let the man just come out and say what he wanted.


“You’ve returned to the arena!” The merchant
spread his hands as though his meaning was obvious. He was met with silence.


“After you fought Illan Ishtar and this one came
to you as your sponsor. He invited you to attend a party with him so that you
could be honored in victory, but you refused. Do you remember?”


Rowan sighed. “I do.”


“Then you will remember telling Al’Rhun that you
would not return to the arena. That you would no longer require his
sponsorship. Yet, as Al’Rhun humbly predicted, you have returned.”


“I do so on my own.”


“You still make use of Al’Rhun’s sponsorship,
whether you know it or not. It was never revoked.”


“I don’t need or want it.”


“But you have it.” Al’Rhun waved a finger at him.
“And this one will continue to support you, for you need it.


“Al’Rhun told you earlier that he would honor you
if you emerged victorious, and you have! So Al’Rhun will be hosting a party to
celebrate his fortunate investment, and you will be coming.”


“I did not agree to that.”


“It does not matter. You will attend
Al’Rhun three suns from this day. Why, this one has even invited a lord from
your country to attend. So you must come.”


“A lord from Atlea. Who?” Rowan asked. That could
be dangerous. He was well-known and wanted, though he’d only ever met a few
lords during his time in the capital and it was unlikely he would be
recognized.


Rowan was surprised that an Atlean lord would
agree to come all the way to Lior. It was a long, difficult journey. And from
what he’d heard on the streets, tension had elevated between the two
countries.  Enough so that the border had been closed.


“Yes, yes. Another greenlander. Someone you can
speak with about the troubles your country is experiencing. The man is an old
acquaintance of Al’Rhun’s and has expressed interest in you. He arrived here
only just this week, so fortune favors this time as a good one for
celebration.”


“I have no interest in attending.”


“Then Al’Rhun will cease to have an interest in
you. And that could prove dangerous.”


“Do not threaten the boy in my house, or ever,”
Maude snapped.


“But of course. Al’Rhun was not threatening him.
Just offering a reminder of other threats, to other people.”


The merchant’s meaning was clear—he offered some
protection against the wrath of the Ishtar’s. Rowan knew that the High House
wanted him punished, for it was no secret. But Al’Rhun was telling him that
they were likely to come after Maude and her family.


“Fine. I will come to your party so that you can
parade me about.”


“Do not sound so pained. This will be a good time
and you will enjoy yourself. Perhaps you will even smile.”


Nel laughed at that, which made Al’Rhun smile. But
it was disingenuous , like all of his smiles. Rowan saw through the man’s false
faces.


“This is good, very good. Al’Rhun worried that you
would not agree, even after all of the effort he has made. But all has worked
itself out.” 


The merchant pushed himself to his feet.


“Now it is time for this one to take his leave.
There is much to be done and little time to relax. May your day be short and
shaded.”


Maude, who had been about to make a go at fighting
him to tend his wounds, suddenly jumped up. She hurried to follow Al’Rhun as he
made his exit, trying to escort him out and bid him farewell in the manner
befitting a host.


Nel stepped forward to take the place her mother
had been about to occupy.


“Are you really going to attend his party?”


“I don’t see that I have much of a choice.”


“For all that you are, I would not have expected
you to agree to this. It is not you.”


“I am what I am.”


“But are you worried about the fat man’s threats?”
Nel pressed. “Because you do not need to fear him. He can do nothing to you,
and he would do nothing to us. We…I can take care of myself.”


“I know that,” Rowan said. He did not believe it,
but he was not going to argue that point with her. “But I do intend to continue
my participation in the arena. It calls to me. When I fight, I am able to
feel…something. Not alive, but something close to it. It offers me an escape.”


Nel frowned as he said that. She hated his
participation in the arena, and he could tell that his words made her sad. He
wanted to make that sadness go away, but he could not abandon the arena.


“If I am to continue fighting, then I need
Al’Rhun’s sponsorship. Otherwise, I will have no protection from High House
Ishtar and their attempts to bend the rules and have me killed.”


“Well, if you are going to go to this party, then
you will need to be made presentable. If left to yourself, you would likely go
dressed as you are now, wearing a tattered cloak and dirty garments. Foreign
ones, at that.”


“They aren’t that dirty.”


“Yes, they are, Tattercloak,” Barra said. Rowan
glared at him.


“The big man is correct. The clothes are dirty, as
are you. Do you intend to shave or will you have your…beard…trimmed?”


“I’ll bathe if you think I smell,” Rowan said,
suddenly feeling self-conscious. “But I don’t intend to shave.” His beard
itched and he hated it, but it kept him from being recognized. Even here in a
foreign city far from his homeland, Rowan could sense the danger of being discovered.


“Then you will need to have it trimmed.”


“No. I won’t.”


“You are too stubborn, Parren-nihm! I am trying to
help you, but you make it very difficult.”


“You are trying to change me,” Rowan said, perhaps
a bit too harshly. He had, after all, come to Nelliel for aid. She was the only
person he knew in this city other than Al’Rhun and Barra. The merchant had
expected him to get by on his own, and Rowan refused to acknowledge Barra lest
he encourage the man’s strange devotion. It had been difficult enough to just
try to lose him in the crowds before coming here. Had he asked for help…Rowan
would never have been rid of him.


“I cannot deal with you!” Nel stamped her foot in
frustration. “You are like challa—headstrong and simple. You must listen
to me or I will not help you.”


“Very well,” Rowan sighed. “I’ll have it trimmed.”


And just like that, Nel was smiling again, as
though she’d never been upset. It was strange how quickly she could switch
between emotions. He suspected she’d been pulling his strings intentionally,
manipulating him into doing what she desired. If so, it had been incredibly
subtle and well-played.


“We will see to it then. I will help.”


“How will you help? You aren’t going to cut
it for me, are you?”


“Of course not. You will have it cut by a stylist.
I will simply inform them of the style in which it is to be trimmed and
fashioned.”


“I thought I would just cut it myself.”


The way Nel looked at him, Rowan might as well
have said that he planned to remove his own toe. She was appalled.


“You are insufferable, challa! Do you hear
this, maudra?”


“I try not to, noohna.”


Nel sighed with exasperation. Maude was, for once,
restraining herself to remain uninvolved. Nel looked at Rowen with a solemn
expression.


“Had you not come to me…” She shuddered. “Let us
agree that it is good that you did. I will not allow you to make a fool of
yourself.”


“I have been to high social functions before,”
Rowan said. “I dined with royalty.”


Nel arched an eyebrow and looked skeptical. Rowan
silently cursed himself for revealing too much and said nothing more.


“Maude, will you contact Al’Rhun to gather the
details of this event?”


“If I must.”


Nel nodded.


“You, Parren, must come with me. I will make you
presentable and once I have done so, there is shopping to be done.”











Chapter 29:                  
Rowan


“I don’t understand why this is
necessary,” Rowan complained. He reclined in a leaning chair, his head tilted
back to expose his chin and neck. A woman stood over him, working at his beard
with trimmers. She tsked in reproach as he spoke.


“That’s alright,” Nel said, standing behind him.
“I do not expect you to understand. Just obey.”


Rowan opened his mouth to speak, but the stylist
hovering over him glared down and he kept his silence. The woman was
holding a sharp instrument at his neck—best not to annoy her.


He waited as she cut away at the hair upon his
face, trimming it down and brushing away the cuttings. She used a comb to
remove the knots and tangles. Then she massaged oil into what remained, tugging
at it as she did.


Nel made a curious sound as the woman did this,
but said nothing.


When she was done, the stylist handed Rowan a
reflective sheet of metal that functioned as a mirror. He held it up and
examined himself. Much of his growth was gone. Not so much that his cheeks were
left bare, but it no longer hid his face. He felt strangely exposed. He looked
like he once had, and that worried him.


“It is a good improvement,” Nel said. “You look
less like a shaggy dohge and more like a man.”


“Do I even want to know what a dohge is?”


“You would not appreciate the comparison.”


Rowan passed off the mirror and stood, reaching
for a nearby cloth to wipe away the loose hair and remaining creams. The oil on
his whiskers smelled pleasant, but felt…wrong. He itched to try and wipe it
away but held himself back.


“Let me feel,” Nel cried, moving closer to him.
She reached out and ran a hand across his cheek, lingering a moment before
grasping his chin and pulling him to face her.


“That feels much better.”


“You never felt my beard before,” Rowan said,
pushing her hand away and placing the cloth on his face. It was an odd thing to
say, and Rowan felt odd saying it.


“But it does feel better. I can tell these
things.” Nel looked up at him. “Are you sure I cannot have the rest of your
hairs cut as well?”


“No.”


Rowan had washed his hair and tied it back in a
tail, but he refused to have it shortened. Now that he could tie it back, it
stayed out of his way. And when left loose, it hid his face.


“Very well. Maudra made me agree to give
you some freedoms, so I will give you this.” She smirked in an annoyingly
mischievous manner, green eyes sparkling. She was taunting him, hoping to
elicit a response. He gave her none.


“Come on. Let’s find me something to wear and be
done with this whole affair.”


Rowan pulled a few coins from his pocket and left
them behind. Nel eyed them curiously, but she followed him without a word until
they were outside.


“Lead the way to the clothing merchant.”


Nel laughed at that. “There is more than one,
Parren,” she said. “This will take many sunlight hours.” Then she led the way
to the textile market.


Rowan had not understood the scope of what Nel
meant when she said that they would need to shop. He had expected a quick trip
to the bazaar to purchase an outfit, perhaps two. After all, he could not keep many
possessions for he had no place to properly store such things. He would not
often wear this outfit either, if he wore it again at all. Such an outing
should have required no more than an hour or two, depending on the crowds and
the merchants visited.


That was how long it should have taken. But Nel
was involved, and she was ambitious. She led him from shop to shop. Each time,
he was measured and fitted, then given clothing to try on. Nel picked out most
of it. Rowan gave his input at first—mostly protestations—but eventually he
succumbed and allowed Nel to make the decisions. It was far too tiresome to
argue with her.


To her credit, she kept strictly to his budget.
And most of what she gave him to wear was comfortable. Far more so than the
rich clothing he had been forced to wear after arriving in Estoria with Baird.
That outfit had been rigid and stiff, tight about the neck and legs. The
clothing of Lior was loose and flowing, the material thin and the colors
bright.


“I like this one,” Nel said, walking in a circle
around Rowan to examine him from each angle. “The colors are right, and it fits
you well.”


That was important, as the party was in two suns.
There was time to have it altered, but no major changes could be made.


“It still feels loose,” Rowan replied. He wore a
light robe over clothing that hung folded in layers. What passed for trousers
seemed to him to be like the bottom half of a dress that had been cut down the
middle and then sown to keep the legs separate. It felt like he was naked.


“You are sun-damaged and used to wearing your odd trousers.”
Nel said the word in Atlean, earning a look from the merchant.


“I feel exposed,” Rowan said, also switching to
Atlean.


“The looseness hides you,” Nel said. “Tight
trousers bare your form. Good, but also not good.” She frowned. “That is not
right.”


Rowan shook his head as she looked to him.


“Too many words, all with not enough…meaning. And
so many that are the same. It is frustrating.” She switched back to her native
tongue. “This is better.”


Rowan eyed her, waiting for her to explain what
she had meant before. She glanced at the merchant and his wife, then leaned
forward and whispered.


“Your trousers are fitting, but they mark
you as a Greenlander.”


“My skin and my eyes do that.”


“It does not matter that you are a
Greenlander. But dressing as a Greenlander indicates that you wish to be seen
as such…politically. You have already made an enemy of High House Ishtar. It
would be unwise to set yourself further apart.”


Rowan nodded his agreement.


“You could have said that in Atlean. You know the
words.”


“Yes,” Nel agreed. “But my intention was to say
something different. That moment has passed now, so I will wait for the next.
There are many.”


She hopped backwards.


“Shall we make our purchase?” she asked, returning
to her normal volume and speaking for the benefit of the merchant and the
seamstress.


“Yes,” he sighed.


Rowan paid the merchant, who looked between he and
Nel before taking the offered money. The clothing was left behind to be altered
as necessary. Rowan would need to return on the day of the event to pick it up
and check the fit. He could have had it delivered, but that was an extra cost.


“Why did he look at me strangely when I paid?”
Rowan asked as they left. Though the shadows were growing longer, the streets
were still filled with shoppers. And while it wasn’t particularly cold, Rowan
pulled on his cloak, flipping up the hood.


“It is common for women to handle money. Men do
the buying and the selling, but women make the payments.”


“What about the men who aren’t married?”


“They have sisters and mothers and aunts.”


“So he thought you were my sister and expected you
to pay?”


“Oh yes, Parren-lan,” Nel said sarcastically.
“Perhaps we should return and correct his assumption. I can think of some very
enjoyable ways to show him we have no blood-bond.”


“I think that would be improper.”


“That makes it better.”


“I still don’t quite understand,” Rowan said,
eager to return to the conversation. “What is a man expected to do when he goes
out without a woman?”


“When joined, it is common for the l’Shahl
to be such that her partner keeps her in constant company.” She eyed Rowan.
“But it is not uncommon for men—particularly those unwed—to go out without a
woman. Often to go drinking and smoking with friends. They are given an
allowance to do so.”


“So it was only odd that I gave the money because
you were with me?”


“Yes.”


Rowan grunted. He thought that odd, but it made
sense in a twisted sort of way. It wouldn’t stop him from making his own
payments, though.


“What more is there to do?”


“All done for today. Unless you think that I
should go shopping as well?”


“Why would you do that?”


“Perhaps I like to look good.”


“You already look good,” Rowan responded without
thinking. He realized immediately how Nel would interpret what he’d just said.


“Of course I do,” she replied. “Though it is good
of you to say it.” She continued walking, leading him nowhere in particular.
Rowan waited, wondering if she actually did intend to continue shopping. Or
answer his question. He was tired and ready to return to the commons where he
could sleep.


Nel intended to do neither, it seemed. So they
walked the streets together, slowly making their way through the city. Rowan
purchased some fried meatballs along the way, sharing a few with Nel, who attacked
the food with an appetite. Skewered on thin wooden sticks, they were meant to
be eaten on the go. They were spicy and delicious, though hot enough to burn
Rowan’s mouth.


“Are you leading me somewhere, Nel, or just
wandering?” Rowan finally asked as they paused in an uncrowded plaza. He didn’t
mind spending time with her.


“Just wandering.”


“It’s growing late.”


“It does this every day.”


He cleared his throat.


“Don’t you think that you should—”


“I have nowhere that I must be and nothing that I
must do,” Nel said. “And even if I did, I would prefer to be doing exactly what
I am. This is…enjoyable. Do you disagree?”


Rowan hesitated, and Nel took that as an answer.


“You feel as I do. Why must you fight it?”


“I don’t—”


“Do not lie to me.”


“I am broken; it cannot be helped. You don't
understand.”


“Perhaps I do not.” Nel stepped back. “But that is
only because you will not let me understand. I think perhaps it is time
that I leave you.”


Rowan wished he could say something.


“Come to me after your party. I will be here. If
you do this thing, I will explain to you what the words mean, and what they
mean to me.”


She didn’t wait for him to respond. Nel turned and
left Rowan standing alone with a promise to meet again, should he want to.


And that was a problem. He did want to see
her again…very much so. 











Chapter 30:                  
Rowan


“You certainly look much better, in
this one’s humble opinion. It is a good change.” Al’Rhun continued to
compliment Rowan on his improved  appearance.


They were on their way to Al’Rhun’s party, being
carried by servants in a palanquin. Rowan was uncomfortable with the attention,
but the merchant had insisted. “We must arrive by means of wealth and power,”
Al’Rhun had said. “This is the most basic of things.”


So Rowan had climbed aboard the pillowed transport
and sat himself down.


“There it is. Do you see?” Al’Rhun pointed to a
building in the distance while pushing aside the silks for an unobstructed
view. “That is the manor belonging to Al’Rhun’s good partner, Pehlad Namour. A
very wealthy and influential man. It is your good fortune to personally make
his acquaintance.”


“I have no interest in playing political games.”


“A game!” Al’Rhun laughed. “That is quite right.
It is a game, and one in which Al’Rhun excels. But you are wrong to say that
you do not play.”


“Your connections don’t interest me.”


“That is not true. But even if it were,
disinterest does not remove you from the game. Everyone is a player, whether
directly or indirectly. Some just play poorly and reap no rewards.”


Rowan ignored the merchant, focusing instead on
the manor ahead. It was palatial, with abundant lighting and meticulous
landscaping, obviously belonging to someone of great wealth. As they grew
closer, the streets became wider and better kept. Rowan saw more people bound
for the same party. Or so he thought. It soon became apparent that Al’Rhun’s
friend was not the only one hosting a party that evening. Several other manors
were hosting events, each in social competition with the others. Colored globes
hung for lighting and ambient music filled the air. Enticing aromas of food and
drink abounded, with cries of excitement among the grounds they passed,
taunting the uninvited with envy. 


Upon arrival at their destined manor, they found
the gates guarded, denying entrance to those not invited. Al’Rhun’s lead
servant, who had walked beside them as they were carried through the streets,
stepped forward and produced invitations. Words were exchanged and the gates
were opened, admitting the palanquin inside.


“You will be staying with this one until dismissed,”
Al’Rhun told Rowan as they were borne inside the gates. “And after I dismiss
you, you must still remain at the party. At least for a time.” The palanquin
stopped and Al’Rhun stepped down, followed by Rowan. The party was already well
underway. In fact, they had arrived late—at Al’Rhun’s insistence. But many
others were still arriving, some riding in palanquins as Rowan and Al’Rhun had,
while others entered in carts or upon strange creatures Rowan didn’t recognize.
Not a single one had simply walked.


“Do not speak to those above your station, and do
your best to act contrary to your usual self. Al’Rhun enjoys you, but he does
not think that others will find you as appealing. It would be bad if you were
to—”


“I know how to conduct myself among nobility,
Al’Rhun.”


“Not just nobility, Parren-nihm. That is for your
country. Here there are people of true power and influence, not just those who
claim a noble heritage.”


Rowan scowled at the comment. He was only there
because of his debt to Al’Rhun. Let the man parade him around. He would quickly
tire of Rowan who could then leave and seek out Nel. She would be waiting for
him. She had promised, and made him promise as well.


“You already look to be disinterested. Come with
me, Parren-nihm. The night has only just begun and there is much to do.”


Rowan followed Al’Rhun into the party. He didn’t
like to admit it, but the party was actually magnificent. Gaudy, but
magnificent. Rowan had seen festive events during his time in the capital, but
this was something else entirely. It was fantastical. There was almost too much
for him to take in.


Most of all, he was overcome by the colors. All
were dressed in rich and vibrant attire, even the staff who wore outfits of
vivid golden orange. There were musicians and dancers and acrobats. Servants
walked about offering trays of exotic foods and drinks. It was overwhelming,
but Rowan maintained an air of nonchalance. 


He allowed Al’Rhun to lead him around the party,
introducing him to the other guests. Rowan kept silent unless addressed
directly, as Al’Rhun had instructed. He nodded and exchanged greetings,
committing names and faces to memory out of habit. But he did not smile.


Rowan owed a debt to Al’Rhun. He would not
disgrace the merchant or his reputation, but he did not feign interest in the
man’s political games. Some of the men and women introduced to Rowan found this
irritating while others enjoyed it or simply didn’t care.


“You are doing well, young Parren-nihm,” Al’Rhun
said after yet another meeting. To Rowan, they were all beginning to blur
together. This last one had been with a middle-ranking member of High House
Nagga and her husband. spice merchant,“You could be doing much better though.”


“I suppose I could,” Rowan replied. “But I am
tired and I don’t much care to try, beyond what is required of me.”


“Perhaps you should take some time alone, away
from Al’Rhun. Go out and socialize with those of your station and allow this
one to—how did you put it—play the game? Yes, allow Al’Rhun to play the game of
politics while you mingle.”


“If that is what you want, then I am not opposed.”


“Good. Al’Rhun knows that he is your only
acquaintance here but your actions show that you prefer solitude. So go now and
occupy yourself, but do not depart until this one has given you leave.”


“Very well,” Rowan said. He bowed to Al’Rhun as
the man left with a flourish.


Left alone, Rowan moved to the edge of the party.
He had no one to speak with and no desire to mingle. He would simply wait for
the party to end or for permission to leave. He could then go and meet Nel.


Rowan accepted a drink from a passing server and
downed it quickly. It burned like a cold fire, but the taste was not so bad.
The impact came hard and fast, rendering him physically numb and dull in the
head. No doubt, he’d downed high quality alcohol.


“What is the dog doing here with the people?” said
a voice full of disgust. One that he recognized.


“E’lin,” Rowan said, keeping his tone carefully
neutral. He turned to face Seto. The boy wore fine clothes—more polished than
Rowan’s—and bore a scowl. He looked Rowan up and down with a critical eye.


“You look the fool. Your attempt to dress up only
emphasizes your status. You are a daizhan, a dirty Greenlander trying to
play the part of something you’re not.” Seto’s voice rang with derision. He
chuckled softly but his eyes showed none of the same mirth.


Rowan shrugged, trying to ignore the boy. He
searched for Seto’s father and cousin. Surely he had not come alone. Seto was a
mere annoyance. His father, though, was a dansool. Rowan wasn’t foolish
enough to make further trouble if he could avoid it. Not after the man’s
threat. Not after his fight with Illan Ishtar.


Rowan continued looking around and located Iasu
Ael on the far side of the grounds. Illan Ishtar stood with Seto’s father and
had a beautiful woman on his uninjured arm, while surrounded by a small crowd
of sycophants. One of his legs was bound and he obviously favored his healthy
one. 


“Are you ignoring me, dog?”


Seto’s voice rose with anger, drawing the
attention of those around them. Many looked on with interest. They recognized
Seto and could see that trouble was brewing. They were watching with interest,
curious of the outcome and eager for gossip.


“How has that girl been?” Seto suddenly leered.
“Does she miss my attention yet?”


That got Rowan’s notice. He whirled on Seto and
growled, “You don’t speak of her. She is off-limits.”


“Nothing is off limits for me.”


With rage consuming him, Rowan stepped forward,
fully intending to teach the arrogant boy a lesson. After what Seto had done
last time…


Fear flashed across Seto’s face as the boy
flinched. The onlookers’ excited murmurs drew Rowan’s attention and he froze,
suddenly aware of what he was doing and the potentially dire consequences.


He forced himself to relax, taking a step back and
adopting a less hostile posture. He raged internally, but maintained his
control, projecting a calm appearance.


“Nelliel will not be bothered by you,” he hissed.


The murmuring of the crowd grew louder. Rowan
glanced aside to see Illan Ishtar approaching, a hard look on his faceEveryone
parted to make way for him.


“What is this?” Illan looked to Seto, completely
ignoring Rowan.


Rowan cursed to himself. This was exactly what
he’d hoped to avoid. It was the reason he hadn’t wanted to come with Al’Rhun.
He’d made an enemy of this man. Now he was in a position of weakness and
without a weapon. If ever there was a time for Illan to look for retribution,
this would be it.


Seto also seemed uncomfortable. For all his
boasting about the influence and power he had through his association with his
cousin, he bowed fast and deep to show deference. When his answer came, it was
stiff.


“Greetings, cuz. I was—”


“Nevermind,” said Ishtar, waving his good hand
dismissively. He turned away from his younger cousin and looked directly at
Rowan. His gaze revealed the intensity of the man’s rage over his previous
loss. From that gaze, Rowan knew that this was the man who’d sent an assassin
to kill him.


“What are you doing here in my presence?”


“Greetings, Illan-hahn,” Rowan said, using a
familiar honorific to annoy the man. He did, however, bow in deference. Illan
Ishtar was still above him in station and displaying a certain level of respect
was required. If he didn’t…well, that would give the man grounds to take him back
to the arena. “Are you surprised to see me?”


“You didn’t answer my question.”


“I was obligated to attend. Had I known you were
going to be here, I would not have come.”


“You truly did not think that I would be
here?” Ishtar seemed genuinely surprised. Illan’s voice turned cold then. “Do
you know what I could have done to you?”


“I know what you have done. Or at least,
what you have tried to do.”


“And what is that?”


“I think you know.”


“You had best guard your tongue, you insolent
whelp. I will not tolerate disparagement of my honor or the honor of my house.”


“You sent a man in red to kill me,” Rowan hissed.


“And yet here you are,” Illan said.


Rowan thought to glare, but decided to smile
instead, knowing it would  annoy the man. “Here I am.”


From the look he received, Rowan thought Illan
Ishtar might very well draw the dueling sword that hung from his waist. 


“I would not have thought to see you here. And yet
here you are,” Illan said. “I find myself quite annoyed by your presence.”


“You could leave.”


“I could kill you where you stand and every one of
the people here would swear that you attacked me and my actions were justified.
That is the power of my family name.”


That gave Rowan pause.


What Illan Ishtar had said to him was probably
true. His family name was very important and Rowan was just a greenlander—a
foreign daizhan. If Ishtar chose to draw his blade, there was no winning
because Rowan could not fight back. They were outside of the arena now, and
Rowan was skirting disaster as it was just by antagonizing the man.


“You seem to be catching on,” Ishtar said. “I am a
dangerous man and you have chosen to disrespect me. You should have killed me
when you had the chance.”


I probably should have, Rowan thought.


The two of them shared a very cold silence for several
moments. Then Illan surprised Rowan by  stepping toward him. The man leaned in
close and spoke so that only Rowan could hear.


“You had best watch yourself, daizhan d’hag.
This is not a warning, it is a threat. I do not suffer defeat lightly. To be
defeated at your hands, that has been a humiliation worse than death. And I
will use every resource at my disposal to make you suffer a thousand times what
I have suffered. And when you lay broken at my feet and beg for death, I will
drag you back into the arena and I will slay you myself. That, I promise.”


Before Rowan could respond Illan turned on heel
and strode away. His sycophants and followers quickly hurried after him, not
wanting to be left behind. Everything had been still and quiet before and now
that stillness was upset by a flurry of motion. Rowan watched as they left,
following their leader. All of them. All except one.


Seto Ael remained where he stood, looking annoyed.
He watched his cousin leave with his minions, having expected something more from
him.  Seto had clearly wanted to see Rowan humiliated or perhaps something even
worse, and that hadn’t happened.


Rowan glanced back to Illan Ishtar, watching him
leave. Despite the severity of the man’s threats, Rowan couldn’t help but
notice his limp. Rowan had injured that leg when they fought. He wondered,
could he do it again if it came to that?


He wasn’t quite sure. Illan had been a skilled
duelist, but so was Rowan. One thing was for certain. If they fought again, he
would not leave Illan Ishtar in any state fit to make such threats against him.


Rowan turned away from Illan and found Seto
glaring at him. The boy wore a scowl and his eyes were like daggers.


“Seto!” Iasu Ael’s voice rang out. “Come to me. It
is time for us to leave.”


Seto didn’t move.


“Go to your father, E’lin. Don’t do anything that
you might regret.”


The boy’s eyes flared in anger and just as he made
a move forward, he felt his father’s hand upon his shoulder, halting his move.


“It is time to go,” the Dansool said, ignoring
Rowan as he forcibly pulled his son away and made his exit. Rowan watched them
leave, glad to have them gone and an end to the drama. 


“Parren-nihm?”


Rowan turned to find Al’Rhun standing next to him.


“You look upset. Has something bad happened?”


“No. It was nothing.”


“That is good. Al’Rhun heard that Iasu-dahn and
Illan Ishtar are present, as is young Seto. This one was worried and came to
tell you but sees that they already found you. But you say that nothing bad
happened, and that is good.”


Rowan nodded absently.


“Now you must attend Al’Rhun. New guests have
arrived and you must be introduced and presented. Come. When we are done, this
one will give you leave to do as you please.”


Rowan followed Al’Rhun back into the thick of the
party.


“Have you heard the latest news of your home
country?” Al’Rhun asked Rowan casually as they moved from one conversation to
another.


Rowan shook his head. Though he’d left his country
behind, he still hungered for news of his home. 


He’d heard reports of raiding brigands at the
border. Most believed these were soldiers of the Atlean army attempting to
provoke a war. The Dansools of the High Houses had been pressing for a response
from the High King.


No one knew why this was happening, though rumors
abounded. Many blamed it on the coup and the death of the royal family. Even
more spoke of the princess now ruling Atlea, though Rowan knew that to be
false. Princess Eliza had died, just like her father. He’d been there. He’d
seen it. While possible that Gannon had found a replacement in her stead, Rowan
was highly doubtful.  


“I’ve only heard rumors of the border raids. Is
there something more I should know?”


Al’Rhun’s eyes glittered and he leaned in close,
speaking conspiratorially. “Dansool Idris Lanachlen has left the city with a
large number of men.”


“Why should I care if some lord takes an honor
guard with him on his travels?” Rowan asked.


“No. An army. He marches to the border at this
very moment. Or, well, not at this moment exactly. He is probably camped for
the evening, but he will be making haste regardless.”


Rowan’s head was reeling at this news, his mind
racing with the implications. An army was marching toward his homeland. “Does
this mean that the High King has declared war?” he asked Al’Rhun, with urgency
in his voice.


“No, not yet. Though this one thinks it is only a
matter of time before that happens. The High Houses are exerting much pressure
on him. They are very displeased by the Atlean attacks.”


“That is bad,” Rowan said. “Very bad indeed.”


“Yes. And the situation is made worse by the young
princess’s refusal of communication. She has ordered her armies to attack us
unprovoked and has closed your borders. Very unaccommodating, she is.”


“Princess Eliza is dead,” Rowan said coldly.
Al’Rhun liked to speak of rumors, but by now, he should have known better than
to mention the princess around Rowan. “And it is not known that the Atlean army
executed  the raids. It is likely, but not known for certain.”


“Come now. The both of us know that what you say
is not true. And war is not such a bad thing. True, it brings much death and
instability, but it can also be a time for tremendous growth and opportunity if
one has the mind for it.”


Rowan bit his
tongue, precluding himself from telling Al’Rhun what he really thought. The man
was his sponsor and a source of information, but he was not a friend.











Chapter 31:                  
Lord Evans


Lord Evans wore a grin on his face
as he conversed with members of High House Nagga. They were hosting tonight’s
party and he had been extended an invitation, which he had of course accepted.
But not because of High House Nagga.


They were an influential house with some political
power, but no inclination to use it. Of all the High Houses, they were the
least interested in political scheming. That just meant that they were likely
the best at concealing their actions. But he could be wrong. It didn’t happen
often, but it did happen.


Evans’s expression was a mask. In truth, he was
irritated. Impatient. He was waiting for his audience with the Buhli’dazzi.


This would be his first meeting with the secret
Lauratrean group. He had not met with them since his arrival. There’d been no
time, nor had he been summoned. The delay was likely intended to rile him. Most
men were ruled by their emotions. Not Lord Evans.


He was good at this game.


“You have been to the arena, yes?” Evans’s companion
asked. The man was a minor lord with some connections.


“I confess that I have not. I have visited in the
past, but so fars business has kept me from pleasure. Has the fighting been
worthy?”


“It has. There is a man the crowd calls
Tattercloak. He is becoming a favorite to win every time he fights.”


“He’s fought more than once?” Evans asked. From
what he remembered, it was rare for contestants to win. The odds were always
stacked against them. And fighters who survived were often scarred and
unwilling to return.


“Yes, yes. The man has caused quite a commotion.”
Leaning in close, the man whispered, “You did not hear this from me, but his
first victory was against Illan Ishtar, the E’laer of High House Ishtar. He not
only defeated Illan—possibly the greatest blade-master in all of Lauratrea—but
he also spared his opponent’s life.”


The man sounded appalled, so Lord Evans grimaced.
He did not understand, but it was never good to display your ignorance. 


“You will join me at my box in the arena and we
can watch Tattercloak when next he fights.”


“Done!” Lord Evans said, clasping the man’s
forearm and shaking. He used the brief pause that followed to take his leave.


It was time for Evans to meet with the
Buhli’dazzi.


He sighed as he glided through the party, pausing
here and there to grab a morsel of food or nod to a noble. There was no rush.
The Buhli’dazzi had summoned him, but he could make them wait. Not too long,
though.


He quickened his step, the voices and sounds of the
party slowly fading behind him as he entered the manor. Tonight’s meeting would
take place inside.


The house contained enormous amounts of marble and
other polished stone. Many Lauratrean manors were built the same way,
constructed of plain stone with an elegant exterior façade, designed to
impress.


Evans stopped outside a large pair of
double-doors. Beyond them would be a large room where the meeting would take
place.


All members of the Buhli’dazzi were likely already
present. It was past the meeting time, though not by much. He took a moment to
prepare himself, then entered.


The room was indeed large. And dark.


“I greet you, members of the Buhli’dazzi.”


There was light in the center of the room, a small
flame that kept the darkness at bay. He could see, but only just.


A number of other people stood around the edge of
the circular chamber, their faces hidden by the shadows and the black veils
they wore. He’d not expected that. Perhaps he should also have concealed his
identity. It was too late now.


It was no matter. He was already known to them.


“I have important news for you,” Lord Evans said.


“Is it regarding the war?”


“It can’t be. He does not yet know.”


The voices were unfamiliar. Evans had never met
with the Buhli’dazzi, but many of them were important members of influential
houses. He hoped to identify members by their voices and made mental notes of
the two that spoke. Given the opportunity, he’d recall their voices to engage
them in social conversation and glean valuable information. 


“Is there something I should know?” Evans asked.


“It has not yet been publicly announced,” a new
voice stated, “but the High King has been pressured into declaring war against
the Greenlanders. The announcement will be made at midday tomorrow. He will
make his proclamation in the arena, and news criers will spread the word in the
streets. By moonrise, all in the city will know.”


“That is very good,” Lord Evans responded.


“It is. But this is not new information to us.
What news have you brought to share?”


“I trust you have heard of the raids along the
border,” Lord Evans began. “When I left my county, I brought many men with me
to serve as an honor guard. After crossing the border, I left half of them
behind to cause strife. Given the reaction of Dansool Lanachlen, it appears
they have done their job well.”


“It does not bother you that they will die?”


“It does not,” Lord Evans said coldly. “They have
served their purpose and are now nothing but a liability.”


He waited a moment for any objections. No one
spoke, nor had he  expected them to. These were all people like him. They had a
ruthless nature and worked with cold calculation.


“Before leaving, I arranged to have men make raids
on Atlean border settlements. King Gannon has made the country ready for war,
but I thought it prudent to create a reminder. For those who need a more
personal reason to fight.”


“You have done well.”


Evans struggled to keep the anger from his face.
He did not like being patronized. 


He spent the rest of the meeting listening more
than talking. It was better that way. There was little for him to add but much
to learn. The Buhli’dazzi spoke of their plans for the war. They were careful
with what they said, but he was practiced at reading between the lines.


He began to better understand their motives in
helping orchestrate this war. They wanted to do what Gannon had already done.
They wanted to overthrow the High King.


Unlike the former King of Atlea though, the
Lauratrean High King was powerful. A coup like Gannon’s would never work, and
any civil war or house alliance would be crushed immediately. But a true war
would allow for such alliances to be made openly, without suspicion.


They would likely succeed, and he would happily
help them do so. He cared nothing for the High King or his sandstone throne.


Lord Evans saw great opportunity in this for
himself. The Buhli’dazzi were blind. Their entire strategy was based on one
simple premise. Simple, but wrong.


They failed to understand the enormity of what was
to unfold. They envisioned a battle, even a great battle perhaps. But not a
war. They never considered the Atlean army a threat and focused solely on their
own thirst for power.


For all of their plotting and scheming, each
failed to realize that only one could ultimately rise to take the throne. Each
believed it would be them. Only one could be right.


But Lord Evans knew it didn’t matter. Regardless
of who came out on top, they would fall to Gannon.











Chapter 32:                  
Rowan


Rowan left the party after far too
many hours spent with Al’Rhun. That last hour, especially his encounter with
Illan Ishtar, had been particularly trying. He was badly in need of a break.
Hopefully, he would find better company in Nelliel.


He made his way to the lakefront where they’d
agreed to meet. She wasn’t hard to find and her smile at seeing him made his
entire night better. He met her smile with his own.


“How was it?” she asked.


His smile faded as he shook his head in answer. He
lacked the words to accurately describe his night.


“Truly bad then. But the food—”


“Didn’t eat.”


“The drink…”


“Only made my head ache worse.”


“Worse?” She looked concerned.


“I don’t care for people, Nel. There were many of
them there—including Al’Rhun—and they were attentive. Well, those who weren’t
ignoring me.”


“But you earned victory. Twice! Were you not
celebrated?”


“I was praised often by Al’Rhun’s acquaintences,
but it was superficial interest, nothing more. They only wanted to evaluate me
as a potential opportunity. Any praise was for Al’Rhun. I felt like nothing
more than a prize-fighting dog.”


“I am sorry for you, Parren. Truly, I am. Even
though a part of me hoped for this, so that you would not want to return to the
arena.” She glanced over at him as though expecting him to be hurt. He softened
his gaze to protect her feelings.


“You needn’t worry about that. Besides, I don’t
really care how I was received by Al’Rhun’s friends. They are not the type of
men I wish to associate with.”


“Because they are like Al’Rhun?”


Rowan smiled at her.


“Was there anyone at the party worth seeing?”


“Ishtar was there. Iasu-dahn and his E’lin as
well.”


“Che!” She spat the word like a curse. “Seto Ael
is a nithong. Did any of them cause you trouble?”


“Yes.”


Nelliel cursed with fury, catching Rowan by
surprise. She uttered words he didn’t recognize as she stomped the ground with
force.


He waited for her outburst to subside. When the
dust had settled—she’d literally kicked up a cloud of dust, dirtying the skin
up to her ankles—she grew silent. He could still see the anger in her eyes,
though. It was the same rage he’d felt when Seto had spoken of her to Rowan.


“I should not be surprised at this. You have
humiliated a powerful High House. They will seek to ruin you.”


“They have no grounds to do so. I won in the
arena.”


“You are utterly ignorant. It would be amusing if
not for the severity of your situation.” She flashed him a beautiful smile.
“Our law is rigid, but the High Houses are above the law.”


“So they are free to do as they please?”


“Why do you not understand? Listen to my meaning.
Understand me!” She turned away and began to pace, forcing Rowan to stop
walking. “How to make you understand?” she muttered to herself while continuing
to pace back and forth. 


“The High Houses are not bound by the law, but they
are bound by honor and by each other. They follow the codes of the law because
if they did not their actions would reflect poorly on their house.


“But this is besides my point. There are only so
many laws against so many things. A person does not need to break the law
himself; others can do it for him. And what’s more, the laws can be bent. There
is much that is not illegal. And even worse, there is no crime if there is no
complaint.”


Rowan finally understood. It was assumed that the
High Houses would seek retribution against him—either within the confines of
the laws or in ways that could not be traced back to them.


Nel was right of course. If no one complained,
then there was nothing wrong. Power and money would always keep people in check
when applied correctly, or forcefully.


“Besides,” Nel added, “you are a daizhan
and a Greenlander. Our laws do little to protect you. I truly don’t think you
have any rights at all. None. Officially speaking, that is.” She gave him a
small smirk. “So there is nothing stopping anyone from doing anything to you.”


“Like what?” Rowan asked, thinking of the assault
he hadn’t told her about.


Nelliel stopped pacing and turned to him. She was
uncomfortably close. “Like this.” She stepped forward into him and wrapped her
arms around his neck. Before he could protest she brought her face up to meet
his and kissed him on the lips. Then, quick as a hare, she darted away with a
mischievous smile.


That was my first kiss, Rowan thought. It
was quite…soft. For several moments, he felt a flicker of happiness. It had
been so long that he’d forgotten what it was like to feel anything at all. He
reached up and let his fingers brush his lips… just to feel them.


“Are you alright?” Nel asked haltingly. “You are
not reacting exactly as I had expected.”


“How was I supposed to react?” Rowan asked,
recovering from his shock.


“I’m not quite sure. Perhaps more…” She mimed
shock, then disgust. Her expressions were horribly exaggerated and rather
comical. He caught her glancing at him to gauge his reaction and seemed rather
worried, so he laughed to ease the tension.


“I’m sorry. You surprised me. That was my first
kiss.”


“Truly? How can that be.”


“I come from a very small village. Before I met
Baird—”


“Who?”


Rowan immediately realized his mistake. He had
grown far too lax around Nel. He’d forgotten his secrets. But it felt so good
to be able to talk about his past. To not have to lie.


She said something that he didn’t hear. He ignored
her for a moment. It was time for him to make a decision. One that was very
important.


“Parren…”


“Rowan.”


Nel cocked her head.


“My name is not Parren. It is Rowan.”


“Do you wish me to call you by that name now?”


Rowan frowned. Nel didn’t seem very surprised that
he had not been using his true name. She was not annoyed or hurt, as he had
worried that she would be.


“Aren’t you…I don’t know, confused or bothered by
this? I have been lying to you about who I am, yet you do not seem surprised.”


“Would you like me to be surprised?”


“Umm…no,” Rowan said, finding himself in something
of an awkward situation. This was not how he’d expected this conversation to
go. He hadn’t really intended it to go any way. But this wasn’t what
he’d expected.


“I am hurt that you kept this from me,
Rowan,” she said, speaking his name as though trying a new food that looked
strange yet appealing. She repeated the name a few more times, testing it,
getting used to it. Despite her accent and her mispronounciation, giving it an ooh
sound like “ruin,” it sounded nice. It felt good to hear her speak his true
name.


“Do not misunderstand. I am annoyed with you,
Rowan-nihm. You could have trusted me with this secret.” Her words were at odds
with her teasing tone, but her eyes told him that she was mostly serious. “But
I understand why you withheld your name.”


“You do?” Rowan asked. He worried about how much
she actually knew. There was that Wanted poster that he’d lost. Could
Nel have taken it?


“I do. Despite what you think, you have not lied
to me about who you are. A person is defined by how they act. You, Par—er,
Rowan-nihm, are a good person who acts with honor. That is who you are, and
that is why I trust your decision to keep your name to yourself.” She smiled
warmly, then frowned, eyes narrowing. “Now you must explain to me why my maudra
was trusted with this name?”


“She told you?” Rowan had trusted Maude to keep
this secret. Had he been wrong to do so?


“Nae. But she called you by this name when
she thought no one was about. I have heard it.”


“I am glad that my trust in her was well-kept,”
Rowan said. The expression on Nel’s face told him that it was the wrong thing
to say.


“I trust you with this name,” Rowan said quickly.
“Maude knew me from before I abandoned this name. When she took me in, I
worried because she knew me. My name is dangerous. I trusted her, but that was
because I had to. It is different now…with you. To you, I give my name freely,
because you deserve it.”


“You are late to do so.”


“I know. But it is dangerous to know my name…to be
close to me. I have told you this before, though you never listen.”


“Life is dangerous. Better to live with danger
that brings one happiness.” Nelliel led Rowan down towards the water. She
pulled him all the way to the shore and began walking along through the sand
until she found a secluded place for them to sit.


It was very dark—there was little light from the
buildings in the area—but that made the moment feel even more intimate.


Nel scooted nearer to Rowan, placing her hand over
his own. She felt warm. The scent of her was strong, pleasantly and
intoxicatingly so. Rowan glanced towards her. She caught his eye and smiled,
then turned to face the lake. The moonlight cast itself across the dancing
ripples of the lake, making the water sparkle. At its center lay the great
ays kaerstl, glowing with a faint ethereal blue light.


Rowan gazed at the expression on Nel’s face. Even
in the dark of night, she seemed radiant. As though what little light abounded
was drawn to her. Without looking, she threaded her fingers through his own.
Then she shifted herself even closer and rested her head upon his shoulder.


Rowan said nothing. He was reminded of that time
during their journey, when she had come to him in the middle of the night. When
he had bared his shame to her and she had embraced him, kissing his brow and
keeping him company when he needed it most. He had left then. He wouldn’t leave
now.


Nel squeezed his hand, then began to run her
fingers up and down the length of his arm, working her way to his back. It was
so calming and relaxing, and continued for some time. But eventually, it had to
end.


“Good night, Nelliel,” Rowan said when it was time
for her to leave.


“I don’t have to leave, you know,” Nel said
suggestively. “I could stay the night with you. My parents would not question
it.” She winked at him. He’d taught her what that meant in his country once,
and she’d thought it amusing.  He wondered just how long she’d been waiting to
try it.


“Come now, Nelliel,” Rowan said. “You know that
could not work.”


“It most certainly could. Anything can work if you
try hard enough.”


“There is nowhere for you to sleep.”


“I would of course be sleeping with you.”


“No. I think not,” Rowan said. “That would not be
for the best.”


Nel pouted but relented without too much protest.
Rowan inwardly wondered just how sincere her offer actually was. What if he had
accepted her proposal? Would she have followed through with her suggestion or
laughed and made it out to be only a joke? He suspected the latter. She could
not truly wish to stay with him. He had nothing to offer.


They walked together down the street, the lake
growing further behind them as they made their way towards Nel’s house. Rowan
glanced toward the manor where the party was winding down. He was glad to be
gone.


“It’s time,” Rowan said, seeing Nel’s house down
the street. He could walk her the rest of the way home, but then she’d ask him
inside, and together with Maude they’d make it very difficult to leave. “I will
leave you here for the night.”


“This is it? You won’t come inside?”


“No.”


“Please,” she pleaded, and he could tell that she
really wanted it. Maude probably wanted it too. She would be more than pleased
to join Rowan to her family, especially if it would see her daughter happy.


“I’m sorry, Nelliel. I have to go.”


And he left her there.


*      *      *


When Rowan returned to the living
quarters, he wanted nothing more than to toss himself into bed. It had been a
very long day. But before indulging in rest, he had to check on his
possessions. First was his sword, which he kept under his bed. He reached under
the cot, pulled out the sword, and released the blade, just to study it.


“You won’t be needing that while sleeping.”


Rowan turned around and saw that Barra, with one
eye open, was watching him. Has he been waiting for me or is he just a light
sleeper?


“A man always needs his sword.”


“Not always. A blade isn’t needed for sleeping.”


“The time you don’t have a blade is the time you
will need it most. And sometimes, not having it can be…it will be regrettable.”


Barra let Rowan’s words be and the silence hang
still and then, after a pause, spoke up.


“How was it this night, at your party?”


“It was boring. I’d have rather not gone.”


“Surely it wasn’t all bad. These are the wealthy
elite. There must have been an abundance of good food and drink, and many
beautiful women.”


“I didn’t eat. I shouldn’t have drank. And I
didn’t care for the women I met.”


“Bah! Maybe you did not enjoy it, but that does
not mean that it was not enjoyable. You just need to open yourself up to
positive experiences.”


“If there is a next time, I’ll let you go in my
place. You can enjoy the experience for me.”


“I will certainly do so,” Barra said. Rowan winced
at the volume of his companion’s voice. Barra didn’t seem to notice his own
loudness, and luckily, neither did anyone else. The two of them had taken beds
secluded from others, but it was a quiet night and Barra’s voice carried.


“If this party was not so great, why did you stay
so long?”


“I actually left early.”


“Was there trouble?”


“I met with Illan Ishtar and his cousin, who I traveled
with to get here.”


“Oh,” was all that Barra said. It was enough.
“Which cousin?”


“What do you mean?”


“Which of Ishtar’s cousins did you travel with?
The man is from a High House. He has so many cousins that I doubt he even knows
of them all.”


“It was Seto Iasu. He’s an annoying little
bastard.”


“I do not know what a bastard is but I can guess.
And while I would likely agree if I too knew the boy, I would advise against
saying such things in public.”


“Noted. Anyway, I left shortly after encountering
he and his cousin. I didn’t want any more trouble than was necessary.”


“That is good. Do not antagonize House Ishtar any
more than you already have. It would be very unwise. And do not think that I
have forgotten the path of our conversation. If you left the party early, why
are you back so late?”


“Nel wanted to meet, so we did. We walked by the
waterfront.”


“Ah, to be young and in love. I envy you,
Tattercloak.”


“It’s not love,” Rowan said defensively. “I am a
dangerous foreigner with no future. She deserves better and I deserve nothing.”
Rowan spoke in a flat tone, doing his best to sound distant but, in truth, he
felt conflicted. He did have strong feelings for Nelliel, and he knew
she had feelings for him.


“You are a negative person. It does not become
you. And, if your young lover met you for an evening walk along the lakefront,
then she is your young lover. And you’d best start loving her.”


Rowan returned his blade to its former spot, and
climbed into bed, turning away from Barra. He had nothing more to say on the
subject. But inwardly he was smiling for the first time in a long time. Nelliel
had saved his night. He still felt her lips on his, and he fell asleep to that
sensation. Sleep, however, brought back very dark memories.











Chapter 33:                  
Eliza


Since her confrontation with
Gannon, there was no longer any pretense of privacy. She knew her true
position. She was a prisoner.


While Eliza may have had a few supporters, she
knew they were powerless to help. Tilly, her maid, could do little beyond
offering comfort. And after the death of Darius, no one dared confront Gannon,
nor would she want them to. As it was, there were far too few decent people
left alive. 


Eliza had had no visitors save for Gannon who had
come once immediately following their confrontation, and Byron, who had stopped
by periodically. Not even Phaegis came to tend her. The draughts that Gannon
had insisted she take were apparently no longer important.


During his visit, Gannon spoke to her of the
consequences of her actions.


“Darius is dead, Princess,” he’d said. “I may have
ordered him killed, but my hand was forced. Had you not attempted to usurp my
authority, Darius would still be alive. Should you again threaten my power, I
assure you there will be similar consequences.”


“You must know,” Gannon had said, “I will not kill
you. If you act out—if you disobey my orders in any way—it will not be you who
suffers. I will see that those you care for are killed in the most painful way
imaginable. And if I run out of people that you care about… Well, let us hope
that it does not come to that.”


That threat haunted Eliza, especially knowing that
she was truly powerless. She wondered, if she’d acted earlier, would it have
made a difference? She didn’t know the answer to that, and it ate at her.


Eliza flinched as her door swung open.“Please
excuse my intrusion. I’m going to enter now.”


Eliza exhaled upon hearing Tilly’s voice, her fear
subsiding. She was overjoyed at the visit from a trusted friend. But coming to
visit Eliza placed Tilly in danger.


As the door opened, Tilly hesitantly entered,
followed by Byron. The boy glared at Eliza who couldn’t help but shudder. He
carried something behind his back, something she couldn’t see.


“I apologize. I was not permitted to see you
before this. You must have missed my ministrations,” Tilly said. After a long
silence, Eliza suddenly realized that Tilly was bowing in apology, waiting for
the princess to acknowledge and accept her apology.


“I— Yes. It has been too long. It is good to see
you, Tilly.”


She did not know what to say. Byron was hovering
off to the side, watching the two of them. His presence made Eliza nervous. She
didn’t like the way he looked at her, or the way he looked at Tilly. She met
his eyes and returned his glare but said nothing. It was best that way.


Tilly continued to tend to Eliza, brushing and
then braiding her hair. Eliza tried to make conversation but it was too
difficult with all that had happened—everything she had seen. And certainly not
with Byron standing nearby, listening to their words.


“I think that is enough for now, Tilly.”


Tilly stepped back, having just finished the
braid. Eliza could see the maid’s face in the mirror; it bore a pained, almost
sad expression. Tilly couldn’t know about Eliza’s situation or what had
happened, but in her eyes Eliza saw an understanding. Tilly was her closest
companion and could sense the change in Eliza. Too much had happened for the tension
and danger to go completely unnoticed.


“I—”


“Thank you,” Eliza said, interrupting Tilly. With
a glance at Byron, she shook her head to make sure that Tilly understood. There
was nothing she could do that would not make things worse.


“Are you certain, Princess? I—”


“You have other matters that require your
attention,” Byron suddenly interjected. “Your princess no longer has need of
you. That means it is time to return to you other duties.”


“But—”


“Now!”


Eliza could sense Tilly’s anger. Before the maid
could say something that she would regret, Eliza reached out and took her hand.
Tilly’s grip was tight but it quickly loosened and her shoulders slumped in
defeat. Her hand trembled, but whether from fear or anger, Eliza couldn’t tell.


“It’s okay,” Eliza whispered.


“Is it?”


“Yes. I promise it is. Don’t worry about me.”


The look that Tilly gave her was full of concern.
She wanted to believe what Eliza told her, but couldn’t. There was too much
cause for worry. 


After some hesitation, Tilly left. Byron, however,
did not leave with her. He stayed until the door was shut and then turned to
Eliza. She studied him, wondering what it was he needed. He wouldn’t be here if
he didn’t need something.


Byron brought his arms forward from behind his
back and Eliza saw the paper in his hands. He handed it to her.


“What is this?”


“An order,” Byron said. “Sign it.”


“Why does Gannon need my signature? He already has
my seal.”


“That’s not enough. This is necessary.” His voice
was full of anger.


“But why?”


He slapped her across the face. “I don’t know why!
I don’t ask questions, I just do as I’m ordered. You should learn to do the
same.”


Eliza’s cheek stung fiercely. She ignored the
searing pain and instead, stared at Byron with an intense hatred. Forgetting
her imprisoned state and the menacing threats, she spat at him with disgust.


“I must read it first.” Eliza held up the
parchment and began to read.


“Why are you reading? It doesn’t matter what it
says. You just need to sign it.” He said something else, but Eliza wasn’t
listening. She was staring at the paper in front of her.


Her eyes darted frantically along the lines as she
read the words. This couldn’t be true. She had known things were bad, but not
this serious. She was holding a formal declaration of war against the county of
Lauratrea. In this document, Gannon blamed the Lauratrean High Houses for
conspiring to bring about the death of King Alden Haerth.


“Darkness,” she breathed.


“Sign it,” Byron ordered, pressing a quill into
her hands.


She hesitated, wanting to refuse him. It would
have been the right thing to do but she remembered Gannon’s threats. Not
against her—she was willing to die to keep her country from going to war—but
threats against those she cared for. He would kill Tilly and Erik and others.
And her resistance would mean little in the end. She could not stop what was
coming. She doubted that anyone could stop this war now.


With pained reluctance, she slowly took the quill
and dipped its tip into the dark ink. The black liquid bled onto the page as
she penned her name. She instinctively reached for her wax and royal seal but
remembered that, like everything else of value to her, they’d been stolen away.


“Very good,” Byron said, taking the paper. He
hesitated, then spoke again. “That could have been much worse, you know.”


It could have been worse for me perhaps,
Eliza thought. But certainly not for the thousands of innocent people who
will die because of my signature on that death paper. 


“When?”


“It will be announced tomorrow. But plans have
been underway for a long time. Long before you began to suspect Lord Gannon of
wrongdoing. The majority of the army has already gathered near the border. And
most of the trainees here in the capital have been graduated and sent out. This
war is happening.”


Eliza looked up at Byron.


“How can you be a part of this? It will mean the
death of thousands of innocent people.”


“But not the death of me.”


Eliza fumed at that answer. Byron had never been a
respectable person, not even before the dark times, but she would never have
thought that he could be so callous. “Do you care nothing for anyone but
yourself? Can you truly feel no guilt at all? It must weigh on you.” She stood
and jabbed him with her index finger. He flinched and looked away, unable to
meet her gaze as she stared at him.


“I can’t be blamed for what happens. Don’t you put
this on me.”


“If you do nothing to stop it—if you cannot
understand the injustice of what is happening—then it is on you.”


“Shut up!” Byron screamed. His eyes hardened and
he stood tall,  unfolding from his slouching posture to stand with shoulders
straight and square.


“You are nothing. You have no authority or power
and you are now my responsibility. I am above you!”


Afraid of his sudden intensity, Eliza stepped
backwards, bumping into the bed where she half sat, half fell.


The flame in his eyes burned and he moved as
though to strike her yet again. She didn’t flinch this time, but just stared up
at him expectantly.


Byron hesitated, then seemed to once again
deflate. “I did not ask for any this. I didn’t—didn’t know that it would be
like this. It isn’t what I thought it would be.”


“So do something about it,” Eliza spat.


“I can’t.” His words came out as only a whisper.
Eliza didn’t think he was even aware of her. He was not looking at her and
seemed to be speaking only to himself.


She was surprised by the pain that filled his
voice. He sounded haunted. It was totally at odds with his hateful personality,
and she did not know what to make of him.


“It would be best for you if you continued to obey
him,” Byron said. “He still needs you, but cares very little for your
well-being. You don’t need to worry about your food and drink being drugged
anymore. The Lord Regent told me to make you obey using force rather than
persuasion.”


He stood up straighter and suddenly, the darkness
returned to his eyes.


“Do not mistake this exchange Princess. I do not
pity you, and I will happily punish you if you step out of line. I trust that
you will remember that, and you will forget all else that I have said.”


With that, Byron left her alone.


Eliza stared at the closed door for a long time,
considering what he’d said. War. It would bring death to so many people. Her
people. Her actions today carried an unimaginable weight, and she regretted
what she had done. She wished there were some way to take it all back.











Chapter 34:                  
Andrew


The camps were unusually active
today, and this troubled Andrew. Many things had been troubling him since his
arrival at Oscilliath—the mercenaries, the atmosphere, the rumors of Lauratrean
raiders attacking border settlements—but what was happening now troubled him
more than anything else. And that scared him because he had already been very
troubled.


It had only been an hour since he’d heard the
news. A Lauratrean army had attacked one of the scouting regiments sent across
the border. There had many reports recently of Lauratrean raiding parties
crossing the border and attacking Atlean settlements, and the scouting parties
had been the army’s response. It was, Andrew thought, a very poor response.


No mention was ever made of which settlements were
being attacked, and Andrew had found the news of such raids to be suspect at
best. It was hard to believe that such things had been happening, and if they
truly were, the lack of response was unsettling. Scouting parties were a small
measure, but why was there no aid being given to the citizens?


There was no denying this attack, though. Near to
fifty men had been sent out and only six of their number had returned. The
Lauratrean force that attacked them had been reported to be several thousand in
number.


The news had spread throughout the war camps like
wildfire. As he walked back to his troop’s tent, he wondered if this would lead
to war. Even before this, things had seemed headed in that direction. General
Gaara would certainly see this as a provocation. At the very least, he would
order the entire army to stand ready to march.


Andrew glanced about as he walked. Most of the
people that he passed were polishing armor and sharpening blades. They were
eager for war…and these were the soldiers. The army of mercenaries already
stood ready to march.


Can none of them see what is happening? How
wrong this is?


“Have you heard?” someone asked him as he stepped
inside the tent, quickly shrugging off his now too-warm winter cloak. He nodded,
looking around for Soran or Heath or Damien. They were the eldest next to him,
and he needed people to speak this over with.


“It’s just talk, isn’t it?” the boy, Orri, asked
hopefully. “We aren’t really at war.”


Andrew looked at him. The boy was young—most of
them were—and had been graduated early and sent here. He looked to Andrew as
many had once looked to Rowan. He didn’t know why they did that.


“We are not at war yet, but I wouldn’t get your
hopes up.”


“Will we have to fight?”


“Where are Soran and Damien?” Andrew asked,
ignoring the question.


“They got called away by their lieutenant, but
that was a while ago. I expect that they will be back soon. I can go looking
for them if you want?” The boy sounded eager, so Andrew nodded. He wanted to be
left alone and the boy needed the distraction.


He walked over to his cot and sat. Some of the
other younger boys made as though to approach him with more questions, but
Andrew’s cold expression kept them away.


Andrew’s stomach growled with hunger, but he
ignored it. Dinner was still hours away and it had been his own decision to
skip the lunchtime meal. Meager and bland though the rations were, Andrew now
wished that he had not skipped it.


The tent flaps drew back, sending in a blast of
cold winter air. Soran entered, followed closely by Damien and Orri. Andrew
expected Heath to be with them, but Orri let the tent flap drop behind him and
no one else came.


He rose to meet them. Though tired, Andrew knew
that his body would stay warmer standing than sitting. His feet protested his
decision.


“You’ve heard about the attack?”


“We were just talking about it. Figured we would
come and find you when Orri found us.”


Andrew nodded. It was likely that their lieutenant
had informed them of the news. They were lucky enough to be in the charge of a
man who chose to keep his subordinates informed. Andrew’s own lieutenant—a
grubby man by the name of Borrs—had never spoken to him. He wasn’t a bad man,
he just didn’t know what to do with the youths he had been charged with. He
treated them as children and did his best to ignore them.


“General Gaara has already called for a response,”
Damien said.


“What do you think?” Soran asked. “Will it come to
war?”


“Of course,” Damien replied at the same time that
Andrew said, “Probably.” They glanced at each other and Damien scowled.


“Our relationship with the Lauratreans has been
good. King Alden sought peace with them and—”


“And he was murdered!”


“That is true, but we do not know who is
responsible for the act,” Andrew argued impassively. He looked to Soran to hear
his response.


“I’ve heard that an attempt was made on the
princess’s life. And the assassin was a Lauratrean.”


“Truly?”


Soran nodded, as did Orri, who stood off to the
side, listening in but not quite a part of the conversation. “Heard about it a
few days ago, though the news was old. It happened a few weeks ago.”


Andrew’s frown deepened. He’d not heard of this.
This was very big news, if true. It might even prompt her to declare war, if
she was able. When he’d left, she had been reclusive and apathetic. The Lord
Commander had been the ruling power.


“That changes my perspective,” Andrew said.
Indeed, it changed a great many things.


“You see!” Damien threw his arms up. “Why else
would they have sent an army to the border to attack us?”


“We still cannot be certain that the events are
related, though others will certainly be convinced that they are. General Gaara
has wanted war for a long time. He will see this as a means to start it.”


“I don’t want to go to war,” Damien said, more
coolly than before. “But if the Lauratreans murdered the king, then they
brought this upon themselves. And it does not look good for them.”


“It is not our place to determine the truth.”


“And whose place is it?” Damien asked.


“I cannot say,” Andrew responded. “What I do know
is that many of the senior officers in the army want to go to war. There have
been reports of other Lauratrean raids, though I don’t know if I believe them.”


“So what do we do?”


“We wait.”


“That’s it?” Soran asked.


“There’s not much else that we can do. Wait and
train and hope for the best, whatever that is.”


The conversation was broken as the tent flap
suddenly swung open. Andrew turned to see a man with captain’s knots on his
shoulder standing stiffly and looking about.


“Where is the lieutenant?” the man asked, speaking
to no one in particular.


When no one else answered, Andrew stepped forward
to address the man.


“He stepped away for a time, sir. He did not say
where he was going. Do you have a message that you like me to relay to him?”


“No, I will speak to him myself.”


The captain turned and left, leaving them
wondering what the man had come for. A captain’s presence meant it was
something important. They speculated about it for a while, until Damien and
Soran had to leave.


Shortly after that, Lieutenant Borrs came bustling
into the tent. A light dusting of snow clung to his shoulders. Anger was plain
on his face and his eyes betrayed that he had been off having drinks.


“Get up, you worthless youths,” the man shouted.
“Get up and pack your shucking stuff. Each and every one of you better be ready
to leave within the hour.” He stared around, glaring down anyone who met his
gaze.


“I don’t see movement. Did no one hear me? Get to
it, you lot. Now!”


The tent burst into sudden motion as everyone
moved to obey. Lieutenant Borrs had taught them that those who were not quick
to obey were quick to be punished.


“Lieutenant!”


Borrs turned to face Andrew, scowling. “I do not
have time for you, boy. Not now.”


The man’s tone was coldly dismissive as usual, but
there was an actual sense of urgency to his words. Something was happening and
Andrew wanted to know what it was.


“What is happening? Does it have to do with the
Lauratrean raid?” Andrew had his doubts about that attack, but he knew better
than to voice those to his lieutenant.


“Orders have finally come down from the top—from
General Gaara himself. We are to march across the border. That is all that you
need to know.” Before Andrew could ask another question, the man had left the
tent.


He stared out after the lieutenant and could see
that the activity of the camp had tripled from before. Everyone seemed to be
moving and men were shouting orders left and right. It was orderly chaos.


Andrew let the tent flap drop back down and turned
away, grateful to be away from the cold. He went to his bed and sat down to
think. His things were already packed. He made a point of always being ready to
go, and it helped that he did not own many possessions. He would need to pack
his bedroll of course, but that could wait.


Are we marching to war? Are we marching
for truth and justice?


He did not have the answers to those questions. He
did not know the truth of things, only what his gut told him. And his gut told
him that something was wrong. Very wrong.











Chapter 35:                  
Rowan


The training grounds of the arena
were bustling with other people, but Rowan ignored them. It was just he and the
blade, moving as one through the motions of the blade dance. All extraneous
thoughts and emotions were banished.


Baird had instructed Rowan in the disciplined focus
required for fighting. Distraction could result in death. Controlled
concentration was just as important to training as the performance of the blade
dance.


Rowan moved through the positions with
excruciatingly slow deliberation. It was intense and exhausting but, at the
same time, calming. He needed to be calm. Reports from earlier in the day had
caused him great distress.


Barra had been the one to tell him. Dansool
Lanachlen had sent a message from the border. Arriving there, he’d found that villages
in territory belonging to his High House had been raided. His message, sent
three days earlier, had confirmed the rumors of a gathering Atlean army. And
his note made clear his intention to seek retribution.


Stepping forward, Rowan began the next series of movements.
It began to grow difficult, but Rowan would not relent.


There was a flurry of activity nearby and he was
dimly aware of raised voices. Someone called a name and he tried to ignore it. Only
he and the blade. He did not allow his concentration to waver.


“Tattercloak!”


Rowan straightened and slammed his blade into its
sheath. Barra flinched as Rowan turned to face him. Feeling the scowl on his
face, Rowan forced himself to adopt a more neutral expression. He was angry
with himself, not with Barra who likely had a good reason for interrupting.


“What is it, Barra?”


“I cannot be sure,” Barra said. “But you should
come and see for yourself. It is likely to be important.”


Rowan sighed and followed as Barra led him away
from the practice areas. Looking around, the place seemed far emptier than
usual. Where had all of the people gone?


There was a commotion up ahead. People were
crowded together near the entrance hall that led out from the arena to the
streets. They were listening to a man who appeared to be making some sort of
announcement.


“Do you know who that is?” Rowan asked. Barra
shook his head.


“This applies to all arena combatants, without
exception. Those who have been called today must present themselves to the
scribes here before sundown.” There were cries from the crowd as the man made
his pronouncement. Rowan pushed towards the front of the group, meeting
resistance at first. Once he was recognized people began to make way. Though
not well-liked, Rowen’s skills were acknowledged and people refrained from
antagonizing him.


“I said this applies to all arena combatants
without exception,” the man cried out again, struggling to be heard over the
shouting. Now that Rowan could see him, he recognized the tall thin man as one
of the overseers who had presided over his first match in the arena.


Ish’Lassan was his name and he seemed to be
looking at the crowd with contempt. Wearing bright silks, the man had four
guards surrounding him in a protective circle. They were large men with large
weapons, but would likely offer little protection if the crowd turned violent.


“You will, all of you, present yourselves to the
scribes and receive your orders,” Ish’Lassan said, waving a rolled up scroll,
bound and tied with a small cord. Dozens of seemingly identical scrolls sat
piled atop the table behind him. “This will tell you which High House you are
to report to.”


Rowan considered asking someone what Ish’Lassan
meant, but he didn’t have to. The man’s eyes found Rowan and gleamed.


“You appear confused, Tattercloak. Did you
not hear my news?” The man smiled mockingly. He did not give Rowan a chance to
answer before continuing. All eyes were now on Rowan.


“The High King has declared that we are to go to
war with the greenlanders. Their armies have crossed our borders and savaged
our lands, claiming their actions are in response to our own. But their lies
are weak, and now your people will learn the error of what they have done.”
With disdain, Ish’Lassan identified Rowan as a greenlander. Faces in the crowd
hardened, anger plain in their expressions.


Rowan met their gazes with calm composure, though
inside he felt shame and guilt. War would ravage both countries and leave
thousands dead. The death and destruction, it could all be laid at his feet. It
was his to bear.


“As the law dictates,” Ish’Lassan proclaimed, “all
participants in the arena are to be drafted into the service of the High Houses
to earn their freedom. In battle. This applies even to a daizhan—a
greenlander—like yourself.” The overseer sneered triumphantly.


“I refuse.”


“You…what?”


“I refuse,” Rowan stated again. “I will not be
conscripted by a High House I owe no allegiance to, into a war that I have no
part in.” That last part wasn’t true, but no one else knew that he had
witnessed the events that started this war.


“You cannot do that! It is not the way.”


Spittle flew from Ish’Lassan’s lips and he
practically quivered with rage. His calm demeanor was gone and he looked as
though ready to fight Rowan, or to at least have one of his guards do so.


Rowan slowly moved closer to the overseer,
ignoring the four guards. He kept his hand on the hilt of his blade but made no
move to draw it. He could fight the guards, and he would probably win.
Probably. But there would be no one other than Barra who’d step forward in his defense.
Some might even fight against him. Who could say how many bore him grudges for
the fights he had won.


One of the guards moved as Rowan drew close,
readying himself to attack. Rowan fixed him a look that made the man fumble and
drop his weapon, the sound echoing loudly throughout the sudden silence. None
of the other guards made any move to stop Rowan from approaching Ish’Lassan,
though they each held their cudgels ready.


Blinded by anger and outrage, the overseer himself
seemed unaware of his situation. Or perhaps he was just too arrogant. It did
not matter. He stood tall and glared at Rowan.


“You will submit yourself or else.”


“Or else what?”


“There will be consequences.” Ish’Lassan faltered
for a moment, perhaps unsure of what the consequences would be or perhaps fully
realizing his situation. “You will be punished severely. I will see to that.”


Rowan debated slapping the man, but knew better
than to further antagonize a ranking official. Instead, he turned and began
walking away. The guards continued to eye him warily, but let him pass. They
were likely glad to see him go.


The gathered crowd parted, allowing Rowan to pass
through. They watched him warily and kept their distance, unwilling to
associate with him. Not after he’d drawn the ire of an arena overseer and
publicly refused lawful orders by the High Houses. That would have
consequences. Though Rowan was unconcerned, those in the crowd were filled with
fear and scrambled to speak to the scribes.


Barra hurried to catch up to Rowan, falling in step
though struggling to keep pace. “That may have been ill done, my friend. This
will come back to burn you.”


“I don’t care, Barra. I am done playing their
games. They cannot force me to fight against my own country.”


“Actually…it is possible that they can.”


“No man can be forced to do anything. He can only
be given alternatives that make the initial choice the best option.”


“They may arrest and torture you. Or worse, they
could send you to the Pit.”


Rowan had heard of the Pit. It was supposedly a
place where the worst criminals were sent, the ones who were not trusted to the
arena or who were meant to be punished. It was somewhere outside of the city,
but no one could tell him where exactly it was. Just that it was a horrible
place that most did not return from.


“If that is what must be, then I will endure. I do
not care what they do to punish me.”


Barra shot Rowan a concerned look. Rowan was not
often so honest about how he felt. He did not hide it, but usually, it was just
a reckless desire to fight. What would Barra make of his callous attitude
towards his own life?


They walked the rest of the way back to the public
housing in silence. Barra kept shooting glances at Rowan, but he said nothing.
Rowan was glad that he did not. He did not want to speak on the issue. He did
not want to explain himself.


When they arrived at the housing complex, they met
Erza, who had come to join them after the melee.


“Have you heard the news?” Rowan asked her. “They
are conscripting arena participants.”


Erza nodded. “I have
heard of this,” she said. “But I have not been to the arena since earlier
today. What should I know?”


“Just that participants are being conscripted by
the High Houses and some of the lesser houses. Those sent to the arena for
their crimes will now instead be made to fight under one High House or
another.”


“And this applies to me?”


“Probably. You’ll have to go to the arena if you
want more information. I didn’t stay very long.”


“Hah!” Barra laughed. “That is one way of telling
the tale.”


Rowan glared at him, but the man ignored his gaze.
“Tattercloak refused the call in a way that only he could. He glared down one
of the overseers—an overseer!—and left the man sputtering with rage.”


Erza laughed raucously and slapped Rowan on the
back. She usually ignored Barra, but not this time. Not when Rowan wanted her
to.


“Why do you laugh?” Barra asked in a hostile tone.
“This one has made no joke.” The smile was gone from his face, as though stolen
by Erza.


“But the audacity!” Erza said. “To stand up to an
overseer in such a way. And while being called upon. It is so arrogant and
foolish, yet I have no trouble believing you that Tattercloak did this thing.
Can you not see the humor in that?” She laughed again, but this time was more
restrained. No one else was laughing with her but that didn’t bother Erza. She
acted without any care for others.


“How can you find this funny! Tattercloak has
placed himself in much danger.”


“This is true.” Erza nodded in agreement. She
turned to Rowan. “You must fight with me before they come to kill you.”


Rowan did not bother to answer her. She’d always
wanted to fight him. Instead, he deflected her attention towards a more neutral
topic.


“What are you going to do?”


“I must decide how to react to this before I
return. I do not like being made to answer to any higher power, but even I
would not make such a scene as you have.” She laughed again and turned to
Barra. “Later, you must tell me the full story of what Tattercloak has done. It
sounds most amusing.”


Rowan gaped at her. Had she just propositioned
Barra as a friend? That was perhaps more surprising to him than the overseer’s
announcement earlier.


Barra appeared as stunned as Rowan, but he reacted
well. “I am willing to do as you’ve suggested.” He looked ready for her to make
a joke at his expense, but she did not. Erza simply nodded her agreement.


“I will ultimately be forced to answer the
summons,” Erza said. “I do not think they will have forgotten me.”


“The law is the law,” Rowan mumbled.


“I think you mean that the punishment will come if
I do not. The law is a moral code, but it is not always my moral code.”


Rowan nodded absently. Erza made it no secret that
she thought the laws were flexible. That was not how Rowan felt, but he
understood her point.


There was a sudden stirring near the entrance of
the building. Rowan glanced to see what was happening. People in the beds
nearest the door were moving away from the entrance, several people bowing as
they did so. A few glanced back at him, but no one seemed willing to meet his
gaze. That was not unusual. His presence made the other residents
uncomfortable.


Perhaps someone of importance was waiting in the
streets outside – most likely waiting for him. Al’Rhun had probably come to
speak with Rowan about what had occurred at the arena. That would directly
affect him, and he wouldn’t come here himself unless it was important.


“What could that be?” Barra rumbled musingly.


“Probably the merchant coming to speak with me and
making a scene as he usually does.”


“You think? Why do you assume it is for— Ah! I see
the looks the others are giving you now. Whatever it is, it is probably for
you.”


“It always seems to be for me,” Rowan grumbled. “I
don’t want this attention, but it seems to find me anyway.”


“It is because you are interesting. You attracting
attention.”


Rowan stood and began walking towards the front
entrance. Al’Rhun would not enter, so Rowan would need to meet him outside. The
man was a great annoyance. If he weren’t necessary, Rowan would gladly sever
the connection.


Reaching the doorway, he sensed that something was
wrong. Armed men stood just outside the entrance, shoulder to shoulder, facing
the door. Al’Rhun would have brought servants to bear his palanquin, but not
guards. Recognizing the colors worn by the men, Rowan immediately stiffened. 
His hand went to his side for the weapon that still sat on his bed.


“I have been told that you refuse the call to
war,” said a familiar voice. “Is this true?”


Illan Ishtar strode forward, a smug smile on his
face. How did the man know?


Rowan turned to walk away, but two men moved to
block his way. He scowled.


“I have no obligations to fight in your war.”


Illan Ishtar produced a
predatory smile. Rowan wanted to strike the man and break a few of his perfect
teeth. Instead, he simply smiled back, knowing it would infuriate Ishtar as
much as it had him.


The tightening of the E’laer’s jaw told him it had
worked.


“You may think that you have no obligations, but
you are mistaken.”


“No one can make me fight.”


“You’ve no idea just how wrong you are. The laws
state that you will be forced to fight, one way or another.”


“I’ll do no such thing.”


“Then you will freely submit yourself to the
punishment!”


Rowan wanted to argue, but knew it was pointless.
Rage began to boil within him, but he maintained his composure.


He should leave. He would leave, if he
could, but those men blocked his way.


“You are a cur. A d’hag.” Ishtar stepped
forward, putting himself uncomfortably close to Rowan. His hand rested on the
hilt of the short blade that hung loose at his hip. All around, Ishtar’s guards
tensed. None moved, but as one, they became taut like a coil ready to be
sprung.


“I could cut you down where you stand,” Ishtar
hissed. “That is not a boast, it is a fact. I could do it and face no
punishment. But I will not simply kill you, I want you to suffer.”


“Then why send your assassin?”


“I was angry. But now a better alternative has
presented itself. For refusing the call to war, you will be forced to continue
fighting in the arena. You will fight with no aid or armor, until you die or
choose to answer the call. And I have taken responsibility for overseeing your
participation.”


Ishtar’s grin split his face and Rowan felt worry
begin to grip him. He could take this punishment. The arena was his. It did not
scare him. But how long could he last with Ishtar stacking the odds against
him?


“It will be interesting to see how long you can
survive. Make sure you fight well. I want this to last.”


With that, Ishtar barked an order at his guards
who readied the  palanquin and cut a path for its departure. As they left, the
street—which had quickly emptied of people—began to fill once again.


“You are well?” Barra asked, joining Rowan with
Erza.


“I’m fine, just angry.”


“It is good that you did not attack him. I thought
that you would.”


“I did too,” Erza inserted. “It was smart that you
did not, but it would have been fun to watch.”


“I thought you wanted to fight me. You can’t do
that if I’m dead.”


“Meh.” She shrugged and turned away, apparently no
longer interested. 


“I heard what the E'laer said.
What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to keep doing what I’ve been doing. I
will fight in the arena. They think they can break me, but you cannot break
what is already broken.”


Barra tried to say something but Rowan walked
away. His worry was dissipating, turning instead to resolve. If Ishtar thought
Rowan would succumb, he was wrong. He would face anything and everything that
was thrown at him.











Chapter 36:                  
Erik


A cool winter breeze blew through
the training grounds, blowing Erik’s hair into his eyes. He was agitated,
having to brush it away. This, like so many things lately, annoyed him.


Out in the yard, the younger boys who remained at
practice. There weren’t many left, perhaps fifty or so, the oldest of them more
than five years his junior. They were still boys in every sense of the word.
And with Darius gone, the responsibility of watching them fell to Erik and the
other trainers. Many of them were gone now, too.


He had the boys shooting arrows and sparring with
practice swords, as he had once done with Rowan and his other friends. None of
them were left either. At least, none that were older. The eldest of these
younger trainees might have been around while he himself was still a trainee,
but he would not have known them, because of the age gap. No, all of his friends
had been sent away, off to the border. He probably would have been sent there,
too,  if he were not needed here so badly.


Erik strode across the field, eyes scanning the
boys as they practiced. He moved among them, watching and correcting them when
they made noticeable errors. They listened to him, which he still found
surprising. He wasn’t used to this kind of authority.


When news of Darius’s death had come to the
trainers, they had already been short-staffed. Trainer
Torrhen took up the role of head trainer, but there were so many things
that needed doing that he made Erik responsible for overseeing most of the
boys’ training.


It was still hard to believe that Darius was dead. He had been the head trainer since
before Erik had come to the capital as a trainee. The man had mentored Erik,
teaching him so much. Becoming a trainer had given Erik an incredible sense of
validation.


What really happened to Darius? Erik
wondered. It was not the first time that he’d been bothered by the thought, nor
was he the only one who wondered. Byron had been
the one to tell him what happened. More assassins from Lauratrea.
Darius had fallen in the throne room, dying to protect Princess Elizabeth.


It was a plausible story, but Erik did not believe
there was any truth to it, and not just because it came from Byron. Before his
death, Darius had spoken with the princess. Erik didn’t know what they’d spoken
of but, in the days following, Darius had been withdrawn, almost nervous.


Erik was uneasy with so much happening in the
capital. The city was in turmoil after the recent coup and the assassination
attempts. Young trainees were being graduated and sent to the border, far more
than needed simply for border patrols. The trainers were being sent away as
well, as were most of the palace guard. All of the soldiers left in the capital
were members of the former Lord
Commander’s company.


It was plain to see now that war was coming. No
one spoke of it, but everyone knew. What didn’t make sense was why.


“Erik!”


Erik turned to see who had called him. Trainer
Torrhen was beckoning him from across the fields. Erik waved to let him know
that he was on his way, then turned back to his group of trainees.


“Listen up,” he called out in his instructor’s
voice. It was a tone he had borrowed from Darius, one that held authority. Erik
had learned to use it when he wanted to call the boys to attention. He was
still surprised when they listened to him. He wasn’t much older than any of
them, and he felt none of the authority that his voice held.


He waited until all eyes were on him, then
continued speaking. “Today’s practice is cut short. Return your equipment and
gear and then take two laps around the training fields. After that, you are
free until after your midday meal.”


There was some grumbling about the running, but
that was to be expected. In truth it was just a way to keep the boys busy and
they knew it. But they also knew that if they if they finished quickly, they
would have some free time before lunch.


Erik lingered for a few minutes while they put
away all of the equipment. Once the first few boys had started running he
turned his back on them and started towards the trainers’ quarters. The head
trainer’s office was towards the rear of the housing area, attached to the
apartment reserved for the head trainer, but Erik didn’t have to go quite so
far.


Trainer Torrhen had chosen not to move into the
apartment, nor did he use the attached office. Erik understood. The apartment
and the office had belonged to Darius. The man had occupied them for a long time
and moving in would have felt like an intrusion. Besides, with so few people
around, there was no lack of space.


Torrhen had simply kept his room and, if it were
too small for any meeting, he moved to the empty room next to his. He was a
very practical man. Erik respected that about him.


Erik stopped by his own room to drop off his sword
and his coat. His own room was very near to Torrhen’s and he did not need
either of the items for this meeting.


Erik knocked on the door and waited for a summons
before he entered.


“Shut that door,” Torrhen said brusquely from
where he sat at his desk. “It’s cold outside and I’d rather not have to spend
the next couple hours next to the fire.”


Erik laughed, having shut the door before Torrhen
even finished making the request. His laughter died when he saw Torrhen’s
expression. The man wore gravity like a cloak, and right now, it was wrapped
tightly around him.


“What’s wrong?” Erik asked, taking the only other
seat in the room. Torrhen turned to face him.


“I want you to know that I am telling you first.
Darius…he had a great deal of trust in you. It’s why he graduated you and made
you a trainer. You’ve done well with the responsibilities. Very well. It is
obvious that you were ready for your graduation and deserving of the faith that
Darius had in you.”


Torrhen lapsed into silence for a moment. He
seemed to be thinking very carefully over his next words. Erik wanted to just
out and ask him what this was all about, but he’d learned that was the wrong
way to go about things with Torrhen. The man would speak in his own time and
not before, unless you angered him. So Erik waited in silence.


“I take it you’ve noticed that we have been
graduating most of our trainees?”


“Yes. Too many, and far too young. There’re hardly
any of them left. Hell, there’s hardly any of us left. It’d be very hard not to
notice.”


“Yes,” Torrhen responded. “There has been much
speculation about why. I’ve asked twice and received no answer until only half
an hour ago, when the former trainee Byron came and delivered me this message.”
He held up a scroll of parchment with a broken seal—a royal decree.


“This,” Torrhen said, “is a formal declaration of
war against the Lauratreans, signed and sealed by
the young princess herself and the Lord Regent.”


Erik stared at Torrhen, then at the paper. He held
out his hand and Torrhen passed it to him. He read the words, then read them
again; he’d not been able to comprehend it the first time and needed to process
the information. It was difficult not to ball up the paper and throw it into
the flames. But he’d read the words and burning them would not make them go
away.


He resisted the urge and instead simply handed the
parchment back to Torrhen. Anger and disgust filled him. This was stunningly
wrong in so many ways. How could they go to war?


“War,” he breathed the word, rolling it around as
though tasting it. “I suppose that I shouldn’t be very surprised by this. All
of the signs were there, but still…war. Even expecting it, I am still shocked.”


“You are right that the signs were there. I doubt
that this announcement will come as a surprise to any but those too young to
understand. The public… They will likely welcome this when they learn of it. King Alden was well-loved, and there has been no
justice for his death.


“You are the first to hear of this, Erik. The
first that I have told. It is no secret though, the others will be told soon
enough. I will hold a conference with all of the trainers, and then we will
inform the trainees. The people will be informed by general announcement.”


Erik pushed that thought aside. He couldn’t think
of others yet.


“Why come to me first?” he asked.


“I want to know,” Torrhen asked, “does this sound
like the princess? I did not know her father well, but he seemed a man of
peace. This goes against almost everything that he stood for. I understand that
Regent Gannon declared that the assassination and
the attempts on her life were perpetrated by Lauratreans. But any who were
captured were killed and burned before I or anyone else could verify their
identity.”


“Are you questioning Gannon?” Erik probed.


“You will refer to him as the Lord Regent, even
here where we are alone,” Torrhen commanded. “And no, I am not questioning him.
That would be very foolish.” He said that last bit with a strong emphasis. His
eyes found Erik and stared as though searching for something.


“Much has happened recently. The loss of King
Alden has destabilized the realm and the princess has grown reclusive. I am
told that she is unwell and takes no visitors. I have questions, Erik, and the
lack of answers leaves me with doubts. This war is troubling for all the wrong
reasons and that frightens me.”


“I feel the same way,” Erik said. He couldn’t tell
Torrhen everything, but he trusted the man enough to share his doubts. “But I
cannot believe that Princess Elizabeth would trample her father’s legacy and
lead this country to war. Not without solid evidence and just cause. I don’t
know her like Rowan did, but I know her well enough for me to doubt this. That
paper may bear her seal and signature, but the words are not hers.”


“I did not think so.”


“Then why bother asking?”


“Because of what the answer would mean. Think,
Erik. If these words are coming from the princess but they are not her own,
then whose are they? What would it mean if orders coming from the princess are
not actually coming from the princess?”


“Oh,” was all he could say as he began to
understand the implications of those answers. It would mean that Gannon, as the
Lord Regent, was speaking not for the princess but through her. “I must ask her
about this. She must know.”


“Have you already forgotten? She has been refusing
visits from anyone. Even I cannot speak with her.”


“I have to try…have to know. There has been a
darkness to her since the death of her father. I have to know if she does not
know or does not care.”


“Either way, it doesn’t matter. War has been
declared, and not even she can take that back. Not if the news I’ve had from
the border is true. There has already been some sort of incident. I’m not clear
on the details, but I do know that there is a Lauratrean army marching from the
capital. Events, it seems, are already in motion.”


“Even so, I must speak with the princess. I need
an answer.”


Trainer Torrhen stared at him, then his expression
softened just a bit. “You have a very strong interest in the princess. Are you,
perhaps…” He trailed off meaningfully.


“No!” Erik said quickly—perhaps too quickly. He
felt a flush coming to his face. The head trainer’s words were just a bit too
close to the truth, a truth that he didn’t want to acknowledge.


“Very well. But you can’t go now.”


“You have more to say?”


“No, actually. But I need you to be here with the
other trainers when I give them the news. It wouldn’t do for them to know that
I spoke with you first, and I don’t want you to tell them.


“What has been said between us is not to be spoken
of to anyone else. I do not care who you trust or who you care about, speak of
this to no one. Is that understood?”


“Of course,” Erik assented. He would have insisted
on the same had Torrhen not done so. The things they had discussed—had hinted
at—were very dangerous. There was a level of trust required to say the things
that had been said, and Erik was glad to have it. He wondered what Torrhen
would think if he knew Erik suspected that Rowan was alive and wanted.


Thinking of Rowan made Erik think of Darius again.
He now saw the head trainer’s death in a different light. He saw all the ways
in which it was suspicious. Just like the deaths of Rowan and Baird. The castle
grounds no longer seemed as safe as they once had.


“You may leave now,” Torrhen said. “Don’t go
anywhere, though. I’ll be calling on all of the trainers very soon to give them
the news. I just need to determine what I am going to say to them.”


“Just tell them what you told me.”


“Not possible. That would lead to…trouble. What
would happen if I led all of the trainers to suspect that Lord Regent was
possibly controlling the princess? There would be an uprising.”


“Maybe there should be.”


“It would serve no purpose and cause the deaths of
those who don’t need to die. Now go and take your time to think on what you
have learned while I think on how to share the same with others.”


Erik bowed and left Torrhen alone. He closed the
door behind him and wished that he had his cloak with him. It had been foolish
to leave it behind. He didn’t know why he had done that.


The ground was speckled with powder from the
recent snows. Small patches of darkness indicated the places where water had
frozen over into ice. Erik stepped around those.


He glanced up at the castle as he walked back to
his own room, where he would wait for Torrhen to summon him yet again.











Chapter 37:                  
Erik


“You will let me in to see the
princess.”


“No.” The guard’s voice was cold and dismissive.
He and his comrade blocked Erik’s way, keeping him from approaching Princess
Eliza’s chambers.


Erik met the man’s gaze, trying to contain his
frustration. He was not going to let this man get the better of him. Erik tried
speaking with the voice he used with the trainees—his authoritative voice. It
was met with the same response.


“You cannot enter. And don’t try to force your way
past, boy,” the man said harshly, clearly thinking Erik would try that next.
“I’ll cut you down without a second thought. Just turn around and go back to
your training grounds.”


“I have come all the way up here to the castle. I
am not going to let you turn me away without even telling the princess that I
am here. If you will not let me pass, I will have to shout for her.”


“The princess is unwell. She’s sick and can take
no visitors. You will do her no good by shouting, and I will shut you up very
quickly if you try.”


“You told me before that she was busy. That she
couldn’t see me because she was meeting with someone important.”


“It doesn’t matter, the result is the same. The
princess won’t see you and you can’t see her.”


“Can’t or won’t?”


“Like I said, it doesn’t much matter. The result
is the same.”


Erik felt intense frustration boiling within him.
His anger must have shown, because the guard grunted angrily and appeared ready
to use his weapon to force Erik to leave. Suddenly, the door behind them swung
open and the Lord Regent Gannon came out of the princess’s rooms. His cold eyes
took in the scene before him.


“What is going on here?”


Both guards turned and bowed deeply. The one who
had been blocking Erik—probably the one in charge—replied.


“This boy has been trying to speak with the
princess. I’ve told him she cannot—will not—see him, but he will not take no
for an answer. There is no need to trouble yourself with this matter, I was
just about to have him removed.”


“It is not your place to decide what I do and do
not trouble myself with, Lieutenant,” Gannon replied coldly. His scowl—so cold
and calculating—gave Erik pause. He suddenly felt some of his conviction leave
him.


“Of…of course, Lord Regent. My deepest apologies.
I meant no offense. I—”


“I do not care what you meant. Think before you
speak, or next time, you will have no tongue to form the words.”


“Yes, Great Lord.”


The lieutenant was bent nearly double now, with
his forehead almost touching the floor. Erik did not think the man could bend
over any farther without breaking his back.


“Who are you, boy?”


“My name is Erik and I am one of the trainers,”
Erik said. He gave a bow that was out of necessity and not respect, but Gannon
did not seem to know the difference.


“And what is it that brings one of the trainers
here to the castle, to see the princess?”


Erik hesitated, unsure of how to answer that
question. He was there to… What exactly was he there to do? He had come to
speak to the princess about declaring war. He needed to know if it was truly
her wish. But he couldn’t very well say that to Gannon, the Lord Regent, whom
he suspected of usurping authority.


“I… I just want to talk with her. I have questions
that I want to ask, and I want to see that she is doing well.”


“You know the princess?”


“Not well, no. But we have met a few times,” Erik
replied. “She would know me by name.”


Gannon’s frown faded and he adopted a thoughtful
look followed by a dark grin. Erik didn’t know how else to describe it other
than dark.


“You will wait here,” Gannon commanded. “I will
speak to the princess on your behalf and see if she is well enough to see you.”
He turned away without waiting for a response. Erik almost moved to follow
before he remembered that he had not yet been given permission to do so.


“I will not soon forget this,” the lieutenant
growled at him. “You will pay for making the fool of me in front of the Lord
Regent himself.”


“You got nothing more than you deserved.” Erik
glanced sideways at the man and saw him grinding his teeth. He probably should
not have said what he did, but the man was so stern. Still, Erik decided to say
nothing more deciding there was no need to further antagonize.


Erik waited for a time. He could hear voices
speaking in the room beyond, but not what was being said. The conversation
sounded mostly one-sided and seemed quite calm.


Gannon returned shortly, exiting the room and
beckoning for Erik to approach. Erik stepped forward and entered the room,
followed by Gannon.


“Trainer Erik is here to see you, Princess Eliza,”
Gannon said. He put an almost mocking emphasis on Erik’s title. It was the same
way that some of the older trainers called him boy because of his youth.
It was disrespectful, but Erik bore it. There was nothing he could say against
the man.


“He has come wishing to speak with you and see
that you are well. I trust that you will be able to speak with him.”


“I…will,” came a small voice from across the room.
Erik saw the princess, sitting at the edge of her bed facing away from him. She
seemed to be staring out the window, only the blinds were still closed. “And I
promise that I will behave. I swear.”


“That is good, child. See that you do.”


With that, Gannon left. Erik had expected him to
stay and listen to their conversation, or to at least have someone else listen
in on them. Perhaps someone was listening, unseen. He glanced about the room
nervously. Perhaps it would be best to watch what he said, even while the two
of them were alone together.


Erik moved towards the princess. He stepped closer
and finally caught a glimpse of her face and nearly stumbled in shock.


The last time Erik had seen Princess Eliza had
been at her father’s—the king’s—funeral. That memory was still fresh in his
mind. The princess was a strikingly beautiful young girl, but her appearance
had been very subdued that day. He remembered the pain that he had seen in her
eyes and the fear in her posture. She had been in the midst of mourning and it
had shown.


He would not have thought that she could look
worse, but he would have been wrong. Upon seeing Princess Eliza, he was filled
with worry. She did not look physically sick, but rather, frail. It was, he
realized, the way that she held herself. Once upon a time, Princess Eliza had held
a commanding presence, with confidence and poise. Now he noticed her wither at
his approach. She looked frightened and broken.


“Are you doing well, Princess Elizabeth?”


It was a foolish question and Erik cursed himself
the moment it left his lips. Of course she wasn’t doing well. She had just
suffered yet another assassination attempt and had watched Trainer Darius die.
She was grieving for her father. Why had he even thought to ask such a
question?


“I am doing as well as I can,” the princess said.
“As well as can be expected. Though I suppose I must look a mess.” She glanced
down at herself, seeming to realize the state she was in. For a brief instant,
she seemed alive again, her face flushing with embarrassment. Then just as
quickly as it had come, the life seemed to leave her. Her expression dulled and
the light in her eyes grew dim. It pained Erik to watch her transform in such a
way.


“Why did Gannon bring you here?” Eliza asked.


“I came to see you on my own. He merely opened the
door.”


“The guards wouldn’t let you in.”


“No, they would not. I was told that you did not
want to see me. Clearly, they were lying. They should be punished.”


“They won’t be punished.”


“But—”


“Just accept it,” she snapped. She still hadn’t
turned to face him. She seemed glued to the window, blinds still closed. Was
she looking at something or was something on her mind? He couldn’t tell.


“I did tell them not to let anyone come and
see me,” she continued. “I did not want to be bothered. Not by anyone.”


“But I have needed to see you Princess,” Erik
responded. “There are things that I must speak with you about.” He hesitated
before continuing, then hardened his voice and spoke the words.


“Our country is going to war.”


“I know that,” the princess said. Erik had
expected to hear vehemence in her voice. Anger at what she must blame the
Lauratreans for having done. Instead, there was a distinct lack of emotion, her
voice cold and flat. She stared at the ground as though afraid, then glanced up
to look at him finally.


He wavered, but then remembered what had brought
him here. He had to know.


“Did you know that most of the trainees have
already been sent east to the border?” Erik asked. “All but the youngest were
graduated early and sent there over the past months. Soran, Heath, Damien. Friends,
all of them. Now I don’t know whether I will ever get to see any of them
again.”


“Why are you doing this to me?” she whimpered.


“Because you can stop this!” The princess
flinched, and he lowered his voice. He had not meant to yell at her. “I need to
know why this is happening. I need to know why you want this—if it truly is
what you want. And I am not convinced that it is what you want.”


“The Lauratreans killed my father. They tried to
kill me.” Her voice wavered and he could sense that she did not fully believe
what she was saying. “Their actions cannot go unpunished. War is the natural
response.”


“Something is wrong with you, Princess. I can hear
it in your voice, see it in your face. Tell me what it is. I can help  you.”


“No!” Her scream was hysterical. She jumped away
from him as though he might burn her and watched him, wide-eyed with fear. He
moved, intending to offer her comfort, but she stepped back. Her eyes swept
about the room as though searching for something.


“Nothing is wrong with me, Erik.”


“You’re acting as though something is very wrong.”


“Nothing is wrong,” she said in a calm voice. Her
eyes still ran wildly across the room and her relaxed posture was clearly
forced. “Nothing is wrong,” she repeated to herself. “I think perhaps it is time
for you to leave, Erik. There is nothing more that I wish to discuss.”


Erik began to protest, but she cut off his
arguments.


“Please. Just leave me be. It is for the best.”
Her pleading voice gave him pause and he realized something.


“Very well, my princess. You are unwell, and I do
not wish to disturb you. But please know that I will always be free to speak
with you, should you need me. I am sworn to you.” The words were overly formal,
but they felt right to Erik. It was probably what Rowan would have said, if he
were still alive.


Erik left the room, closing the door softly behind
him. The lieutenant glared daggers at him as he left, but Erik ignored the man.
For him at least, that conflict was over and done with.


The walk back to the barracks was long. It gave
Erik time to think. His conversation with the princess had not gone well. He
had thought that maybe she would recognize this war for the mistake it was, or
perhaps even be surprised at it because it was Gannon’s order. Instead, she had
freely admitted to wanting war. That had been unexpected. But when he thought
over the conversation in its entirety—the way she had grown nervous when he
asked if something was wrong and the way that Gannon had spoken to her—he knew
there was something wrong.


He was almost certain of it. The princess was
being controlled by Gannon, who was acting as the Lord Regent to solidify his
power.











Chapter 38:                  
Rowan


Rowan strode quickly through the
night, making his way along the streets. He was running late and had to hurry.
This evening, he was to attend another of Al’Rhun’s parties. He had attended
other events with the merchant, but tonight was his first time visiting the
man’s own estate. This party was being hosted by Al’Rhun himself.


Prior to the party, Rowan had gone to a public
bathhouse to wash himself, which had proven to be a mistake. The bathhouse
didn’t separate patrons by gender; it had taken him almost an hour to bathe,
having to constantly ensure that he didn’t expose himself. The steam had helped
with concealment, but even so, people had looked at him. He was sure of it.


The thought made him flush. There had been others
there as well. Women.


He had gone to clean up after fighting two matches
earlier that day. He hadn’t fought twice in a single day since first starting
in the arena. Back then, he had fought voluntarily. Now, he had no choice. 


He’d not been wounded in the fighting, but the dry
heat of the day had left him soaked with sweat and dust. Erza had fought also. She
had received her summons and would soon be reporting to House Nagga. Until then, she fought in the arena to pass the time.


Thinking of Erza brought Barra to mind. The man
was being most difficult. He had refused his summons, arguing that he would do
as Rowan did no matter the consequences. Rowan tried to convince him, but the
man was stubborn. He would not listen to reason from anyone and he would not be
swayed.


“They will come for you, Barra,” Rowan had told
him. “They will likely imprison you or worse. They could make an example of
you. They could very well punish you as they have punished me.”


“They have already chosen you to make an example
of, so I think they will not do the same for me. But you forced their hand,
really. You were very disagreeable.”


“I owe them nothing.”


“And I do? I would like to know how and when this
debt was incurred.”


“You are Lauratrean.”


“I am a criminal who fought in the arena, you
mean. And that debt was paid.”


It was passed on to me, you mean, Rowan
thought without saying a word. “Don’t try to distract from the issue. I do not
want you angering the High Houses because of me. I will not have that on my
conscience.”


“If I die, I die.”


Rowan had continued to argue with the man, but
Barra had remained firm. It was like trying to move a boulder by blowing on it.
No matter how long you tried, it wasn’t going to happen. Eventually, Rowan had
given up and left Barra alone. So far, no one had come for him as they had for
Rowan. Perhaps nothing bad would happen, but Rowan would not get his hopes up.


He continued on towards Al’Rhun’s house. There
would be many people coming now, most arriving by palanquins that would be
carried by servants. Carriages and coaches were seldom used in Lauratrea. The
sand made them impractical and the streets were not built for them.


Rowan had been instructed to arrive at the back of
the manor. As a special guest, he was told that someone would be waiting there
to receive him. And indeed there was.


He didn’t immediately notice the man until he
stepped forward to greet Rowan. He was tall, stood stiffly, and dressed in the
dull robes of a steward. A golden ring on the right hand—the only visible
jewelry—indicated that he was a ranking servant. 


“I am to help you find your way inside,” the man
said. Without any further introduction, he began walking.


Al’Rhun’s
estate was different from the others Rowan had visited. It was not as large or
imposing as the seats of the High Houses were, but neither was it small, as
some other merchant manors had been. Still, it was both expansive and
impressive and it spoke of a subtle wealth and power.


“Ahem.”


The man leading the way coughed, making Rowan
aware that he had stopped to gaze. He continued forward, following the man. He
was led to the side of the manor rather than to the front entrance, where other
guests were arriving and making their way through the gardens.


“Why must I enter away from the other guests?”


The servant glanced back at him disdainfully.


“You are an outsider of a low station. The master
supports you and wishes to parade you about but it would be offensive to allow
you entrance with the other guests. You are unworthy of that and, in this one’s
opinion, unworthy of the master’s attentions. But it is not my place to make
that determination.”


You don’t seem to have any trouble expressing
your opinion, though.


Rowan kept silent, not wishing to argue with the
man. He didn’t even want to be there, and had only come at Al’Rhun’s
insistence. These parties were the price of the merchant’s sponsorship.


Since refusing conscription, Rowan had been forced
to fight eight matches in as many days. Al’Rhun insisted that Rowan keep him as
a sponsor, as it was the only thing keeping him alive. Rowan wasn’t so sure. It
was difficult to see what benefit their relationship afforded him.


The servant escorted Rowan around the grounds.
Brightly colored orbs lit the entirety of the grounds, suspended in the air. A
few places were dimly lit to maintain an air of privacy, but nowhere was it
dark.


They passed several people—obviously
guests—strolling the grounds carrying glasses filled with drink. Clearly, there
were no restrictions on where the guests could wander.


As they walked, Rowan marveled at the size of
Al’Rhun’s estate. It was situated just outside the waterfront district in an
area where land was hard to come by. To afford space for gardens and lawns
spoke of great wealth.


The High Houses viewed the waterfront district as
a place for labor,  necessary but not meant for living. But as he walked, Rowan
found the area beautiful. The great lake was visible despite the walls, and it
offered a glorious view. The water sparkled beneath the starry night, glowing
with light. In the distance, Rowan could barely make out the shape of the great
ays kaerstl – the  source for Lake Lior.


“This is far enough. I will take my leave of you
now.”


Music played in the background but was
overshadowed by the many conversations taking place. They had reached the party
proper, where most of the guests had gathered. The servant nodded to Rowan,
shifting his body in such a way that could be interpreted as a bow. He lowered
himself just enough to avoid appearing rude and then quickly left Rowan to
himself.


Alone, Rowan stepped forward and began to wander.
He could smell food but knew that it was far too early to begin eating without
appearing both gluttonous and ill-mannered. His hunger would have to wait.


As he walked, Rowan glanced at the other guests.
He didn’t particularly feel like seeking out Al’Rhun. The man was poor company.
There were likely others present to whom he had been introduced, but he was not
one to socialize. 


Al’Rhun had invited a large group of people to
this gathering and most appeared to be wealthy and influential merchants and
members of the upper class. Rowan didn’t know much about Lauratrean high
society but from his previous attendance at similar events, he’d learned the
names of most of the High Houses and a few of the lesser houses, as well as the
names of their Dansools. But he couldn’t yet place names with faces. He had not
been introduced to people of such high standing before. In fact, he barely knew
anyone other than Al’Rhun.


“Attend this one, Parren-nihm!”


Al’Rhun’s voice called out to him and Rowan
straightened. The man had seen him and there would be no avoiding him now. The
difficult part of his night had begun.


“You look fine,” Al’Rhun said appraisingly. The
merchant himself wore layered silken robes of dull orange and flaring gold with
long, splaying sleeves.


Rowan bowed to Al’Rhun and nodded in answer. He
wore garments colored to match those of Al’Rhun’s business and the merchant’s emblem
had been embroidered over his robe’s breast. The clothing marked him as
Al’Rhun’s. He disliked it, but bore it in silence.  


“This one very much likes the outfit tonight,”
Al’Rhun continued. “Did Al’Rhun choose this one?”


“It came from you, yes.”


“Ah yes. It is so very hard to remember all that
this one has provided. The colors suit you. Ha! Suit you, like a suit! You
see.” Al’Rhun laughed at his own word play.


“Yes, very good.”


Together, they strolled through the party, Al’Rhun
leading the way. They talked for a time and then they mingled with others.
Al’Rhun took every opportunity to exhibit Rowan like a prized dog.


Another might have found the attention gratifying
and reveled in the adulation. But it brought Rowan no pleasure, just as he
found no joy in fighting. It wasn’t about glory or honor or recognition or even
money. Al’Rhun was just a means for him to risk his life in the arena.


“How are you holding up?” Al’Rhun asked Rowan
casually as they moved from one conversation to another. “This one imagines it
must be very trying, having to fight so often.”


Rowan shook his head. “It is required of me. It is
nothing more.”


“From anyone else, Al’Rhun would believe that to
be a boast. But not from you. Your skills have been proven many times over
already.” The merchant nodded in passing to a familiar guest but did not stop
to talk.


“If this one is to be fully candid, your refusal
to obey the laws of conscription has been causing Al’Rhun much distress.”


“What struggles could my refusal possibly cause
you?” Rowan asked coldly.


Al’Rhun waved his hands apologetically. The long
sleeves of his robes whipped about, nearly slapping Rowan in the face. “This
one did not mean to belittle your own struggle. That was certainly not the
intent.”


“I will not be drawn into this conflict. If there
is to be war, then I will have no part in it.”


“This one understands completely.”


“Yet you wish I had not refused conscription,”
Rowan said accusingly.


“It would make life easier,” Al’Rhun said. “But
then, so would a great many things. If you were to leave though, you could no
longer fight in the arena and earn this one money.”


Rowan wondered what political pressures Al’Rhun faced
as his sponsor. The man feigned friendship very well, but financial well being
was all that truly mattered to him. Rowan again wondered if he needed Al’Rhun’s
sponsorship.


“I should take my leave of you now, so that others
may have the pleasure of your company,” Rowan said, leaving Al’Rhun with a bow
before the merchant could protest. In his time with the man, Rowan had become
quite adept at speaking without giving offense, a necessity given his required
attendance at events with Al’Rhun. 


He backed away and began to make his way across
the grounds, hoping to get some fresh air in the gardens where there would be
fewer people. He found the edge of the party and breathed deeply of the night
air.


He glanced down towards the shore, where Nel would
be waiting for him again, just like before. He desperately wanted to leave but
had to restrain himself, both to keep her safe from the vengeful Ishtars and to
keep himself in check. He knew that he had nothing but pain to offer a girl
like Nel. He was a broken man and she deserved better.


Rowan turned his attention away from the lake and
back towards the party. He strode along the garden path, making way for a
couple seeking privacy as he had, though likely for very different reasons.


He was watching a pair of men speaking when he
caught the sound a familiar voice—one speaking in his own Atlean tongue. He
turned and froze. A short distance away, speaking with Al’Rhun,
was a ghost from Rowan’s past. Lord Evans.











Chapter 39:                  
Rowan / Nel


What is he doing here? Rowan
panicked. Did he follow me this far?


At that moment, Lord Evans looked in his
direction. His gaze swept across the room, but Rowan felt it linger on him. The
man had to know. What other reason would he have to be there?


Rowan immediately turned to go. He risked
Al’Rhun’s sponsorship by leaving, but he couldn’t stay. It was far too
dangerous. Not because he would be exposed—that prospect, dangerous though it
was, he found  potentially liberating—but because he felt an overwhelming anger
boiling within. Perhaps if he’d worn his sword… But no. He would die before he
could kill Evans.


It was then that Al’Rhun called to him.


“Come here, Parren-nihm.”


Rowan froze at the mention of his name. He could
see his escape path…he could still leave. It would complicate things, but it
would be easier than facing the man behind him. But in an instant, his way was
blocked and Al’Rhun was at his side, pulling him back.


“Come, Parren-nihm. This one has someone that you
must meet. A man from your own homeland.” Al’Rhun’s grip was like an iron vice,
pulling Rowan back.


“I must go, Al’Rhun. I do not mean to be rude, but
someone is waiting for me. Please let me go.”


“Nonsense. Your young lover can wait. For now, you
belong to this one.”


Rowan straightened and pulled his arm from
Al’Rhun’s grip, causing the merchant to gasp in surprise. He didn’t run though.
Instead, he turned around and walked with Al’Rhun back to where Lord Evans
stood waiting politely.


Rowan steeled himself and met the man’s eyes. It
was all he could do to hold himself back from assaulting the man right then and
there. This monster had been right there with Gannon on that darkest of nights.
He was involved in whatever was happening near the border. There was blood on
his hands.


Strangely though, Lord Evans did not seem to
recognize Rowan.


“Is this the one you were telling me about,
Al’Rhun? The one they call Tattercloak?” Evans asked in perfect Lauratrean. He
spoke the language as well as—possibly even better than—Rowan did himself.
There was only the barest hint of an accent.


“Yes, yes. He is a Greenlander like yourself and
has been fighting for me in the arena. And winning too—quite spectacularly. His
name is Parren.” Al’Rhun turned back towards Rowan and gestured to Evans. “This
is an acquaintance of Al’Rhun’s by the name of Lord Evans. A very good trading
partner and source of information and connections. He has been very interested
in you, young Parren-nihm. Begged this one to meet
you.”


Lord Evans bowed his head and extended a hand.
Rowan looked down at the proffered hand. He reached out his own and tightly
squeezed Lord Evans’s. The man didn’t wince or say a word, just as he didn’t seem
to recognize Rowan. How very puzzling.


“It is as Al’Rhun says. I have heard much about
you, Parren. Your victories in the arena are the source of many rumors. I hope
very much that I will be able to see your next fight.”


“I fight often. I am sure that you will have your
chance, just as I am sure that we will meet again.”


Lord Evans nodded politely. Rowan studied him,
searching for some spark of recognition, but found nothing. Was it possible
that the man did not recognize him?


“Do you have any news for this one from your
homeland?” Al’Rhun asked Lord Evans.


“Not much, I am afraid. Very little that you will
not have already heard. Nothing but talk of war and fighting.”


“Yes, yes.” Al’Rhun nodded. “It is so very
unfortunate that your King Alden died. Now your country is in the hands of one
who is only a child.”


“Yes. Princess Eliza is a wonderful girl, but she
changed profoundly with the death of her father. She is full of rage and and
blames your country for his demise. Sadly, she seeks to avenge his death by
declaring war on Atlea, which I terribly regret. I do hope you understand that,
despite my origin, I am not a significant part of the politics. War is not what
I want.”


Liar. You helped to instigate this war.


Rowan wanted to loudly denounce Lord Evans for his
lies, but held his tongue. It was not the time for accusations


“Al’Rhun understands completely. War can be bad
for trade. Very bad.” The merchant, too, lied. But his was a small lie.
“Besides,” Al’Rhun continued, “you will lose if it comes to war. When banded
together, the High Houses cannot be stopped.”


Lord Evans laughed lightly. Had Rowan not known
the true character of the man, he would have believed the man’s smile. Would
have believed that he didn’t care. But he knew better.


“I am sure that your confidence is well-founded.
But Atlea has a masterful Lord Commander and a very large army.”


“So you do believe that it will come to
war.”


“Yes.”


“Then we agree, as do most of the wealthy in Lior. Many hunger for it, some even wishing to provoke
tensions. And you have come here to make a profit?”


“Among other things. There is much that interests
to me in Lior. I suspect others would have come too, had the border remained
open and the climate more hospitable. It is too dangerous now, especially given
the attacks along the border. Such a tragedy, those are.”


“Dansool Lanachlen is dealing with those very
raids. They are, after all, his lands that are being attacked,” said Al’Rhun.


“One of the High Houses has acted already,” Lord
Evans breathed. His eyes flashed with interest. “That is much faster than I had
anticipated. Have any others made a move to follow?”


Al’Rhun and Lord Evans continued to trade
information. Rowan could no longer listen as his rage continued to grow,
tempered only by fear of  detection. He still could not believe that Lord Evans
did not recognize him. Standing there silently while the two men talked of war,
Rowan decided to leave before his real identity was discovered.


“I must go now,” Rowan said, excusing himself. He
gave a slight inclination of the head to Al’Rhun and then left without a word
to Lord Evans. He made his way through the crowd and found his way out.


At the back gate, he bumped into a man who
practically growled at him. Rowan turned to apologize and had his second shock
of the night, as he saw the mercenary that had tried to
kill him in Atlea. Dagget.


Rowan ducked his head and quickly walked away
before he was recognized. Once he’d completely left the grounds, he began
running.


What had Lord Evans been doing at that party? And
why had Dagget been there, too? The man had promised to exact revenge upon
Rowan, but he could not have tracked him this far.


Suddenly it came to him. The man had been brought
here by Lord Evans. Whether Evans knew that the mercenary sought Rowan, he could
not be sure.


Why was this happening now? He was struggling to
deal with High House Ishtar and their allies. This
was just too much. And Dagget was nothing next to Lord Evans.


Rowan walked the streets, quickly making his way
toward the public housing near the waterfront. He needed to be alone. He needed
time to think about what had just happened. There were things he’d thought
false which might actually prove to be true. What would all of this mean for
him? 


He had turned his back on his past but it had now
come back to face him. Would he face it? Would he run?


Above all, he wondered whether the rumors of
Princess Eliza could possibly be true.


‘Princess Eliza is a wonderful girl,’ Lord Evans
had said. ‘The death of her father has changed her.’


The man had spoken of the princess in the present
tense. He’d said that she was alive. Not dead, but alive. It had to be a lie.
But if it wasn’t….


What would he decide to do?


*      *      *


The sands at the shore of the lake
were soft. They shifted beneath Nelliel’s feet as she walked—giving way and
enveloping her, then solidifying as she tried to pull away. It made walking
difficult, which was why she had removed her sandals. She didn’t mind, though.
She liked feeling the sand between her toes and the water at her heels—even if
it was cold.


Nel glanced back towards the city, seeking the
site with the brightest and most colorful lights. The sky was beginning to grow
dark, making the lights glow that much brighter. That was where he would be.


She wondered what he would be doing at this very
moment. She had never been to an event like the one he was attending, and had
no idea what it would be like. The food must be extravagant, and the drinks,
too. She wondered idly if there were many pretty women at the party. They would
likely try to speak to Rowan. Probably even try to take advantage of him,
seduce him.


They would not succeed, though. Nel was sure of
that.


She shook the thought from her head. For all that
he protested, she knew that he cared for her. He was a stubborn challa, but he
had promised to meet her when his night was done. She would wait until he did.


He needed her.











Chapter 40:                  
Andrew


Andrew stood tall among the
carnage. All around him, men were shouting triumphantly. They had just won
their first battle.


He did not share their excitement. There had been
little honor in their victory. What was left of the village was in ruins. Homes
and shops destroyed. Wares looted. Occupants all dead or fled.


They had attacked the village early that morning.
It was supposed to have housed a small Lauratrean army. There had been
soldiers present, but fewer than fifty. Nothing that could have been called an
army.


Andrew’s thousand-strong force took the village
with ease. The Lauratrean soldiers fought while the families fled, but Andrew
had not seen a single person escape with their life.


It sickened him.


He had fought alongside his friends and fellow
soldiers against the enemy soldiers, but he would never take the life of an
innocent. It left him questioning the honor in what was happening—this war.


“You look pale, boy. You gonna sick up?”


Andrew turned and saluted
Borrs, his lieutenant. The officer waved it away.


“Your first fight?”


“I’ve fought before.”


“But you’ve never killed before,” Borrs stated.
“You haven’t seen the death on a battlefield like this.”


“Was this truly a battle?”


“No,” Borrs answered honestly. “But for you, it’s
close enough. You did well not dying.”


Andrew grunted, accepting the compliment. It was
sincere, he thought. It was hard to tell with Borrs. The man acted callous
towards him. But even so, Andrew and the other boys had been ordered to stay
back as a support unit. They hadn’t seen any actual combat themselves until the
fighting was practically finished.


Borrs hadn’t said anything, but that placement
could only have been his decision. Andrew knew that some of the other groups of
younger boys had been placed at the front of their unit to act as an expendable
shield.


The man didn’t know what to do with his charges.
They were technically soldiers just like any other, but none had finished their
training. He saw them as a liability, but at least he didn’t throw them away.


“You should go and see to your friends,” Borrs
said. “Find out who made it and who didn’t.”


The lieutenant left without acknowledging Andrew’s
salute. Andrew held it until the man was gone. He was one for protocol, even if
it wasn’t observed by anyone else. Order should always be maintained.


He turned and walked away.


“Ho, Andrew!” Damien called
when he saw him. The boy was bloodied and bandaged, but seemed otherwise all
right. He stood over Soran, who sat on the ground
with his sword across his knees. Soran seemed to be staring at something very
far away, his eyes hard and expression slack.


“Is he hurt?”


“No. He’s fine, just a bit rattled is all. Not
everyone made it.” Damien gave Andrew a look that told him the news wasn’t
good.


“Who?”


“Eight wounded and two dead.”


Andrew recoiled. Two of his friends were dead.
They had died to take a small Lauratrean village near the border that held
little to no significance. They had died for nothing.


“Who died?”


“Darrow…and Heath.”


“No. That can’t be right.”


“I’m sorry,” Damien said. “Heath was a good
person. I know you two were friends.”


“Was it bad?”


“No.” Andrew stared at his friend and couldn’t
tell if he was lying. He didn’t want to know. Not really. This day had been
hard enough as it was. Better to believe that his friend had died honorably and
easily.


“I didn’t think it would be like this,” Damien
said.


“This is just the start. I imagine that the real
war will be worse. Much worse.”


He looked down at Soran.


“Let’s get him to a tent and see who else we can
find.”











Chapter 41:                  
Rowan


“The girl who likes you has been
coming by. She is looking for you.”


“Oh,” Rowan said. Of course. Nelliel would be
after him. He had forgotten about her. They had promised to meet by the lake
after Al’Rhun’s party a few days ago, but after encountering Lord Evans, he had
fled the party and forgotten to meet her.


“Is that all you have to say?” Barra asked him.
“You did not forget her, I hope.”


“I’ve been…distracted. Nel will have to wait,”
Rowan said.


“I understand. The news coming from the
borderlands has been serious  indeed, and all of it after the death of your
nation’s ruler. These are dark times, there is no denying it. And now that
Dansool Lanachlen has marched to war….


"You are worried by this thing," Barra
continued cautiously. "It is only natural, for the greenlands are your
home. Now our two nations will soon be at war. The proclamation was one thing,
but now the fighting has begun."


Rowan continued to stare ahead, his gaze unfocused
and eyes unseeing. He sat on his bunk with Barra standing over him. Erza idled
nearby, doing her best to pretend that she weren't listening. They were both
worried by his reaction to the news.


It had not been sudden. Rumors of a gathering
Atlean force had abounded over the past months. There had even been reports of
several attacks. Dansool Idris Lanachlen had
marched to war and not long after, the Lauratrean High
King had declared war. But now the fighting had begun, and soon they would
be required to answer their calls to conscription.


Rowan had known all of this. It had troubled him,
but what could he do? He had already failed to stop it.


She lives. He finally believed it.


Barra and the others thought it was the prospect of
war that troubled him. They were wrong. Once Gannon had gained control of
Atlea, war became inevitable. It was what the man wanted. No, what troubled
Rowan were the rumors concerning the princess. He had dismissed them before,
but now... Now, things had changed.


Rowan shook his head.


"You can trust me, Tattercloak. I will share
your burdens."


Rowan looked up. There was true concern in the
man's face--in his friend's face.


"I cannot do that, my friend. They are mine
to bear. I cannot share them with you."


"They needn't be secret, though. Such things
are not meant to be kept, but shared. Holding them inside, it will only
increase the weight."


"It is not that I do not trust you. I just
cannot speak of my past. Not yet. There are things that I must do first."


"You cannot intend to fight!? You will be
imprisoned if you try to return home. I will follow you if that is your path,
but I cannot—"


"No," Rowan interrupted. "I do not
intend to return to my homeland." It felt odd to so openly acknowledge
where he had come from. He did not speak of his past. Not to anyone but Nel,
and even she did not know the full truth of it.


"What is your intention then?" Erza
asked, giving up the pretense of remaining politely uninvolved.


"Does it matter?"


"Of course. Your decision affects us
all!"


"I have not yet chosen a path," Rowan
said. As he spoke the words, he knew them to be untrue. He did intend to
fight for his country. Not against the Lauratreans, of course. He intended to
fight the true enemy. Gannon. The man who had killed his master. Eliza. The
king.


"I do not think this is true," Barra
responded. He looked ready to say more, but Erza did not give him the chance.


"It matters not whether you go or stay. I
will follow until you fall to my blade!"


Rowan almost smiled. Almost.


He nodded to Erza and Barra, rising to his feet.


"I need to clear my mind. Be alone for a
while so that I can think. There is much to consider."


Barra grasped his arm. "You aren't going to
try and leave, are you?" He looked concerned.


Rowan shook his head. "No. Just wander."
Barra nodded and released his arm. Erza pouted but blessedly kept her silence
as Rowan took his blade and his cloak and walked outside.


He found himself heading in the direction of the
lake. The streets were calm and mostly empty, but Rowan made sure to steer
clear of people and keep a watchful eye on the alleys he passed. There had been
another incident recently with an Ishtar assassin, and he was sure that it
would not be the last.


He was maddened by their pettiness. He refused to
acknowledge them or play their games, no matter how much it offended them. No
matter their reprisals. He did not care.


Let them send their assassins, he thought.
They only highlight their own insecurities and their failures. I will not bow
to them.


The lakefront was busy with people, far busier
than the streets leading to it had been. Cargo was being loaded and unloaded
from boats and barges that were to sail to the cities across the great lake.


It was easy to tell the origins of the boats and
their crews. The men all had distinct accents and the boats themselves were
different. Those from Bellara, to the north, were
smaller skiffs and barges while those from Erindell, across the lake, were
larger vessels.


The short distance between Lior and Bellara made
it almost as convenient for the boats to sail along the edge of the lake as to
sail directly across it. Erindell, however, was as far across the great lake as
could be and took more than a full day’s journey to reach.


No one gave Rowan a second glance as he walked
among them. He kept his hood up to cover his face, not wanting to be
recognized. Before, he’d only worried about the Ishtars but now that Lord Evans
was in the city, he needed to be extra careful.


Rowan sought out the shoreline where he’d hoped to
be alone. He needed to think about what he’d do next—what path he’d take. The
water was bitingly cold as he waded into it. It nipped at his ankles and left
his feet numb.


His hand found the hilt of his sword, the one that
once belonged to Baird. He fingered the grip.


If Princess Eliza was still alive, it meant that
he had abandoned his responsibilities. It was his duty to return and save her.
But could he be sure that she was alive?


He’d heard rumors that she had survived the
assassination of her father more than once. Many in this country thought she
was responsible for closing the border and provoking a war. He had discounted
all news of her being alive as false. Rumor and nothing more.


But if there was even a chance that she was alive,
he owed it to her to return.


The certainty of that decision surprised him. It
had been so difficult for him to abandon his country and his friends and his
duty. The loss of so many had broken him. He could not even be certain that
Lord Evans was speaking truthfully when he said that Eliza was alive, but even
so, he knew that he now had to return. He had to set things right.


A warmth blossomed within him. The sense of
purpose, followed by the cold sensation of guilt. He embraced both and stood
tall.


He turned around and walked back to the beach.
He’d not removed his sandals when entering the water, so the sand clung
uncomfortably to his feet. There was a sizable rock nearby and Rowan went to
sit on it. He leaned his sword against the boulder before sitting down to wipe
the sand off. He did so idly, reflecting upon his decision and what it meant
for him—what he would need to do.


If the Princess was alive, then she’d need his
help and protection. But the war was a far greater and more imminent threat. If
he truly wished to help her, he’d need to find a way to prevent the impending
conflict. Which meant he could not yet leave. Not before dealing with Lord
Evans. Whatever schemes he was plotting had to be stopped. And ultimately, the
man had to face justice. 


Rowan needed more information… what was Lord
Evans’ purpose here in Lior, what was the situation in Atlea, was the
princess still alive, was she under Gannon’s control?  He had to
learn more and to do so, he’d need to attend more of Al’Rhun’s parties.


He fingered his blade yet again and glanced in the
direction of the arena. He’d need to return and conquer more opponents. His
victory would need to be spectacular, deserving of honor.


Another triumph would yield invitations to future
celebrations. He just had to hope that Lord Evans would again be in attendance.
Perhaps Barra or Erza could help. Somehow Rowan needed to discover if
and when Evans would be attending any other social events during his
stay in Lior.


Walking back from the lake, he thought about what
he’d say to them. How could he ask for their help without giving them too much
information? It would put them in danger. He was reluctant to ask but he had to
learn more. He had to find out Lord Evans criminal plans.


Turning the corner, Rowan spotted Nel, standing
down the street just outside his bunk house. Her gaze swept past without seeing
him before turning to look the other way. He assumed she was waiting for him.


His chest ached as he turned away, knowing he had
to avoid her. He’d allowed himself to grow too close to Nel, despite the danger
with High House Ishtar. It had been a mistake. The threat was compounded now
that his past had caught up to him. If Lord Evans learned of her, she’d be
taken and questioned. He would have to keep away from her. And make her keep
away from him, if possible.


It broke him to turn and walk away, but he had no
choice. He could not endanger her.


*      *      *


“She was waiting for you again,”
Barra told him when he returned.


“I know.”


“You should speak with her. She is pretty. Will be
good for you.”


“Leave it alone, Barra,” Rowan snapped. Ignoring
Nel was hard enough already. He did not need Barra making him feel worse for
his decision. The man did not know what he spoke of.


Barra turned to go, but Rowan stopped him.


“Barra. Erza. I need to speak with you.”


They looked at him in surprise, then approached. Rowan
usually tried to ignore them as it only encouraged their engagement. He didn’t
want to involve them, especially not now. But he had finally decided that it
couldn’t be helped.


“Have you decided to fight me?” Erza asked. No
matter how many times he refused her, she continued to ask.


“Why do ask when you already know my answer?”


“Because it is what I want.”


He sighed, shaking his head.


“And what is it that you want, Tattercloak?”


Rowan glared at Barra. “I told you not to call me
that.”


“It is a poor title, but well-known,” Erza
interjected. “You should use it.”


“I don’t care what the people call me. But I don’t
want to hear it from you. Either of you.”


“I hear your words,” Barra said. Erza said nothing.


“I need the two of you to do something for me.
There is a man I need watched.”


“I could kill him instead?” Erza suggested. Both
Rowan and Barra ignored her.


“He is from last night?” Barra asked.


“Yes.”


“Nobles are dangerous, and petty. And the laws,
they do not apply to them.”


“You think too much,” Erza laughed. “Your fear
rules you. But I do not fear their wrath. I will do this thing.”


“I am not afraid,” Barra said to Erza. He turned
to Rowan. “But the Ishtars—all of the High Houses—they are powerful and they
oppose you. They take no direct action because it would make them look weak,
but if you enter the game, it will force their hand.”


“Good. I tire of such subtleties!”


“Not a native noble,” Rowan interjected. “A
foreigner, like me. The man is a noble from my country. His name is Lord Evans
and he is dangerous.”


“What is your interest in this Evans? Has he
wronged you?”


“I will not speak of it. I did not expect to see
him here. Now that I have, I need to know why he has come to Lior and if he has
followed me. I need to know when he will attend another party so that I can
observe him.”


“Why do you not ask your sponsor?”


“I have my reasons. You don’t need to know them.”
In truth, he had thought about it.


Al’Rhun would know of such things. He was a
socialite. But Rowan couldn’t let the man know of his interest in Lord Evans.
Asking Al’Rhun would only raise questions that he couldn’t answer. Worse, it
could tip off Lord Evans that he was here.


“Will you do this for me?”


“But of course!” Barra exclaimed. Rowan turned to
Erza and she nodded.


He had more trust in Barra but for this, Erza was
more likely to be useful. She was somehow associated with nobles and while he
wouldn’t press her on the details, he would make use of her connections.


The two of them turned to go. Rowan let Erza
leave, but stopped Barra. There was something more he had to say to him.


“Barra, are you still planning to ignore your
conscription orders? The Lauratrean army is preparing to march to war. They are
almost ready. You will be called any day and it will not go well if you refuse
the call.”


“It is the High Houses preparing for war. There is
no Lauratrean army.”


“It doesn’t matter,” Rowan said. The man’s
stubbornness was frustrating. “I do not want you to be punished because of me.
Promise me that if you are called, you will not refuse.”


“Barra will not make that promise.”


“You are being foolish.”


“This one is protecting you.”


“I want you to protect yourself.”


“By going to fight in a war.”


“You— Argh,” Rowan cursed. How could Barra turn
his words in such circles? The man was dense as a rock. “Just see reason.”


Barra grinned with pride. “No.”


Rowan wanted to shake him until he came to his
senses, but Barra was much bigger and it was unlikely to have any effect.


“Just go.”











Chapter 42:                  
Rowan


Rowan moved his blade slowly
through the familiar dance. He extended his arm and held the pose. His
breathing was labored and he was covered in sweat.


Nearby, others practiced for their own matches.
Ever since the declaration of war and the conscription of fighters, there were
fewer and fewer matches. The conscripted were being called away. It was one of
the many signs that the High Houses were preparing to go to war.


Not for him though. By refusing to support the
High Houses in battle, he was obligated to continue fighting in the arena. He
had already fought twice today. Now he was cooling down and stretching his
tired muscles.


He finished the blade dance and stood, breathing
deeply as he recovered. After a moment’s rest, he moved into position, deciding
to try the shadow dance. 


Now he needed to be strong. He could not fail.


He closed his eyes and focused. He
allowed—actually summoned—his  darkest thoughts to come forth, to be
confronted. He channeled his anger, his failures, his worries and doubts, into
the form of an unseen enemy. The  form would never again be that of his master.


When Rowan opened his eyes and the shadow
appeared. Then it bulged and grew fat, taking the form of Lord Evans.


Rowan grunted. This was not what he had wanted. He
raised his sword and swung, but the shadow offered no resistance. It died
pitifully, not even attempting to fight back. There was no challenge.


Unfulfilled, Rowan left the arena training
grounds. He wrapped his cloak about him, pulling up the hood up as he walked
back towards the waterfront. He preferred to go unrecognized. Even so, many
people watched him go. Rather than hiding his identity, the cloak seemed to
attract attention. It was why people called him Tattercloak, despite his
dislike for the name.


“I see you are still alive,” Barra greeted him.
“Your winning streak continues. This one doubts that you will ever lose in the
arena.”


“Any man can be killed. It only takes a single
mistake. Just one.”


“But not you. You make no mistakes.”


“I’ve made plenty.”


“Bah!” Barra grunted, but left Rowan alone. The
man had far too much faith in him. He didn’t seem to understand that Rowan did
not go to the arena to win or make a statement, but because he had to.


Not because of the Ishtars decree, but because it
called to him.


“Have you been called yet?” Rowan asked, shifting
the topic. At Rowan’s insistence, he had not flat out refused, instead taking
his assignment papers and then quietly ignoring them.


“Nay,” said Barra, shaking his head. “This one has
not yet been called. But they will come soon.”


“And you still intend to refuse the call?”


“Barra will follow you, whatever your choice may
be.”


“I don’t want you punished because of me. You
should answer the call,” Rowan said. His words were not strong though.


 “Do not worry about Barra. This one has faced far
worse. Like the time we met and you were almost killed.”


“As I remember it,” Rowan said, “I won that duel
and another.”


Barra shrugged.


“Ho, Tattercloak.”


Rowan turned to find that Erza had returned.


“I’ve been called by High House Nagga for conscription.”


“That’s unfortunate.”


Erza grunted.


“When do you leave?” Rowan asked.


“Didn’t give us a day or time, so I’ll need to be
ready to leave when summoned. I doubt they’ll care to give much notice.
Probably just going to come and take me when they’re ‘bout to leave.”


“This one will be glad to see you gone,” Barra
laughed, but it sounded hollow. He wasn’t completely sincere but at the same
time, the two argued constantly and couldn’t agree on anything.


“Don’t sweep the sand before the storm.” Erza
grinned at him. “They were looking for you, too. Didn’t tell them where to find
you, but when they come for me, you’ll have to hide or be taken.”


She turned to Rowan. “Learned something else while
I was out. Remember that greenlander you described?”


Rowan nodded eagerly. “Did you find him?”


“Don’t know where he’s staying. Didn’t ask. But I
know where he’s going to be when the moon rises.”


“Where?” Rowan demanded.


Erza grinned. “He’s been seen making visits to the
estate of a certain High House. One that will be hosting a party tonight.”


Rowan’s mind raced as Erza continued to tell him
what she had learned. He would need to contact Al’Rhun immediately to secure an
invitation. It was still early in the day, but he would need all the time
available to prepare.


“Thank you, Erza. This has been a great help.”


She nodded knowingly and left him to his business.


Rowan reached under his cot and grabbed the bag
holding all of his belongings. His dress clothes were neatly folded on the
bottom, still clean enough to be worn as they were.


Rowan glanced at his sword. He’d learned, from
years on his own, to always be prepared for danger but knew his weapon would
never be allowed at the party. He could protect himself without it, but felt
far more secure by its presense. Perhaps if he wore it secretly…but that would
see him imprisoned or killed if it was discovered. The risk was too great.


He took the dress clothes and left the sword
behind as he jogged outside. He needed to find Al’Rhun and then a bath-house.
Tonight he would pursue Lord Evans.











Chapter 43:                  
Rowan


Rowan tried to remain calm, but
couldn’t help feeling tense. This party was entirely different from any other
he’d attended. Dangerous. He had come with a mission—a purpose.


He was going to spy on Lord Evans.


All around him the Lauratrean elite mingled, soft
music playing in the background. Rowan kept to the outer edges of the
gathering, as he typically did.


“Your eyes are focused this evening. You are not
usually so engaged.”


Rowan glanced at Al’Rhun. The merchant—his
sponsor—had had been surprised by his request, but had excitingly agreed. It
was, after all, what he enjoyed...parading his fighter before others to admire.



The merchant was a problem for Rowan, though. He had
provided the invitations, but now would want to use Rowan as a conversation
piece, as a means to engage with influential people.


“This one should not find it surprising, though,”
the merchant continued. “You came willingly, even eagerly, with Al’Rhun.
Clearly, you have finally found the appeal of these parties.”


“What?”


“This one had to force you to attend your first
feast. And for its entirety, you were nothing but sullen, despite the lavish
food and magnificent venue. But you have tasted the decadence and seen the
error of your ways!”


“I… No. I haven’t done anything of the sort.”


“You needn’t lie, young Parren-nihm. You will not
be considered a hypocrite by the likes of Al’Rhun. He understands.”


Rowan stared at the man, wondering what he was
thinking. Except for having asked to attend with Al’Rhun, he had shown no interest
in this party whatsoever. He had, since his arrival, done nothing but watch for
Lord Evans. He’d had no interaction with anyone at all, and yet Al’Rhun thought
him invested. But there was nothing to be gained by arguing with the merchant. 


“You seem unconvinced.”


“If you are right, then why would I need
convincing?”


“A point in your favor, Parren-nihm. But
regardless of what you say, I have seen you observing the other guests this
evening. You display an interest that you did not have previously. This is
good.


“This one should make use of you while you are
still engaged,” Al’Rhun continued. “But this night, he has several important
matters to attend to, so he will leave you to yourself. He trusts you to keep
yourself occupied and engaged.”


“That would be good,” Rowan said. He couldn’t
believe his fortune, but outwardly he did his best to keep his calm. This was
what he’d hoped for. Being free of Al’Rhun.


“Very good indeed. This one will leave you now.
Please do not cause any trouble for him.”


Rowan bowed and Al’Rhun left him. He watched the
merchant leave and then turned back towards the party. There were so many
people. They huddled together in conversation and lounged in groups drinking
wine and enjoying servant-supplied  food. Smoke hung in the air, much thicker
in places where the eldest men lounged and discussed politics. Many of the
younger guests danced in the square as lively music played and drums banged in
the background.


None of this interested Rowan. It was not what he
was looking for—who he was looking for. He didn’t even know if Lord Evans had
arrived, though he did know that the man would be coming at some point.


Rowan circled about the fringe of the party,
continuing to seek his quarry. He wondered where the man would be, if he was
present. Rowan glanced over his shoulder to where the couples danced. Not
there. Perhaps one of the lounging areas? That would fit the man’s personality.
Rowan began walking in that direction. The acrid smell of smoke nearly
overpowered him. Rowan forced himself to focus instead on the enticing aromas
of spiced meat on the grill and spilled wine.


He moved through several groups but saw no trace
of the man. He turned to look elsewhere and that was when he spotted him. A
short distance away, he saw Lord Evans making his way through the groups. Evans
stood out in his bright silken robes that hugged his round body, his pale skin
obvious in the night.


Rowan ducked his head but followed the man’s path
with his eyes, waiting for more distance between them before moving to follow.
Trailing him was easy but remaining unseen was more difficult. Lord Evans was
both popular and sociable, so he stopped often to speak with others. Sometimes
the conversations were nothing more than a short exchange of greetings and
pleasantries, sometimes they lasted longer. Finding a way to stay nearby
without appearing to linger was a challenge. People kept trying to talk with
him.


Slowly but surely, Lord Evans made his way in the
direction of the manor. He left the front lawn and walked around the side of
the house, but not towards the gardens, which were meant as a secluded area for
guests. Instead, he walked the path that was used by the servants. It was not
an area meant for guests. And indeed, there were no guests on that side of the
house. Only the occasional servant.


Rowan watched all this from a distance, without
following behind. Without cover from the other guests, he risked being exposed.
While he hadn’t been recognized before, he couldn’t be sure that the same would
happen again. He could not risk Lord Evans knowing he was being followed.


A servant tapped Rowan on the shoulder, causing
him to whirl about with a start. The man hesitantly proffered a tray filled
with meat skewers. Rowan shook his head and turned away in annoyance. Lord
Evans had escaped his line of sight. Rowan needed to follow him.


He waited until the servant had left before
walking quickly away from the party and towards the house. The sound of a door
swinging shut told him he’d need to go inside. He found the nearest door and
entered into a well-lit room, an open doorway across the floor, leading to a
hall. He followed the sound of footsteps fading into the distance. 


Rowan moved forward swiftly but cautiously,
following unseen behind Lord Evans. There were no others around. People were
outside enjoying the party and the company of others. Only the servants had
reason to be inside and their work took place in the kitchens. With only mild
concern for being spotted, Rowan focused on remaining silent and making no
noise. 


Where is he going?


Ahead, his target turned another corner. Thirty
seconds later, Rowan followed and found himself facing a long hallway that
seemed to lead nowhere. He stopped, puzzled momentarily, before noticing the
indistinct doorway that Evans must have used.


With silent steps, Rowan approached the door, wary
of what might lay beyond. He heard voices from the other side. Leaning in and
pressing his ear to the door, Rowan could just barely make out what was being
said.


“I greet you, members of the Buhli’dazzi.” 


That was Lord Evans’s voice. Rowan did not know
who the Buhli’dazzi were, but focused his attention on Lord Evans. The man was
still speaking, though quietly, making his voice difficult to hear.


“I have received word from my contacts in Estoria. The Lord Ruler Gannon has disappointing news
regarding the princess.”


The princess! Rowan leaned in closer. He needed to
hear this.


“Out with it! What has happened?” a voice called
impatiently.


“She is no longer compliant.”


“Explain.”


“It is as it sounds. She was kept unaware and away
from politics, drugged to remain infirm and indifferent. She has somehow
managed to recover and confronted the Lord Commander, who has been forced to
imprison her and remove her from the public eye. As such, we can no longer act through
her directly.”


Rowan felt himself flush with anger as he
listened. Any doubt that he’d harbored about Princess Eliza being alive was
pushed aside. If Lord Evans said she was alive in private company, then it must
be true. Rowan could not understand how it was. He’d seen Eliza’s dead body
that night.


But not her face. I couldn’t bring myself to
look at her face.


The revelation that Eliza was in fact alive made
him want to smile, but it also weighed heavily upon him. It meant that he had
abandoned her in time of greatest need. And now she was under Gannon’s control,
being drugged and kept forcibly compliant. His anger turned to rage. Rage at
Gannon. Rage at Lord Evans and the men in the room beyond. Rage at himself for
his failures.


“This is absurd,” someone responded to Lord Evans.
“The farce was already thin as it was.”


“Does it matter though?” asked another.


“Of course it matters. The people must be kept in
check. She was a figurehead used to legitimize questionable actions.”


“I believe you underestimate the influence of the
Lord Commander and the submission of the people,” Lord Evans said, quieting the
voices. “This is an unfortunate loss, yes, but it has no significant impact and
was bound to happen eventually.”


“Will the Lord Commander still be able to do all
that he has promised?”


“Yes.”


“Then it is as you have said. Our plans remain
unchanged, so long as you and yours continue to uphold what you have vowed. We
will have war. It is known.”


“It is known,” a collective of voices intoned.


There was a moment of silence then. His ear was
pressed to the door, but Rowan could hear nothing at all. Had they lowered
their voices? Was that why he could no longer hear them? Or perhaps they
weren’t talking at all. But if not, then what was happening?


Footsteps approached the door from the other side.
They were close—very close. He fell backwards and glanced to the side. There
was no time to run. And there was nowhere to hide. He was going to be
discovered.


Rowan pressed himself against the wall next to the
door and saw the handle turn, the door beginning to open. He braced himself,
planning to ambush whoever emerged. His only hope was to grab the person and
pull the door shut, silencing him before the disturbance was noticed.


“I must speak with you before you leave.”


A voice called out from the other side. There was
a pause and then Lord Evans’s voice responded. “Here? Now?”


“Yes.”


“Very well.”


The door closed and Rowan moved without
hesitatation. He slipped quietly down the hall and, when safe from notice, ran
as quickly as he could, no longer worried about making noise. He retraced the
path he had taken earlier and was soon back outside. The sounds of celebration
washed over him like a wave, the sudden return of noise catching him by
surprise.


He had to act calm. Running would attract
attention. He had not been seen, and hopefully, his absence had not been
noticed; unlikely, as he knew no one here other than Al’Rhun. 


He heard the merchant’s voice and turned in the
opposite direction. He could not be drawn into a conversation with Al’Rhun. It
was time for him to leave.


Rowan wove through the crowd, heading towards the
eastern edge of the manor and an infrequently used exit. He passed through the
gardens, interrupting several younger couples and a pair of women arguing in
hushed tones. They both glared at his intrusion, but Rowan had no time to stop
and apologize. He hurried on and left the party and its guests behind.


Even beyond the palatial grounds, the noise
remained loud. Bending over to catch his breath, Rowan stopped and took a
moment to rest and collect himself.


“You!”


Rowan flinched, straightened up, and looked
around. The voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it. Had they been
calling him? Had he been recognized?


From the shadows nearby, a man emerged with sword
on his hip. Rowan recognized Daggett and could see that the man recognized him,
as well. The man’s eye widened, then narrowed as he tensed, anger pervading his
body. The bandit reached for his blade, pulled his sword from its housing and
brandished it with malice.


“You!” Dagget growled again. This time, his words
failed to carry over the music and the sounds of nearby revelry, but Rowan
could read the man’s lips. He was lucky that the man’s shout had not alerted
any others.


Rowan tensed, preparing himself for a fight. He
glanced around quickly, looking for any of Dagget’s companions. He hadn’t seen
any during their last encounter but couldn’t risk being ambushed. If Dagget was
here, it made sense that his friends would be with him.


In that moment of distraction, Dagget attacked,
lunging forward and thrusting with his blade.


The speed of Dagget’s attack caught Rowan off
guard. He stumbled as he jumped back, narrowly avoiding the blow. Dagget swung
again, forcing Rowan to further retreat. The man attacked wildly.


Rowan cursed as he dodged the blows. He’d left the
party to avoid confronting Lord Evans, only to find this. Dagget was dangerous,
but untrained. Rowan could have disarmed the man with ease if he’d only had his
sword. 


The next attack rang out as the blade struck
stone. Rowan had been forced back almost to the wall. He needed to run. Escape.


Dagget growled as another of his blows missed the
mark. He was quick to anger, which was favorable for Rowan. It made the man act
impulsively, making him easy to manipulate. But he was also strong and fit. His
breathing remained even. Dagget would not tire easily.


With escape no longer an option, Rowan shifted his
stance, planting his feet and raising his fists. Seeing that he intended to
fight, Dagget grinned.


“I will take my time killing you.”


“Shall I take your other eye?”


Dagget’s grin disappeared. Rowan moved forward,
ducking to avoid Dagget’s sweeping blow and placing himself in the man’s blind
spot. He was inside Dagget’s range now, nullifying the threat of his sword.
Before his opponent could react, Rowan punched, aiming for Dagget’s eye.


Rowan reached to grab the man’s knife. Resisting
his pull, Rowan tugged until it came free. He needed the weapon. He—


Dagget’s blade cut him. The man swung it wildly,
stumbling back as he clutched his face, a trickle of blood coming from beneath
his eyepatch. Stunned, Rowan was almost cut by a second blow, only narrowly
avoiding it.


Rowan’s blade, however, did not miss. He cut
Dagget’s arm and the man dropped his sword. Then he plunged the stolen knife
into the mercenary’s thigh. It sank in deeply and hot blood sprayed onto
Rowan’s hand.


Dagget cried out in pain. He left himself wide
open. In that moment, Rowan could have killed the mercenary. It would have been
a simple thing. Withdraw the knife, cut the throat. It would silence the cry
and hide Rowan’s identity.


Instead, Rowan pulled away, leaving the blade
where it was. He moved past Dagget and ran away. He heard shouting behind him,
but knew Dagget was in no shape to follow. 


He sprinted away from the manor, turning down the
first street he found. He kept running, weaving a confusing path in case he was
being followed.


Idiot. Stupid fool. Rowan cursed
himself as he kept running. Even if I managed to observe Lord Evans without
being noticed, it no longer mattered. Not now that I have encountered Dagget.
The man will inform Lord Evans of my presence and I would now be hunted.


But perhaps it was time to change direction.
Princess Eliza was alive and she needed him. He had abandoned his princess and
his country, but there was still time to fix his mistake. He could return home
and make things right.


*      *      *


The sounds of the party grew louder
as Lord Evans strolled down the hallway. The buzz of conversation now
overpowered the music. 


He stopped for a moment before exiting the house.
He’d dropped his mask while meeting with the buhli’dazzi and he needed a moment
to put it back on—to return to his usual relaxed persona. It was a difficult
shift, but the casual façade fit him like a second skin.


Evans breathed deeply, in and out. Then he grinned
and stepped out onto the lawn, this time using the front door.


Such a simple thing it is, Evans mused, inserting
himself into a conversation. They see only what I show them—what they
expect to see—taking me at face value. I smile and wave and speak only of
frivolous things, so they think me simple.


He took a skewer from a passing servant and took a
bite. The meat was well-cooked but had too much salt for his taste. He waved
for someone to bring him a drink, which he traded for the skewer.


While they plot amongst each other, I work to
topple them all. And as I drive the knife home, they ignore me—even help me.


A tap on his shoulder got his attention. He turned
to find the mercenary, Dagget.


“Need to speak with you. Alone.”


“I’m sure it can wait.”


“No.” The man glanced about. He had the gaze of a
predator. “I found him. Tonight. Here— at this party.”


The man’s tone was harsh. There was
annoyance—anger, even—in his words. Granted, his tone was always hard and
angry, but this was different. Evans nodded towards a secluded area, indicating
that Dagget should meet him there.  He then turned back to his conversation.


No one had taken note of his absence. He’d kept to
the edge of the conversation for this very reason—to easily extract himself if
the need arose.


He waited an appropriate amount of time, then
spoke up. “I must excuse myself now,” Evans said with a bow. “I beg your
understanding.”


He did not wait for a response, though it was
customary for one who was leaving to do so. He turned his back to them and
moved towards the shadows, where Dagget waited.


“I hope this is important,” he said. “I was very
much enjoying myself.”


He looked to the mercenary and for the first time noticed
his disheveled appearance. A bruise was forming under the man’s chin and his
clothing—a new ensemble bought with Evans’ money—was dirtied and torn.


“You’re bleeding. What happened?”


“I found him.”


“Be more specific.”


“The boy that took my eye,” Dagget growled. He seemed
unsteady, and Evans wondered how much blood the man had lost. “The one you
wanted.”


Evans’s mind raced as he finally understood.
Rowan—Baird’s apprentice–was here, in the city. Had he followed them here? No.
The border had been closed even before Evans made the crossing himself. Even if
the boy had snuck through after him, the crossing could not be made alone. He
would have required a party too large to escape notice. 


But it could not be mere coincidence that had
brought them together. So why was Rowan here— at the very event where he had
planned to meet with the Buhli’dazzi?


The meeting! If he was listening…


Lord Evans whirled upon the mercenary. “Where is
he? That boy MUST be found.”


“Got away from me. I caught ‘im leaving a quarter
hour past. Got the drop on ‘im and had him cornered, but he fights like a
wildling. Punched my eye then dropped me. I cut him tho—”


“A quarter hour ago?” Evans interrupted. That
would have been just as the meeting was winding down, increasing his certainty
that Rowan had come to spy on him.


“Why was I not told immediately? And why did your
associates not help you to capture him?”


“Would’ve come to you, but you made such a point
of stressing how important your meeting was. Figured you wouldn’t take kindly
to being interrupted.”


“That was correct,” Evans admitted, though
honestly, he wasn’t sure it was true. Finding Rowan was now a priority. He
would need to send word to Gannon, but that would prove difficult with the
borders closed. Indeed, his very purpose was to spark war, which would
certainly affect communications.


If only he had known of this before his
meeting. That would have made everything much easier. But that was not the way
of things. Life was difficult. He would deal with it. Rowan was only a boy—one
with no resources who posed little threat here in this country.


“Where are your men?”


“Standing by just outside the party, probably
drinking. Are we to hunt the boy down immediately?” The mercenary appeared
eager, despite the fact that he had just been bloodied. That enthusiasm was
good, but not now.


“You are to tell them what happened. Together, you
will find the boy and you will bring him to me.” Dagget turned away
immediately, but Evans stopped him from leaving. He was not finished yet.


“You will bring him to me alive. I must
question him.”


“So long as I get to kill him in the end.”


Evans nodded.


“Good. I want to cut out his eyes before I kill
him. He will suffer for what he has done.”


He will suffer greatly, though it will not be
at your hand, Evans thought. He knew that Gannon would wish to make an
example of Rowan. The boy would be tortured, breaking both his body and mind.
Followed by a public execution.  


“You will be responsible for finding the boy, but
you will have help. As it happens, there are others who are interested in
Rowan. Ones who hate him even more than you do. And they have both power and
influence.”


“Who is it?” Dagget asked. “I don’t work well with
others. Especially dark-skins.”


“Well, you’ll need to deal with that bias. You
will be working with High House Ishtar.”











Chapter 44:                  
Eliza


This war must be stopped. I must
stop it.


It was not the first time she’d thought this but
it had always been in the  abstract. A wish. Something to hope for but unlikely
to happen. But lately, her conviction had been growing. She found that this
time, she meant to make the wish a reality. It was her duty to do so, but her
situation hadn’t changed though.


Eliza was still confined to her rooms, ever since
her confrontation with Gannon. Unable to leave and not trusted to speak with
others, she had no outside communication. 


Erik had been allowed to see her, but only because
Gannon had allowed it. And he had not come back. She didn’t know if it was
because he had been kept away or if he simply did not want to see her. He had
been very angry with her and it was deserved. That’s why she had not been able
to say anything in her defense, because there was no defense. There was no
excuse for what she had done.


For a long time, she had been afraid. She worried
that at any moment Gannon might order the death of someone innocent, like Tilly.
He had needed her to act as a figurehead that he could use to rule the country,
but now he held the power to rule on his own.


It had been weeks since she had confronted him,
possibly longer. Time was difficult to keep track of when every day was the
same as the last.


“I cannot allow my country to go to war,” Eliza
said aloud. She talked aloud often now, a new habit. It was comforting to hear
the sound of a voice, even if it was her own. The lack of human contact was
terrible. It wore on her, slowly breaking her down. “Gannon’s war must be
prevented at any cost.”


That was the decision she had come to. She did not
know how she would go about stopping the war, especially after she had
authorized it, but she knew that the first step was to escape. There was
nothing to be done in captivity. Gannon would not allow it.


Eliza paced back and forth. Stomped might have
been the better word. Her worry was being channeled into anger, and there was a
lot of it.


How would she escape? Her room was constantly
guarded by at least two guards, sometimes four. Even if she could get past
them, every guard in the castle knew who she was. Every one of them would know
her face, and they would arrest her on sight.


So she needed to find a way past the guards, and
then would need to sneak through her own castle. Luckily, she was good at
sneaking. Years of evading Baird and her tutors had helped her with that.


After escaping her rooms and sneaking out of the
castle grounds, she could leave Estoria and go somewhere to rally an army and
stop Gannon’s war. She would have to.


Getting rid of her guards was going to be the real
problem. If she could manage that, then she was confident the rest would be
doable. Not easy, but manageable with a proper plan in place.


“Where should I go?”


“You should go to Estion, Princess. It is a very
safe place.”


Eliza screamed and whirled about to find Tilly,
who looked as startled as the princess felt.


“It’s alright, it’s just me,” Tilly said in a
reassuring voice. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I came by to see to your
laundry and your rooms.” The maid glanced towards the doors, but it appeared
that Eliza’s scream had not interested the guards. She did not think that they
cared much about her well-being. They just made sure that she stayed where she
had been put.


Eliza collapsed down onto her bed and clutched at
her chest, trying hard to still her beating heart. It seemed to throb in her
chest, trying to beat its way out. It was quite painful. It made sitting up
difficult.


“What…” Eliza gasped. “What are you doing here,
Tilly? I did not expect you until later.”


Eliza was not allowed visitors, but Tilly was not
considered a visitor. Someone needed to be responsible for things like emptying
the chamberpot, and the guards weren’t going to do it. Tilly still came to do
such chores, though less regularly than before. She no longer did the cleaning
or helped dress and make up Eliza. Those were luxuries not afforded to a
prisoner.


“I finished my other duties quickly so that I
could come here. After all, you are very important, and we are friends.”


“You are right, of course,” Eliza said. She was
warmed by what Tilly had said, but it only reminded her of Gannon’s threats.
Anyone who was close to her would suffer. If she escaped, it would mean that
Tilly and other members of the staff would suffer.


She glanced at the maid and fought back tears. How
could she escape knowing that it would condemn Tilly to die? It would be cold
and heartless. And yet, she knew that it was necessary. Not easy, but
necessary.


“What were you talking about earlier?”


“It was nothing. Pretend you didn’t hear
anything.”


“But I did hear you. And it didn’t sound like
nothing.” For a while there was only the sound of Tilly working. Then she spoke
up again. “I want you to know that I am here for you, Princess. You can trust
me.”


“Of course. I do trust you, Tilly.”


That much was true. Tilly was someone that Eliza
trusted, even now. The maid could not help her, not directly, but perhaps there
was something else that she could do for her.


“I miss walking.” Eliza began. “I know it’s cold,
but I miss being outside.”


“The grounds are open to you.”


“But what about the city?” Eliza probed. “I am
forbidden from the city. For my safety,” she added quickly. She pressed
onwards, hoping she wasn’t being too obvious.


“Do you think they guard the city gates well? I
used to sneak out of the castle often, and I wonder if I still could.”


“The soldiers patrol the grounds constantly. It
would be difficult for you to leave the castle without permission. Not without
help.” Tilly paused for a moment before turning towards Eliza. “Are you leaving
now?”


“No, of course not. I am where I need to be,”
Eliza hurriedly replied. The words sounded hollow even to her.


“You could tell me if you were.”


“I am not.”


Again, the conversation lapsed into silence. Eliza
stared at the table and chairs that were meant for sitting and lounging. Even
though it was a prison, her room was still well-furnished and comfortable. That
was where she should be sitting while entertaining guests. It was neither
proper nor polite to sit on her bed when others were present. But Eliza had
never done so before, and by now, she was comfortable with Tilly.


“I remember, not so long ago when it was a chore
to clean your rooms,” Tilly said. She did not stop working. “I wasn’t told
before-hand that they were your rooms. You were dead. But I recognized you
immediately. My princess. I was shocked to see you alive, and pained to see the
state that you were in.


“I was sworn to secrecy. Did you know that? I was
made not to tell anyone that you were alive. They watched me to make sure that
I kept my word. And I did keep it, even though it felt wrong.” Tilly still did
not pause, and she didn’t look at Eliza at all. She just talked aloud as she went
about her chores.


“Back in the beginning—when you were unwell—it was
painful to see. I’d seen you about the castle before all of this. You used to
be such a lively girl, and I always wished I could have played with you. Seeing
you after that night, it was like a part of you had died. You were alive, but
not. Like a shell. You were hollow. Even now, you have gotten better, but you
are not yourself.”


“I cannot go back to what I was. You can mend a
broken plate, but you cannot unbreak it.”


“This place is not good for you. You are not safe
here.”


“Do not worry after me, Tilly. I am well-guarded.”


“Too well-guarded.” Eliza heard Tilly mumble this
in a voice obviously not meant to be heard. “I understand your situation far
too well. It is plain to see that you are not treated well.” In a
conversational tone, she said, “I can’t help it, Princess. I want what is best
for you.”


Eliza said nothing. It was all she could do to
keep from hugging her maid—her friend. The silence remained until Tilly had
finished her work. Eliza suspected that she took longer than was necessary to
keep her company.


“It is cold in here. I will see about getting some
more wood sent in for the fire. And you will need a bed-warming pan. Winter has
come, and you need to protect yourself from the cold.” Tilly turned to leave
and then threw back, “Remember that you can trust me. I will always be there if
you need me. For anything.”


With that, she left Eliza alone once again. She
was used to being alone, but this time, the absence felt more noticeable. She
felt herself shiver and moved towards the bed, then stopped. Instead, she went
and sat by windows. They were closed and shuttered with the blinds drawn, but
the cold penetrated even so. Eliza forced herself to embrace the cold.


It was painful, but it dulled the hurt of her
decision. She started planning again.











Chapter 45:                  
Rowan


Rowan sat cross-legged on his bed,
looking around the large open room. The other beds were empty, just as they’d
been when he first arrived. Erza’s absence had been expected. His ties with her
were loose. But Barra’s absence caused him pain. For all that he’d tried to
push the man away, they had grown close. Rowan considered him a friend.


Both had been gone when he’d returned the previous
night. It had taken Rowan a few minutes to realize that they’d been called for
conscription. If Barra was gone, he had likely been taken by force.


It was for the best, though. It was what he’d told
himself.


Now that he knew the princess was alive, he could
no longer stay in Lauratrea. He had to leave, get back to Atlea, and help her.
The pair would only have tried to stop him. Or worse, attempted to join him.


He had spent the night planning and weighing his
options. He considered just taking his things and leaving. The journey was
long, but he thought he could make it—even without Maude’s help, this time.
Hopefully. But crossing the border would be formidable. Besides, there was a
much easier way. He could stop fighting against the conscription and join the
army that was to march on his homeland


The irony of that choice was not lost on him. He’d
fought against it so hard, only to give in now. If only he’d known before what
he knew now.


Rowan looked around once more but there was
nothing to see. He owned very little and would bring only his blade, his cloak,
and the clothes on his back. The bed creaked as he stood.


He was met by a breeze as he stepped outside.
Rowan turned and began walking in the direction of the arena.


“And just where are you going?” Nel demanded as
she emerged from an alley,  and stepped into his path.


“To the arena,” he said, pushing past her. “Don’t
follow me.”


She tried to grab his arm, but he pulled away
before she could get hold.  Walking quickly, he managed to put some distance
between them, riling Nel even more.


“You will meet with me!” Nel cried out, sounding
more hurt than angry. He had expected anger. After all, he’d failed to meet her
after the party and had worked to avoid her ever since. His friendship with her
had put Nel in danger, and even more so now that he’d been discovered.


“I’m sorry that I missed you,” he said, turning to
face her. He glanced about, looking for a way to move around her but found
nothing. The crowd was thick, impeding any escape.


Nelliel stormed forward. As she drew closer, he
could see the tears in her eyes.


“You continue to try and push me away, but it will
not work.”


“Leave me be!” Rowan shouted, keeping his voice
hard.


“That is not what you truly want,” Nel said. “No
matter what you say, you cannot mask your feelings from me. Your pain, your
loneliness, your desire…I know these things.”


“I want nothing to do with you.”


“You lie.”


“I do not trust you.”


“Lie.”


“You are an irritant. An annoyance and a bother.”


“Mostly lie.”


“I feel nothing for you and I never did.”


“Lie.”


That was it. There was nothing Rowan could do or
say to discourage Nel’s affection. He’d tried  his best to hurt her and drive
her away, but she endured. She would never give up.


“Why can’t you understand, Nel? You must leave me.
It’s for your own good.”


“Your words have hurt me far more than you will
ever know, despite my knowing that they are false. But I will decide
what is good for me…what I want”. 


“Is there nothing I can do to make you walk away?”
he pleaded.


“You know there isn’t. You are a stubborn challa,
but I am like the sun. You cannot change my course.”


 “I am leaving, Nel. I can’t stay in this country
anymore.”


“I don’t understand.”


“You’ve seen the darkness in me. Yes?”


She nodded.


“I must try to purge my despair. To fix one of the
greatest mistakes I ever made.” He paused for a moment before telling her, “I
need to return home.”


“You left that life behind. Whatever you think
awaits you there, I can give you here.”


“I love you, Nel. But I have to return. To stop
this war and save someone that I deeply care for .”


“You cannot return. Even if I support your
decision, the borders have been closed. The armies are marching west to go to
war. You would be caught—maybe even killed. You almost died when you last tried
crossing the desert alone.”


“I know. But I must try. This war has to be
stopped.”


“You must not do this thing.”


“I can’t turn away and ignore it. Not again, not
now.”


“What can you do but die? House Ishtar, they will
come after you.”


“You don't understand!”


“Then make me,” Nel cried, grabbing Rowan's hand
and placing it over her heart. She ignored the impropriety of it, consumed by
the moment. “Yohr hært ust not leiv olny fa u, Rowan. My heart
beats for you too. Make me understand!”


Rowan forced himself to meet her eyes. He had
opened himself up to her, let her in. And now he planned to abandon her.


“There is a weight that burdens me, Nel. You know
this. You’ve helped me deal with it. But it’s not gone, I just…” He hesitated.
“My despair was born of guilt. I failed someone, and that failure took
everything from me. This war—I could have stopped it. It’s my fault.”


“That cannot be true. A single grain of sand does
not make a sandstorm.”


“If the conditions are right, shifting sand can
cause an avalanche that buries a city.”


“There are no dunes large enough for that.” She
was joking, but neither of them smiled.


“I have the chance to make things right. To make
up for my failure.”


“Is there nothing I can say to keep you here with
me?”


He shook his head.


Nel remained silent for a long time. She looked
down at the ground, then up at the sky. Finally, she met his gaze once again.
They were wet with tears.


“I could come with you.”


He shook his head. “No. You can’t.”


“This is something you must do.”


“Yes.”


“Will it make you whole again?”


“I don’t know if anything can do that. But I hope
it will make my pain go away. I know that this is my chance to make that
happen.”


“Then I cannot hold you back.” She shuddered,
silently sobbing. She leaned against Rowan and he held her close.


“You will forget me.”


“Never.”


Finally, hesitantly, Nel asked him the question he
knew she’d been holding —saving for last. The promise.


“You will come back to me?”


Rowan knew that any promise he made would be no
guarantee. He no longer sought death. He wanted to live and would fight to do
so, but there were so many enemies. People on both sides of the border wanted
him dead. But as he held Nel, he gave her his promise. And though it was not a
guarantee, neither was it a lie. For it was—he realized—something he desired as
much as she.


He kissed her then. A deep, intimate kiss that can
only be shared by lovers consumed with passion for the other. He lingered for a
moment, then released her. As he pulled away, she whispered in his ear and the
words burned within.


“Never forget that your heart does not beat only
for you.”


“My heart beats for many,” he intoned. It
seemed the right thing to say.


She smiled up at him, a sad smile. Then her eyes
shifted and her face darkened as she saw the men approach from behind.


“I have found you
at last!”


Rowan spun around, drawing his sword while pulling
Nel behind. He’d been expecting Dagget and the other mercenaries. Lord Evans
would not leave him alive. Not now that his identity had been revealed. 


He raised his blade and found not Dagget, but
Illan Ishtar.


The E’laer stood smiling. He sported a sword of
his own and was backed by no fewer than twenty armed guards.


From the corner of his eyes, Rowan saw even more
men taking positions to either side. They were surrounding him.


“What is this about?” Nel demanded from behind
him. She tried to shove her way past, but Rowan stepped in front of her.


Danger was on all sides, but Illan Ishtar posed
the greatest threat. Not only because of his skill as a fighter, but because of
his nobility. Rowan would do whatever it took to keep Nel from the threat that
had come for him.


“This does not concern you, girl. As a generous
man, I’m giving you this chance to leave. Go now and do not look back.”


“I would—”


“What do you want, Ishtar-tahn?” Rowan interrupted
Nel before she said something to cause further trouble. She had no notion of
the peril they faced.  “I am not obligated to conscription so long as I agree
to your punishment.”


“Your situation has changed. High House Ishtar has
found you guilty of crimes. As E’laer, I have come to see you arrested.”


“And I have come to watch,” said Seto.


Rowan raised his sword with threatening intention.
“You have no authority over me. I have done nothing wrong and will not
accompany you.”


The guards stepped forward, weapons held ready.
“You would dare to raise a weapon in the presence of the E’laer? You will
surely die for such an insult.”


The man who spoke stepped forward as though to
make good on his threat. Rowan tensed and Nel cried out, but Illan Ishtar waved
the man down.


“He is not yours to kill. This one will die,
but not yet. He must answer for his slights against my house and my person. He
must be punished.” He turned to Rowan. “Will you come willingly or must you be
forced?”


“Don’t do this.”


“Very well. Kill the girl, then take him in
chains.”


“No!” Rowan roared.


He pulled Nel close to him and held his sword out
defensively. Guards on every side stepped forward, lowering their short spears
with points aimed at Rowan. There would be no escape. He was surrounded on all
sides by a wall of spears threatening to impale him.


“I’ll come. There is no need for this Ishtar. I
will come.”


One of the guards to his rear thrust forward his
spear. Pivoting, Rowan slapped it down to the ground. As another thrust came,
Rowan grabbed hold with his free hand, yanking hard and forcing the man to
stumble forward.


Nel screamed.


“Ishtar!”


Rowan blocked another attack. One more nicked his
leg, as he dodged two others. He spun as fast as he could, using his body to
shield Nel.


Soon he would grow tired. All it would take was
one misstep. He was going to fail.


He remembered that Baird had died this same way,
overcome by a circle of spearmen. How many had it taken? Five or six? More?
Rowan faced almost twenty men.


He would never win this fight but maybe he could
help Nel escape. If he attacked with abandon, he could force an opening for
her. He would die doing so, but if he were going to die anyways…


He tensed, waiting for the right moment. There was
no time to speak to Nel. He’d just have to trust that she would know to run.


“Hold!”


Suddenly, the spears were withdrawn, though not
fully, as they were still held and pointed at him.  


“Do you understand now, d’hag? You will
submit to my will and face judgement.”


“You will leave her alone.”


Illan glanced at Nel coldly. “I care nothing for
your woman. This way, she can watch you suffer.”


He snapped his fingers and something struck Rowan
from behind. He fell and as he faded, he heard Nel screaming his name.











Chapter 46:                  
Rowan


A gush of cold water thrown down on
his face brought Rowan to life.


He felt the coarse ropes that bound his ankles and
wrists. His mouth was muzzled by a gag tied around his mouth and he had no idea
where he was.


Looking up from the ground, he could make out two
men standing over him in the dark room.


“Leave me.”


The man holding the empty bucket bowed and left.
Illan Ishtar stayed, staring down at Rowan with cold fury.


“The Buhli’dazzi want you dead. You, a
greenlander. I don’t know why you interest them so, but a man from your own
country has convinced the High Houses that you must die.”


Rowan fought to speak past the gag. He had so many
questions but knew Illan Ishtar would never deign to answer him. But he had to
try. Everything depended on it.


For all his effort, he could only produce
unintelligible muffled noises. The sweat-soaked gag in his mouth forced a
swallow and heave as he fought to keep from throwing up. Ishtar ignored his
captor, enjoying his moment of revenge.


“Yes,” he continued, “the Buhli’dazzi want you
dead, and yet I keep you from their grasp. I agree with them, of course. You
will die. But I will make you suffer the humiliation of defeat before you die.
I will see that you are broken for all to see. Your young lover, the common
girl, she will watch you suffer.”


Rowan managed to spit the gag from his mouth. He
coughed and spat on the floor, then spoke.


“You may kill me, but you can never take back the
loss you suffered at my hands.”


There was a gleam in Ishtar’s eye as he stared
down his nose at Rowan. 


“Oh, how wrong you are. Tattercloak.” He
spat the name like a curse. “I have arranged for a special bout in the arena.
There is a man who very much wishes to fight you. He is named Dagget the
mercenary. A brutish man from your country, but a fitting man to kill you.”


“You think that he can best me when you yourself
could not?”


“Obviously not. But he will have the advantage of
companions and you…you will have nothing but a sword and the many, many
beatings you will receive before the match. I do not think you will even be
able to stand, let alone duel.”


What hope Rowan had died as Illan spoke. He would
ensure Rowan’s defeat. More than disadvantaged, it’d be impossible to win.


While rules were well established for fights in
the arena, Ishtar would surely use his power and influence to bend and break
them. Some things though were absolute. FIghters could not be denied a weapon
of their choosing…at least that was something.


As if to punctuate his earlier statement, Ishtar
backhanded Rowan hard enough to blur his vision. Another blow rattled his head
and left him limp from the pain. More may have followed, but he could not be
certain.


“You face your death with the rising sun.” He
reached down and grabbed Rowan by the chin, bringing their faces together. “Try
not to break before your fight. I have paid for a show and I expect you to
deliver.”


With that, he left by the same door as had the man
with the bucket. Rowan heard muffled conversation and the door opened again.
Two men walked in, and Rowan felt the bruises before they’d lifted a hand.











Chapter 47:                  
Eliza


Eliza waited patiently. Everything
was ready to go. Tonight was the night she would escape.


She shook with nervous fear. If she failed,
there’d be no second chance. Gannon would make sure of that.


Since deciding to flee, Eliza had done everything
in her power to ensure success. She was confident that she’d adequately
prepared.


Her plan, such as it was, was simple. In the past
weeks, she’d memorized the patterns of her guards. They kept to a strict
schedule, alternating pairs to ensure she was always watched. Except for
tonight.


She’d noticed that, with a certain regularity, one
of the guards would leave his post. After a time, she realized it was always
the same guard. Every fourth day, one of the pair of night guards would leave
his partner for a few hours and then return. She knew where he went from their
conversations, but she preferred to ignore his reason for leave. His abuse of
power disgusted her, but also gave her the opportunity she needed.


Tonight was the fourth night. She would wait for
the guard to leave and then attack the one who remained. Not the best plan, but
she would make it work.


A small sack nearby held the items she’d take with
her. There wasn’t much: a single change of clothes, some coins and jewelry she
could sell, and leftover food she had saved, all wrapped up in a bedsheet.


She wore layers of clothing to protect her from
the cold. It was winter and, while the snow wasn’t deep, it covered everything,
creating a blanket of white powder.


Voices outside signaled a changing of the guard.
Eliza scurried across the room and pressed her ear to the door.


“Anything unusual happen today?”


“Nothing ever happens here. Her Highness knows
enough to stay in there and keep quiet.”


“Always best to check. She can be unpredictable.”


“Aye. But she knows her place now.”


Anger coursed through Eliza and her jaw drew tight
but she did nothing. She hated the way they spoke of her, but soon enough she’d
be gone. 


“Enjoy night duty. We’re going to get drunk and
find women and beds.”


Once the shift change was complete, there was
nothing but silence. Eliza lowered herself to the floor and peeked under the
gap at the bottom of the door, making sure the men were actually there. She saw
two pairs of boots;  they were there, they just weren’t talking.


The one guard typically waited an hour or so
before leaving his post. He likely timed his absence to avoid notice by anyone
other than his partner.


Waiting had been easier earlier, but now that her
moment was drawing near, she found herself growing impatient. She began
shifting about, finding it hard to remain still but unwilling to move away from
the door. It couldn’t be much longer.


But after an hour, the man was still present. At
two hours, she began to worry. She could still see his feet though, so he
hadn’t left.


“You’re usually gone by now.”


Apparently, the man’s companion was also curious.


“Normally. Not tonight. I don’t think I’ll be
going anywhere tonight. Maybe not next time either.”


Eliza cut off a gasp, but neither of the guards
seemed to have heard her. If the man wasn’t going to leave…


She couldn’t escape if both guards were present.
One would have been difficult enough. She knew that two would easily overpower
her.


“Why not?”


“Why do I need a reason?”


“‘Cause ain’t no man wants to work the
night guard shift.”


There was a grunt of pain and then, “Just leave it
alone.”


“I cover your ass almost every time we share guard
duty so you can go and stick the servants.”


“Did it earlier. Ain’t got the passion now.”


“Liar. What happened?”


“Nothing!”


“Just tell me what happened.”


“The girl was caught with another guard! There.
Are you happy now?”


“What’s that matter? Just go find another. None
are gonna refuse you.”


“Don’t want another one. Liked Satella well
enough.”


“Then find her and take her.”


“Don’t want used goods.”


“You’re going to moan about this all night.”


“I won’t.”


“You will, and I don’t want to hear it. Go and
find someone else to cover your shift tonight.’


“But—”


“Go! I’m doing the both of us a favor.”


There was grumbling, but it was followed by
footsteps.


Eliza leaned down and looked under the door to see
only one pair of boots. This was it. This was her chance. If she didn’t seize
this opportunity, there might not be another. And her time was limited. She
didn’t know how long the guard would take to send another to replace him.


But what to do about the remaining guard? Could
she really fight a grown man armed with a weapon?


She needed to knock him out. It was the only way
to get past without him stopping or chasing her.


Or was it?


An idea cam to her. She began banging on the door.
It could not be opened from the inside, but she could make the guard open it.
She beat at the door with her fists and kicked with her feet.


“Shut up!”


“Let me out.”


“Be quiet and stay put. You know you aren’t
leaving that room.”


“I am the princess. You will let me out.” She used
her most authoritative  voice


“I don’t answer to you.”


The anger was plain in the man’s voice. Eliza
smiled. One thing she excelled at was annoying people. This man had been
annoyed enough to send his partner away. It would be simple enough to get him
to—


The door swung open, throwing her off balance. She
scrambled backwards, frightened despite planning this very outcome.


The guard towered over her, a scowl twisting his
face.


“I will not listen to your banging all night. If
you won’t shut up, I’ll beat some sense into you.”


He turned to go when Eliza said, “I would see to
it that you’d be punished.”


Her words stopped him. His hand clenched the door,
knuckles growing white.


“Perhaps you don’t know your place,” he said,
turning to face her, leaving the door behind him open. If it closed, even he
would need to wait to be let out. “A few bruises will teach you. Nothing too
obvious, but I doubt King Gannon will mind.”


She backpedaled as he stepped towards her. Backing
into the hard wall, she knew she had nowhere to go. She’d put some distance
between them, but he was closing that gap. His eyes were cold.


It was easy to feign terror. Eliza reached behind
her with a trembling hand, finding her salvation. Hidden in  her sleeve was a
long, thin piece of wood she had splintered from the back of her dressing
table.


She surged forward suddenly, surprising the guard.
Remembering the swordplay Rowan had taught her, she thrust her makeshift dagger
forward, aiming for the guard’s thigh. His chest was protected by metal armor, but
his legs were only covered by leather.


Her aim was true but her strength failed her, the
sharp edge only barely penetrating the material. Still, the guard howled in
pain and she thought she saw some blood.


“You little bitch! You’ll suffer for that.”


Eliza responded by kneeing the man between the
legs. He let out a gasp and fell to the ground. She crossed the room in an
instant, grabbing her bundle and slamming the door behind her. The lock
clicked.


She’d done it. She had escaped her cell. Now she
just needed to escape the castle grounds and go to Estion or Barrinell. She
could get help there. Rally people to help her stop Gannon and his war.


She stood to leave and heard a dull thump from
behind the door. In her haste, she had left the guard alone. He was trapped in
the room just as she had been. Not even a key would unlock that door from the
inside.


Soon his pain would lessen and he would begin
calling for help. He might even break down the door. Eliza didn’t know if that
was possible, but she didn’t want to find out. Her time was short and she
needed to be gone.


Fortunately, the man would not likely be
discovered until his replacement partner arrived. Gannon had ordered her wing
of the castle cleared, first to hide her existence and now to keep her isolated
so none would know she was a prisoner. Now that would work against him, making
her escape easier.


She hurried down the hallway to where she knew
there would be a servant’s passage. There was a back corridor that would take
her to the first floor near the gardens. That area was unlikely to be guarded.


The night was eerily silent. Every step sounded loud,
echoing through the halls. Eliza winced, sure that someone would hear her.


Eliza froze at the sound of footsteps. Someone was
coming down the hall in her direction. Light flickered from beyond a corner,
casting a shadow of the person holding the candle.


There was no time to think. A door to another
servant’s passage was just behind her. She didn’t know where it led, but she
could hide until the approaching servant passed.


Eliza rushed to the door and pulled it open, only
to slam into another body as she rushed inside.


There was a gasp and Eliza looked up to see Tilly
staring at her, eyes wide. The sound of footsteps grew nearer and the light
brighter.


Before the maid could say anything, Eliza shut the
door, easing it the last bit to keep quiet.


“Princess, what are you doing?” Tilly gasped, but
Eliza quickly placed a hand over her mouth to silence her. She stared at Tilly
and silently mouthed, “Please.”


They waited as the footsteps drew nearer. Eliza
held her breath, willing Tilly to stay still and not call out. Panic rose
within her but faded as sound of the footsteps faded.


“What are you doing?” Tilly asked as soon as Eliza
released her.


Eliza shushed her. They needed to be quiet.


“Go back to your room and pretend that you never
saw me. I trust you Tilly, and I do not wish to see you hurt because of me.”


“You’re leaving,” the maid gasped, her eyes
widening.


“Escaping,” Eliza corrected before she could
think. It was the wrong thing to say.


“I’m coming with you.”


“No, you’re not. If Gannon catches me, he will
kill you for helping. It’s bad enough that you’ve seen me.”


“I cannot leave you, Princess. I would have helped
you, had I known your plan. You are in danger here.”


“That’s why I am leaving. Alone,” she added for
emphasis. But in the back of her mind she wondered, if it was the right
decision. Gannon had promised to punish others if she ever tried to escape,
exploiting her empathy. Would Tilly really be safer here?


“I will not allow you to leave alone. I can help
you, Princess.”


Eliza struggled with her indecision, but Tilly
made up her mind.


“I know a way out of the castle that is unguarded.
Every other part of the grounds is watched, but I could distract the guards. I
promise you—”


“There is a secret way off the grounds,” Eliza
said. “I only need you to help me find my way out of the castle, and quickly.”


Tilly nodded.


“Follow me.”


*      *      *


Eliza hurried across the grounds,
Tilly following her. She had done her best to dress for the cold, but her cloak
was scant protection from the wind and though her boots were waterproof, they
were not insulated for warmth. She had done well, however, to wear her riding
skirts. They were thick and she didn’t have to hike them up to keep them from
dragging through the snow.


A sound made the princess start. She almost
tripped forward but Tilly caught her and they stepped into the shadows out of
sight. Fear gripped Eliza. Had her escape been discovered?


“Did you hear that?”


Tilly glanced about wildly, but she shook her
head.


They waited for several moments, but heard no
sounds of pursuit. The alarm had not been raised.


How long do we have?


Eliza glanced at Tilly. Her maid had helped her
escape despite the risk. If Eliza lost her nerve now, then her escape would be
for nothing. Gannon would kill Tilly to punish Eliza and there’d never be
another chance.


She breathed deeply and then forced herself to
move. The pair continued onwards, doing their best to stay silent and keep to
the shadows. 


What am I doing? I don’t even have a plan. I
thought myself so smart, but my plan was only to escape. I do not even know who
I can turn to for help.


Eliza stopped, Tilly halting behind her. The maid
was breathing heavily, her breathe visible in the cold night air. She wore the
spare cloak Eliza had packed, but it was not enough. She would need to put on
more layers as soon as they could afford to stop.


They’d reached the open area of the castle
grounds. All of the gates and entrances were well-guarded by men loyal to
Gannon. They could not escape through the guarded openings.


Darius would have been able to help, but he
died because of me. Baird is gone and all I have left of Rowan is Tenro.


Tenro! Rowan’s sword would still be where she’d
placed it when she’d found it, as would her own practice sword. Her own weapon
would be useless, but Tenro…she would need to take that with her.


“We need to keep moving,” whispered Tilly.


Eliza nodded, steeling herself and then sprinting.
She ran as quickly as she could, worried that at any moment, one of the
soldiers patrolling the walls would spot her, but no cries came and soon she
was at the wall.


“Where is it?” Tilly asked. Their time was short.
They hadn’t been seen, but it wouldn’t be long before their absense was
noticed. Already the guard’s replacement should have arrived.


Eliza looked to either side, choosing to start
left in search of the tunnel that ran under the wall. Stooped over and on hands
and knees, she searched—by feel alone—until she found what she was looking
for.  


She moved aside the brush that grew thick at the
bottom of the wall and found the tunnel’s opening, located at the spot where
the brush grew thickest. It was a small opening, little more than a dirt hole.


“Are you sure about this?”


“Yes. It looks small, but I’ve crawled through
many times.”


Not recently, but Tilly didn’t need to know that.
Eliza was fairly sure that she could still fit.


The princess knelt and ducked down into the
tunnel. It was far too dark to see, so she felt her way along. The ground was
cold and wet. She could feel it soaking through her clothes.


“Ouch.”


Eliza ran head-first into what felt like a wall.
Something blocked her way forward, but that couldn’t be right. This passage
shouldn’t be closed.


“Are you alright, Princess?”


Eliza ignored Tilly and felt about with her hands.
Dirt. The tunnel had collapsed in front of her, or had been collapsed. This way
would offer her no escape.


“No!” she cried out and began to tear at the wall
of dirt in front of her. She dug, doing her best to move aside the dirt.


This is my only escape! I have no other way
out. Gannon knows of the others. They are watched. I must get through
here.


“What is it, Princess?” The worry was evident in
Tilly’s voice. “Talk to me. Are you stuck? Are you hurt?”


“No. Just give me a moment.”


Eliza’s efforts yielded no results. She wanted to
cry but had no tears. She beat at the wall with mounting frustration. This
wasn’t how it was supposed to be. This wasn’t how it was supposed to end.


Something shifted beneath her fists.


Eliza reached out and felt an area on the tunnel’s
ceiling where the dirt had given way. More dirt still covered the spot but
she’d found the ceiling vulnerable. Time was running short and her only option
was to claw at the spot so she got to work.


When the hole seemed big enough, Eliza tried to
squeeze her way through. It was a tight fit. Too tight for Eliza. She cursed
and got back to work.


Her fingers were sore and felt scraped and
bloodied, but she couldn’t see them to be sure. She dug more and more and tried
again. Still not enough. But a few more minutes of digging and she was able to
fit. It was very tight and she almost got stuck, but her petite frame had grown
thinner since she’d stopped eating.


She squeezed through and then called back to Tilly.


“Be careful coming through. You’ll need to
squeeze.”


It took several more minutes before Tilly emerged.


“Barely fit through,” the maid muttered as she
crawled out into the night.


That took too long. We need to hurry… It won’t
be long now.


“Where do we go now?”


“We need a horse,” Eliza responded. “Can you
ride?”


“No.” The maid’s voice shook as she answered.
Eliza couldn’t tell if it was from the cold or fear of being left behind.


“Then we’ll need to share a saddle.”


Eliza felt more confident with Tilly along. She
felt empowered. It seemed easier to be strong and in control when helping
someone else. 


“Come on.”


Eliza ran as fast as she could away from the wall.
There were several stables surrounding the castle grounds. Her best option
would be those near the training grounds. They were the least likely to be
guarded and the furthest from the castle. 


Drawing near to the stables, Eliza paused, moving
more slowly. She signaled Tilly to stay put and approached the building with
caution, then stopped. She heard someone moving inside.


She knelt just outside the stable door and and
tried to peek inside.


Snap!


“Who is it? Who’s there?”


The voice calling out was familiar. Eliza rose and
stepped inside, cautious yet hopeful.


“Is that you, Erik?”


A sandy-haired young man stepped forward. She
could see the shock in his eyes as he recognized her voice, then her face. He
recognized his princess.


“Princess Elizabeth, what are you doing here?
How—”


“I don’t have time to explain, Erik. We need your
help,” she interrupted. She worried that Erik might not help—that he might turn
her in. But if there was anyone left she could trust, it was Erik. “I need to
escape from Gannon, and I need to do so tonight. He is an evil man and if you
are loyal to the throne…if you believe me—”


“You need not ask, Princess. I am and always will
be loyal to you and to the throne. I do not trust Gannon.”


“He is an evil man, Erik. He was behind the coup
and the death of my father. He killed Rowan and Baird, and Darius too. It was
all him. He has been controlling me and I must escape, so that I can stop him.”
Tears were coming upon her now. Eliza needed to tell someone the truth before
she left. Someone needed to know that she was not abandoning her people, that
she wasn’t just running away.


“Darius…” Erik gasped. “Gannon’s treachery extends
further than I could have imagined.” He spoke through gritted teeth. His eyes
were hard and his fists were clenched in anger. Though the stable was only
dimly lit by a single torch, Eliza saw the anger and pain on his face. “He must
be stopped.”


“You believe me,” Eliza sighed with relief. She
had expected it, but she was still glad to hear it. Having someone—a
friend—believe her felt good. There were still people loyal to the throne who
didn’t follow Gannon.


“Of course I do. Gannon started a war that I could
not believe you willingly condoned. I am only sorry I did nothing sooner. But
we can denounce him publicly.”


“He cannot be stopped,” Eliza said. “Not here, not
now. I tried to do so with Darius at my side and that resulted in his death.
Every soldier in the capital is loyal to Gannon.”


“Not the trainers,” Erik protested. “Not the
trainees. We would stand with you, Princess Elizabeth.”


She shook her head. “It’s not enough. Gannon has
far too many men and I will not risk the lives of boys not yet graduated. No, I
must escape. It is the only way.”


Erik tried to argue with her, but she silenced
him.


“Will you help us, Erik?”


He looked ready to protest, but then his
expression changed.


“Us?”


As if on cue, Tilly poked her head around the
corner.


“Tilly!”


“Is that Erik?”


Fear was evident in her voice, but she didn’t back
away.


“It’s all right, Tilly. You can come out.”


Tilly stepped forward. She was hesitant, but
quickly saw that it was only the two of them. She sighed with relief. 


“What is she doing here? What are you doing here,
Tilly?” Erik turned to one and then the other, seemingly unable to decide who
he was speaking to.


“She helped me escape, Erik. Now we need your
help. We need to leave.”


“I will come with you.”


“No,” Eliza said, perhaps more forcefully than was
necessary. “I need you to stay here. If what you said about the trainers and
the recruits is true and they will stand for me, then I need you here with
them. When I return, I will look to you for support here in the capital. For
now, all I need is your help.”


He looked ready to protest, but held the words
back and simply nodded.


“Yes. Of course I will help you, Princess. What do
you need of me?”


“I need you to saddle my horse,” Eliza said. When
she said nothing more, Erik hurried to obey. When he handed her the reins, she
took them gratefully.


“Thank you, Erik.” Eliza held his gaze. “I want
you to be careful. Gannon is powerful and brutal. Please do not die needlessly
while I am gone.”


“I…will do my best.”


“Thank you.”


“You need not thank me, Princess Eliza.”


“You deserve my thanks, Erik,” Eliza said. There
was silence for a moment, then Eliza spoke again. “I need to go. They will soon
know that I am gone. They may already be looking for me.”


Erik helped her onto her horse. She looked down at
him and tried to say something, but there was nothing more for her to say.


He turned to help Tilly up, as well, but the maid
stepped forward and embraced him. She gave him a quick kiss and then whispered
something in his ear. They kissed again and then Tilly was sitting behind Eliza
in the saddle and they were ready to go.


“Good-bye, and thank you again, Erik.”


Eliza urged the horse forward and out into the
cold. As she left, shouts carried down from the castle. She stopped, her head
turning towards the castle.


“Go!” Erik cried. “If they come asking after you,
I will lie. I’ll cover your tracks. You need to go.”


Tilly looked back at him, but Erik motioned them
away. Eliza urged her horse to go. It carried the pair off into the night and
Eliza didn’t look back.


She rode for a distance and then turned the horse
aside, leading it towards the forest.


“Where are you going?” Tilly shouted at her.


“To get something.”


Mounted, she quickly crossed the distance. But by
the time she reached the tree line, the alarm had been raised.


Eliza reined in the horse and chanced a look
behind, imagining men riding after her. The men on the walls were running about
and more fires had been lit, but no soldiers came spilling from the castle
gates.


They knew she was missing, but not that she had
escaped. That meant she still had some time. Not much, but perhaps enough to
retrieve Tenro.


She guided the horse into the trees as far as she
could. It was far enough. She made it to the clearing and dismounted.


“Wait here and watch the horse.”


Tilly nodded.


“And if you can, put on the clothes I packed.”


“Out here in the open?” Tilly sounded scandalized.


“Yes. It will help with the cold and no one will
see you.”


Eliza turned and left Tilly to change, hoping she’d
have the sense to do so.


The clearing was small and she crossed it in
moments, brushing aside the snow and scrub and tearing off the plank of wood
covering the hole in her tree hollow. She reached inside only to find that
Tenro was gone.


She checked again to be sure, but the sword truly
was gone. Only her practice sword was left..


Where did it go?


Cries from the castle reached her ears and the
question died. Tenro, like Rowan, was gone. There was nothing she could do.


She reached into the hollow and withdrew her own
sword. It was a wooden blade meant for practicing, but it was better than
nothing. At least she was familiar with this one.


She heard more cries in the distance—too close to
be coming from the castle. Was it the trainers woken by the alarm? She couldn’t
be sure but it was time to leave.


She dropped the plank of wood, not bothering to
conceal the hollow—there was no time for that. She left it as it was and
returned to Tilly and the horse. Her maid had hastily pulled the spare dress
over her own clothes and was wrapping the cloak back around herself.


Eliza tied her sword to the saddle and pulled
herself up, then helped Tilly up as well. Once they were both in the saddle,
Eliza spurred the horse onwards through the woods without looking back. Even if
she’d wanted to, she could not see the castle through the trees.


Once she’d passed through the forest, she stirred the
horse to a gallop. It was time to leave her home behind.


I will return, Eliza vowed to herself. I
will not allow Gannon to take my home from me. I will return with an army at my
back, and I will bring justice and order back to Estoria.


She did not look back.











Chapter 48:                  
Rowan


The crowd roared in anticipation.
They were eager to see the foreigner called Tattercloak finally fall in battle.
It was time for his winning streak to end.


Rowan shut out the sounds of the arena, determined
to focus solely on his opponents. The cries faded as he willed away the noise,
allowing nothing to distract him from battle .


“It’s just you and me now, boy. You can’t run from
this.”


“You, me, your friends, and the E’laer of a High
House,” Rowan growled back at the mercenary. “All of you with your weapons
against me and mine. A fair fight.” He spat. Out of the corner of his
eye, he saw Fat Ben sliding forward, testing him to see if he was paying
attention.


Rowan shifted to better view the approaching man,
who stopped once he’d been seen. To Rowan’s left, Wil was shifting back and
forth, looking uncomfortable. Drago stood looming next to the smaller man,
ready to fight. He was enormous. Rowan worried that he could be trouble, but
hoped that he’d fight like the typical brutish giant—strong but clumsy, and
lacking the skills of a trained fighter. 


“No need to fight fair. No good reason for it…you
just end up dead.”


“Or you lose an eye,” Rowan laughed. Dagget did
not.


Illan Ishtar stood some distance behind the
mercenary, passively observing the scene unfold. His sword hung at his waist,
undrawn.


Though in the arena as a combatant, it was clear
he did not intend to fight. Rowan would make him do just that, though. But he’d
have to be patient; only when completely ready would he draw Ishtar into the
fight. That man was perhaps the only real threat he faced.


To confront four men at once would be a formidable
challenge, but each of the individual mercenaries was weak. Illan Ishtar was
not.


“You’ve no idea how much I’ve wanted this,” Dagget
growled. He stepped forward and Rowan stepped back, unwilling to engage just
yet. He’d need to draw Dagget in close, driving him to recklessly attack
without help from the others. “You dared to take an eye from me! I have
seethed, just waiting to exact revenge.” Spit flew from the man’s mouth and his
thick bloated neck bared his bulging veins. His face contorted with anger and
his eyes glared with hatred. His words were almost lost in a guttural growl.


In a fit matching his rage, the mercenary
attacked. Rowan was ready. He shifted backwards, springing away from the
attack. His mind held no extraneous thoughts as he focused only on the fight
and his blade.


He retreated again as Dagget wildly swung his
sword in a second attack, missing once more. In his peripheral vision, Rowan
tracked Wil and Drago as they sprang into action, moments behind Dagget.


Angling himself with his back to the arena wall,
Rowan had just enough room to fight.


With his back secure, Rowan twisted, intercepting
the attack from Drago, who moved more quickly than the boy. Rowan caught the
big man’s sword at an angle, deflecting it downwards. Drago stumbled forward,
trying not to trip as he was carried off balance by his own momentum.


Rowan kicked at the back of the man’s knees,
turning his stumble into a fall. Drago was left open to attack, but Rowan
turned away, leaving him alone for the moment.


The man would take precious seconds to recover,
giving Rowan a crucial break. He could not allow a prolonged fight—he didn’t
have the endurance. He needed to end this quickly and without holding back.


“Die!”


Wil and Dagget attacked together as Rowan fought
to hold them off. He dodged and parried, taking a cut to his arm and a small
gash to his leg.  Then as Dagget attacked alone, and Rowan took a chance.


. Deflecting Dagget’s strike, Rowan lunged past to
engage Wil. He attacked with aggression, forcing Wil to retreat. The boy
screamed in panic, having barely enough skill to block Rowan’s sword. He could
sense the boy faltering—could see his victory in only a few more moves. He just
needed to—


Rowan faltered as something flashed to his right.
A knife tore past, barely missing its mark. Had he not hesitated, he’d have
been struck in the neck.


Pulling away from Wil, Rowan turned to see Fat Ben
with new knives in each hand. The man’s arm whizzed into motion. Rowan had only
just enough time to bring his sword around and bat the first knife aside. He
tried to pivot and dodge the second but his reaction has been too slow. He felt
cold steel draw a line of fire across his chest.


“Wot was that!” Wil yelled. “Ya could’ve kilt me.”


“I’ve never before missed. I wouldn’t have hit
ya.”


“I don’t believe you.”


As they bickered, Rowan touched his chest to feel
the wound. His fingers came away bloody, but the wound wasn’t deep. He guessed
his other wounds were more serious. 


He felt little pain from any of them, but that was
to be expected during a fight. The pain would come later…if there was a later.


Rowan stepped forward, surprised when his leg
nearly gave out. Glancing down, he saw that the wound he’d taken earlier was
bleeding far more than he’d expected. His mind raced, worried about a potential
fall. He had to be able to trust his legs.


Wil now stood next to Fat Ben, who had produced
yet another pair of knives. Dagget and the now-recovered Drago were moving
together to take Rowan’s other side. 


Before Rowan knew what was happening, Fat Ben
whirled into motion. Rowan lunged to meet him, hoping to put the man down
before the others could react. But Fat Ben was quick and far more adept than he
looked. He nimbly dodged Rowan’s first swing and attacked with such speed that
Rowan was forced backward, toward the approaching pair of Dagget and Drago.


In no time at all, they’d have him surrounded and
everything would be over. So Rowan did the one thing that no one expected…he
ran.


Fat Ben made a strike and as he parried, Rowan
slid past, earning a wound as he did. The only one left impeding escape was Wil
who seemed completely off guard by Rowan’s approach. As he grasped what was
happening, he started to raise his sword by which time Rowan had sprinted past.



The crowd cried with outrage as Rowan ran.
Something struck the ground with a thud and Rowan dodged, thinking it one of
Fat Ben’s knives. It was a rock. Spectators were throwing stones while shouting
insults.


Hearing the cries of his opponents as they chased
after him, Rowan tried  to gauge their positions. Wil would be closest, with
Dagget and the other two further behind. They would’ve taken more time to react
and begin chase. Which was what he hoped for. It was a chance—a very small
chance—to fight one of them without the others.


As he reached the far side of the arena, Rowan
stopped and spun around to face Wil. The bony youth cried out, both surprised
and frightened. He raised his sword to attack and Rowan met him blow for blow.
He panted with the exertion of fighting but even tired, Rowan clearly had the
upper hand.


Behind Wil, the others were fast approaching.
Abandoning caution, Rowan made an attack that left him wide open. If quick
enough, Wil could kill Rowan just as he himself were being cut down. But before
he could lower his blade, Rowan thrust his sword into the boys torso. His blood
sprayed the sand and he fell limply to the ground.


There was no time to consider the man’s condition.
Rowan wasn’t sure if  Wil was dead—the cut had been deep, but not immediately
fatal—but it didn’t matter. One of his opponents was out of the fight and only
three remained. Three plus Illan Ishtar, but he wasn’t yet fighting.


As he took a moment to contemplate his options—run
again or stay and face his opponents—the fighters were on him, with Dagget in
the lead. Rowan met the man’s blade with his own; no sooner was he engaged than
Drago and Fat Ben attacked him from either side.


Ground was given freely as Rowan fought to stay
alive.


Fighting three at the same time was too much. It
was all he could do to block their blows, and even that was grueling. He was
taking wounds and retreating blindly, all focus on his weapon. Block. Block and
dodge. Block. Retreat.


He stumbled on his bad leg and nearly fell. The
panic rose within, his heart pounding harder and faster than he’d ever
experienced. He forced himself to regain focus.


His blade met his opponent’s and turned it aside,
the impact jarring his arms. He could barely feel them, they were so numb.


Even as he turned the attack aside, he had to
twist to dodge Fat Ben’s knife. Rowan could no longer defend himself with his
blade alone. He had to rely on his instincts and hand-to-hand combat skills to
avoid the attacks. The only reason he’d endured this long was because of the
painstaking  commitment he’d made to practice. At this point, though, Rowan
began to lose hope that he’d survive this battle.


He cursed himself for his stupidity. And as he
did, he felt a glancing blow to his injured calf. He felt his leg buckle and
pain lanced through his leg and up his side. Every wound he’d taken suddenly seemed
to flare. He fell to one knee and almost dropped his sword.


From among the crowd, he heard a scream that rose
loud above the other voices. Rowan didn’t need to look to know it was Nel’s.


“I’ve beaten you,” Dagget gasped, struggling to
catch his breath. His chest heaved with exertion and Rowan felt some small
amount of pride at not having easily succumbed. He had fought four men at once
and taken one of them down. “Now it is time for you to die.”


Rowan spit in the man’s face. It was all he could
do—he’d completely consumed his energy. Whatever he’d had before was gone,
leaving him drained. It had been nothing but adrenaline.


Dagget raised his sword and sneered at Rowan,
ready to make the killing blow. Rowan bowed his head in defeat.


“No! You promised me!  You promised you wouldn’t
give up! I love you! You cannot die!”


Her shout sent shockwaves screaming through his
veins. His body, acting completely on instinct, moved without any conscious
thought.  


Dagget swung his sword in an overhead blow. Rowan,
bent on one knee and with no way to resist, pushed off his strong leg,
repelling himself backwards. 


His back found the wall and Dagget’s sword found
the ground, spraying gravel and sand with its impact. Rowan’s fury grew hot
while his mind grew cold and calculating, surveying the scene to decide his
next move. His strength had returned as had his will to survive, but he knew
it’d be short-lived. He had to act fast.


Fat Ben and Drago stood behind Dagget. Fat Ben,
the more skilled of the two, was already whipping about to throw one of his
knives. The blade left his hand and came spinning through the air towards
Rowan’s torso. In the time it took for the knife to halve the distance between
them, he knew his plan of attack.


Rowan twisted and felt a dull thud as Fat Ben’s
knife rebounded off the wall and bounced off his waist. He sprinted forward
past Dagget just as the mercenary lunged at where he’d been standing. Another
knife flew from Fat Ben’s hands and Rowan knocked it one aside with his sword.
Most importantly, Rowan had closed the distance between them, leaving Fat Ben
to scramble for another knife.


Rowan gave him no time. With a swift jab, Rowan
neutralized Fat Ben. Unlike Wil, the man dropped limply to the ground his hands
never even reaching his wounds. Rowan had enough experience to know the man was
dead.


With no thought given to the man on the ground,
Rowan pivoted and brought his sword to bear, ready to kill again.


Drago was already halfway to him, mouth in a
primal scream. The man jumped—actually hurled his body—at Rowan, leaping into
the air and holding his sword high.


There was no way for Rowan to block that blow or
turn it aside. But winning was rarely a battle of strength. More important were
speed and accuracy, and the ability to anticipate an opponent’s moves.


Rowan knew just how Draggo’s blow would land.
Jumping would place tremendous force behind the man’s blow, but it also meant
his path was fixed, impossible to redirect if the target moved.


So Rowan stepped to the side. While Drago’s eyes
followed Rowan, his body continued on its original course and his blade slammed
forcefully into the ground as he landed. Before he could act, Rowan stumbled
forward and swung his blade in a cut that split the man’s back from shoulder to
waist. The deep cut should have ended their fight but, turning away, Rowan felt
a hand reach out and grab at him.


He tried to twist away, but Drago’s grip was like
an iron vice. The man would not let go. He slowly began to pull himself up, the
force of which threatened to pull Rowan down. Rowan kicked at him but Drago
hardly seemed to notice. It was like kicking a rock.


“You. Are. Mine!” Drago roared, lunging upwards
with both hands outstretched for Rowan’s neck. There was no time to react and
no room to swing his blade, so Rowan smashed the pommel of his sword down on
Drago’s thick skull. Drago recoiled but kept reaching. Rowan tried to hold him
back with one arm and hit the man again. Then again, and again, but Drago drew
slowly closer, veins bulging in his forehead and muscles tight.


Rowan raised his hand high and brought his hilt
down hard, striking the brow just above the bridge of the nose. There was a
sickening crunch and the man went suddenly limp, eyes glazing over and rolling
back into his head. He fell to the ground with a thud.


Rowan looked down at the massive man and then took
a few way steps back. Rowan had given him a debilitating blow once before and
the man had come back to catch him by surprise. That would not happen a second
time.


“What have you done!”


Rowan turned to face Dagget. The man stood
alone—the sole remaining combatant. Rowan had managed to take down three of the
four men. He almost couldn’t believe he’d done it. He felt it, though.
Exhaustion smothered him,leaving behind pain and weakness.


“I can still kill you, still have my vengeance,”
Dagget ranted. He waved at his fallen companions. “I didn’t care about them. So
long as I can kill you. I will make you pay.” He started to mumble, speaking
more to himself than to Rowan. He took a step forward and then hesitated,
seeming surprised when Rowan stood his ground.


The clamor of the crowd had calmed. They could
sense the end drawing near.


“What’s this! Are you done running away?”


Rowan allowed the words to wash over him. He would
not rise to the taunt. “I will not run from you,” he said coldly. And he meant
it. He would not run from this—not that he could. His leg was weak and he
struggled to stand.


“Good. Then I’ll end this quickly.”


Dagget ran at him, sword raised. Rowan met him
head-on and they exchanged blows. The clang of metal meeting metal could barely
be heard over the sudden cries from the crowd. This fight had been an upset in
the very best way. Now it had reached the climax. Two men fighting to the
death. Fortunes would be made, depending on what happened in the next few
minutes—perhaps only moments if either man made a mistake. Excitement gripped
the crowd as they awaited the outcome.


Rowan struggled to land a serious blow while
Dagget fought with wild abandon and zealous determination. In contrast, Rowan
struggled for breath. He felt every blow reverberate through his body. His arms
were heavy and his legs trembled, fighting to keep him upright. 


A stumble turned his stab into a pathetic lunge as
he threw himself forward to remain upright. It was terrible form and Rowan
barely recovered. 


Dagget made a sweeping attack, meant to take out
Rowan’s legs. “You are unworthy of the praise these dark-skins have given you.
You are nothing.”


Rowan threw himself to the side, rolled to his
feet, and brought his sword up defensively. He was bleeding all over, with too
many cuts to know the source of the flow. It ran down his arm, leaving his hand
wet and sticky. He wished he’d had the luxury of powdered chalk to keep his
hands from growing slick with sweat.


“This fight ends now!”


Dagget came at him and Rowan knew this was it.
Dagget’s attack would be strong and fast, a killing blow. 


Rowan braced himself. If Dagget chose to rush the
end of their fight, Rowan would gladly allow the mistake. It fact he preferred
it. 


Time seemed to slow as Rowan focused. As he did,
he felt something—hopefully sweat but probably blood—dripping down his brow,
threatening his left eye. He resisted the urge to wipe it away. Instead, he
watched Dagget’s blade, following its path, visualizing where it would land. He
shifted his weight ever so slightly, readying himself for what was to come.


Dagget’s blow came crashing down with the weight
of a forge hammer striking metal. Rowan staggered as he felt the impact to his
own blade. Though he’d braced himself, his knees threatened to buckle and pain
spread throughout his ravaged body. He’d reached his limit.


For an instant, Rowan’s sword seemed to give way.
It descended a few inches under the pressure but he held firm. Dagget’s blade
slid down the angled length of Rowan’s steel. It struck the crossguard and was
caught there until Rowan twisted his grip and swung to one side. The move
flipped their blades and suddenly Rowan’s was on top, momentum carrying
Dagget’s down into the sand.


Rowan stepped forward, hurling himself into a
counter-attack. He swung upwards directly into Dagget’s unprotected side. And
missed.


He stumbled as he caught his step. Nearly falling
on his face, his hand reached forward, catching him as he fell into a kneeling
position. Without thinking, he swung his blade with his one free hand and felt
it catch on something.


Rowan looked up to see Dagget standing two paces
away, clutching his waist where his leather armor was torn. The man pulled his
hand away and stared for a moment, transfixed by the blood. He growled, a low
rasping sound.


As the mercenary and Rowan shifted positions,
their two swords flashed. Rowan felt his blow meet resistance as it struck. He
sensed Dagget’s attack as it came and, against every instinct, stepped forward to
meet it. Something cut into his side.


Staggering backwards, he released a cry of pain.
Something clattered to the ground as he moved—his sword. He was vaguely aware
of the deafening crowd. They were shouting something, chanting it over and
over, but he couldn’t grasp their words. Why had the shouts turned to cheers?


Glancing down, he saw the deep cut in his side. He
stared at it for a moment before feeling faint and losing his vision, seeing
everything as a blur. He shook his head and almost lost his balance.


Where was Dagget?


Rowan’s focus sharpened. He looked around,
searching for his opponent. It had been foolish to lose focus. That mistake
could have killed him.


His gaze rested upon Dagget’s fallen body. The man
lay in an expanding pool of crimson. His cold eye stared up at Rowan with
hatred, lips twisted in a snarl. His mouth opened and he coughed out something
unintelligible, and then the light left his eye. He was dead.


Rowan fell to one knee, no longer able to stand.
His fight was over. Against all odds, he’d won.


Pain and fatigue rolled over him, smothering his
entire being.  Rowan fought against it. Now was not the time for weakness, it
was—


“You think this is how it ends?” A shadow fell
over Rowan; his skin grew cold despite the heat of exhaustion. “Your pain and
suffering is far from over. The others were simply a warm-up for the crowd,” he
heard from above.


Illan Ishtar stood behind him, sword drawn and
held idly by his side. The man knew that Rowan was no longer a threat. Not as
spent and wounded as he was.


Rowan tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword,
uncoiling as he stood and spun, using his momentum to swing. It was a weak
attack and Illan slapped it aside without effort.


“Is that all you have left in you?” A triumphant
grin touched Ishtar’s lips as he began circling Rowan like prey. He tried to
mimic the turns and keep Illan in sight but was betrayed by his own body. “This
is good. I want you to struggle. It will make this that much more enjoyable.”


“All of this to satisfy your honor. You are a
small, petty man.”


Illan slapped him on the cheek with the flat of
his blade. “Your thoughts mean nothing. All that matters is your defeat,
witnessed by all.” He continued circling, moving behind Rowan. “I could have
killed you at any time if I had joined the others, but I waited…choosing to
fight you on my own.”


Rowan tried to watch Illan, but it was difficult
ot turn his head. “You could never beat me—”


Rowan’s words were cut short as Illan’s blade
erupted through his shoulder, the point driving forward into the ground. With
shock and disbelief, Rowan—thrown face first to the dirt—saw the metal
skewering him to the earth. Then there was pain. So much pain.


He fought to stay still, holding his breath to
keep from moving.  The agony was greater than any pain he’d ever felt. His
fingers struggled to support his attempt at sitting upright. 


Through blurred eyes, Rowan saw blood pooling in
the sand below, alarmed by the expanding volume. 


“You should have learned your place when you had
the chance.” The heft of a foot pressed into his back, forcing out a scream
from Rowan. The weight pushed his body down the length of the blade with
excruciating precision. “Now you will grovel at my feet, your screams of agony
a lesson to all who have come to bear witness.”


“No…” Rowan moaned.


“Hmph. Pathetic.”


The foot on his back pressed down harder still
before releasing its hold. Rowan felt the sword retreat as Illan slowly pulled
the blade from his body. As his world went dark, all sense of pain disappeared.


“Don’t worry.” It was so hard to hear, or to
understand, what was happening. All of his senses were deadened and his entire
being felt reduced to a heap of dead weight, unable to move. “You won’t die
yet. You’ve just begun to experience your punishment, boy. Your suffering
must be equal to that of your transgressions.”


Rowan struggled to comprehend. He was immobilized
by the pounding throb in his head, to say nothing of his physical wounds. “On
behalf of Lauratrea, you will use your imposing skills to inflict intolerable
pain on your people as you watch them die and your country burn.” What was
he saying? What was happening? 


Princess Eliza! Her image flashed in his
mind. He had failed her again. Failed to return, failed to save Atlea. He could
feel the darkness closing in around him.


“War is upon us,” the voice continued. “I welcome
this chance for honor. When it is over, and your suffering is complete and you
have nothing left to live for, perhaps then I will allow you to die.”


Rowan fought to come back from the void. To rise
and defeat his opponent. He had finally found his reason to live after so long
in exile, but there was nothing he could do.











Chapter 49:                  
Rowan


Rowan tried to move his body,
but couldn’t. He could barely make his body respond to his thoughts, so he
sought comfort within himself, withdrawing his conscious mind from the pain and
suffering. He turned away from the outside world.


Alone with nothing but his thoughts, Rowan was
plagued with regret and disappointment. He had failed. He had lost his fight,
and in the process, lost all hope of reaching Princess Eliza.


What was left for him now? How could he make
things right?


If he ever awoke—and he was not sure that he
would—he would be owned by High House Ishtar. They would never let him go. And
even if they did, what then? Would he stay with Nel and her family? He had
nothing to offer and would only be a burden. Pity would be the only reason for
taking him in. 


You are stronger than this. Fight on.


The voice resounded in Rowan’s head, strong and
commanding.


What— Who are you? Rowan thought. He didn’t
know whether to expect an answer. Was this even real?


You already know my name, Rowan. You’ve known it
for years, even when you tried to forget.


Rowan recognized the voice. It was Baird, his
former master.


You are dead, Baird.


I live on in you, Rowan. For a time, you forgot
who you were and so had forgotten me. But you have found yourself—your purpose.
You now know what you must do.


Why do you come to
me now? Why not earlier? I needed you. I still need you.


You must find your own strength.


But how? he asked in despair. For all his
resolve, he still doubted himself.


You’ll know what to do. I have faith in you.


Rowan felt the presence withdraw, leaving him
alone once again.


*      *      *


Pain. It was the first thing that
came to mind. An intense and overwhelming pain. And the air. He was acutely
aware of the chill in the air.


It wasn’t cold, but it was noticeably cooler than
his normal environment. 


Despite the chill, he was perspiring. His shirt
and pants were soaked with sweat and the bedsheets were damp. A bead of the
salty fluid rolled down his brow and into his eye. It caused a stinging
sensation and he winced.


As Rowan slept, he’d instinctively reached out to
scratch an itch. The movement brought pain, waking Rowan into a state of
consciousness. He sat up which, again, brought more pain. 


Rowan doubled over as a hoarse moan escaped deep
from his throat. His shoulder felt as though it’d been savagely clawed by a
wild animal. He vaguely  recalled being wounded, but his memory was hazy.


His mind flashed back to his conversation
with Baird, but he quickly returned to the present.


Slowly and carefully, trying very hard not to
shift his body, Rowan explored with his hands. The entirety of his torso was
wrapped with bandages. His legs too, particularly the right.


When he felt at his shoulder, the fingers came
away red. He was bleeding. The wound must have reopened.


He obliviously stared at nothing for a moment.
Then it occurred to him that he had no idea where he was.


Surrounded by four canvas walls, he tried to
decipher the type of enclosed structure. He could reach out and touch the
canvas to either side of him. Perhaps a small tent?


“I just heard something.” A voice sounded from
outside the tent. Another answered it.


“You were sure the last time.”


“This time for true!”


Memory of his match came back to him. He had lost
to Illan Ishtar. Was it the Ishtars who held him captive now? If so, he had  to
escape.


“Well either he’s awake or he isn’t, and if he
isn’t awake I’ll wake him up anyway. He’s had his sleep.” Rowan recognized
Erza’s voice just as Barra’s head popped inside the tent. He looked to be at an
odd angle, head and shoulders seemingly coming up out of the ground, until
Rowan realized that the man was not bending over but instead standing tall. It
was not a tent but a wagon.


“He’s awake.”


Barra laughed and looked ready to grab Rowan and
shake him about. Behind him, Erza grinned, though her smile failed to reach her
eyes.


“I need new bandages,” Rowan said in greeting.
“These ones smell, and they were poorly tied.”


“My apologies,” Erza said. “I did the best with
what we had but we didn’t have much. The healers saw to you eventually, but
they did nothing more than ensure you would live.” She scowled and looked to be
biting back a curse.


“How bad is it?”


“Very bad,” Erza said flatly.


“Yes,” Barra agreed. “You fought spectacularly,
but your wounds were severe. It is a wonder that you have managed to live
through the injuries. The healers—” Barra cursed and then spat as though
speaking of them left a bad taste in his mouth. “The healers, when they finally
came, spent an entire day just sewing closed your cuts. There will be much
scarring, but the wounds should heal. Your chest, though…” Barra paused and
refused to look Rowan in the eyes.


“You were impaled, Tattercloak. He ran you
through. A wound like that, it can cripple a man.” Barra looked up quickly. “But
there is no need for worry. I don’t expect that you are  crippled. But perhaps
you will not be the same as before. Perhaps you will, but perhaps not. In any
case, you will take many, many moons to heal. Already you have slept for days.”


Rowan wanted to argue that he could not have slept
for so long, but his body told him otherwise.


The three of them lapsed into silence for several
minutes. Barra and Erza kept glancing at each other as if silently
communicating. They seemed to be getting along better than they had.


“You need bandages,” Barra said at last. “I will
get you some.”


He hurried away, leaving Rowan alone with Erza. He
glanced past her, trying to see where they were.


“Erza, where are we?”


“You want to know why you are not a prisoner under
the guard of House Ishtar?”


He nodded.


“You were, following your battle. But instead of
keeping you for themselves, they gave you to House Nagga as a conscript.
They’ve made you a soldier and taken you to war. We have been marching towards
the border for two suns.”


So he was back in the desert, on his way to Atlea.


“Why?”


She smiled knowingly.


“Do not be mistaken. They still mean for you to
die, they simply erred when they gave you to House Nagga. They thought you
would be killed by a knife in the back, not welcomed by those who look up to
you.”


“You’re talking in riddles, Erza. Come out with
it.”


She sighed.


“You were given into the charge of House Ishtar,
placed in a squad comprised of all the men you defeated in the arena. Men they
expected to kill you for a grudge. But your skill is well-respected,
Tattercloak.”


Barra returned with the bandages. They weren’t new
but they appeared to be clean. He helped Rowan remove the bindings around his
shoulder and tie new ones in place.


The pain was excruciating and Rowan fell faint
more than once. 


When they were done, Rowan tried to pull himself
up to exit the cart, but Barra held him down firmly.


“No. You are not to leave yet. Not until you are
well.”


Rowan cursed at him, but the big man wouldn’t
budge. It quickly became clear that Barra was in charge and Rowan eventually
saw reason. He didn’t like it, though.


“Fool does anything I say, but now he chooses to
ignore me,” Rowan muttered audibly.


“Sleep. Get rest. I will return to check on you
tomorrow. When you have recovered your strength, then you can walk freely.”


He and Erza left Rowan alone.


Frustrated that he could do nothing, Rowan
agonized over his situation. He was traveling back to his home country, just as
he’d wanted. But not like this.


He’d been conscripted into an army marching to
wage war on his home country. A war based on lies and deception. It had to be
stopped. He had to stop it, but he could never save Eliza while fighting
as a Lauratrean soldier.


He thought of Nel and wished he’d been able to say
a proper good-bye. Was she worried for him? That would be like her. She never
had believed he could take care of himself.


He would find some way to send word back to her.
To let her know that he was alive. He wanted to tell her to wait for him, but
he couldn’t do that. It wouldn’t be fair to her.


Rowan shifted onto his right side to avoid the
wound on his left. Sleeping would be difficult, he could tell already.


Princess Eliza.


Right now, she was all that he could focus on.
He’d made his decision. There was no room for doubt. 


He was returning to Atlea and would save it from
Gannon and his war. He would rescue the princess. And he would kill the man who
had murdered his master.

















Epilogue


Lord Evans stood
near the open window, staring out at the cityscape. It was an impressive view,
full of yellows and beiges and the wide expanse of blue lake.


To his right, he could see
the outer edge of the city and beyond. Into the desert.


Somewhere out there marched tens of thousands of
Lauratreans under the banners of every High House. It was a sizable force.
Dangerous, though not for him.


He scowled at the thought. Somewhere among those
thousands of men was Baird’s apprentice—Rowan. The boy should have died in the
arena that day but Illan Ishtar—on a foolish impulse—had spared him.


That had not been the plan. It was not what Evans
wanted. The change forced Evans to improvise his scheme; and now, he’d be
unable to witness its outcome. 


He had worked with another member of the
Buhli’dazzi—whom he was waiting on at that very moment—to have Rowan grouped
with the very men he had defeated in the arena. If he didn’t die from his
wounds, he would surely die of a knife in the back.


It was sloppy, but it was also the best he could
do, short of hiring an assassin. Perhaps he would do that, too. Just to be
certain.


A cool breeze blew through the open window. Behind
him, the sound of footsteps announced the man that he was expecting.


“Greetings, friend. This one is most glad to see
you.”


Lord Evans turned to face the merchant. “Welcome,
Al’Rhun.”


The man smiled and crossed the room to stand by
the window near Lord Evans.


“Such a beautiful view. Al’Rhun’s own estate has
an enviable view, but some days the sun reflects off the lake with such a glare
that it pains the eyes. It can be quite a nuisance.”


The man was a fool. If Evans hadn’t known
otherwise, he would never have suspected him to be a member of the Buhli’dazzi.
He was a fool, but an influential one. Influential and rich.


“Have you had any news from the armies?” Evans
demanded.


“Straight to business. You are too hasty. Take the
time to enjoy casual conversation, as this one does.” Al’Rhun ambled several
steps to the overstuffed seating  arranged around a low table. A decanter of
wine and an ornate silver platter with fresh fruit and nuts beckoned; the
merchant indulged without waiting for an invitation.


“As it happens, though, Al’Rhun has heard nothing
new from the armies. Oh, there have been small bits of information,” he said as
Evans scowled, “but nothing that you do not already have for yourself.”


“Do you know if the boy still lives?”


“You have a great interest in him.”


“Gannon wants him dead.”


“That is known. He is the heir to an important
knight, as this one understands. It explains his success in the arena.”


“Where he was supposed to die,” Evans snapped. He
glared at Al’Rhun, exposing the anger he normally concealed. It was unusual for
him to grow so emotional and rarely did he allow his facade to collapse. He
breathed deeply to calm himself.


“Rowan was meant to die in the arena. The
Buhli’dazzi agreed and High House Ishtar vowed that it would be so. He should
have been given to me when he was taken.”


“The Ishtars have
their pride. They would never have allowed that.”


Lord Evans turned back towards the city. “If the
boy survives his injuries, I trust that he will still die from a knife in the
back. You assured me of that.”


“Al’Rhun did say that.”


Lord Evans could picture it in his mind. The boy,
wracked with pain and helpless from his injuries, being killed by one of the
very men he himself had spared. It was fitting.


It made him grin.


With sudden shock and a short gasp, he felt an
intense pain tear into his flesh from behind, forcing him to grab the wall for
support.


Reaching back, his fingers came back red. What?
Why?


He probed at his side and brushed against
something cold and hard. What was that—a knife?


It jerked abruptly, pulling away from him. He
gasped and fell to his knees. Grabbing at his side, his hand came away bloody.


“Why?” Lord Evans asked, looking up at the
Lauratrean man.


“Because you have served your purpose. The
Buhli’dazzi have their war. Trade is up and the money flows like a great river.
There is no longer a need for you.”


Lord Evans desperately wished to curse the man. To
threaten him. But there was nothing he could say. His breath escaped him and
the words could not come out.


“You should know that this one has always known
who Rowan was. Al’Rhun chose not to bring him to you…he is much too
valuable. This one would like to see what comes of his sponsorship. Perhaps
Rowan will be an important part of this war. That is why this one has taken
steps to ensure that he remains alive.”


The Lauratrean leaned down, bringing his face
close to Evans. “Just between the two of us, this one actually voted against
this war. War is very good for business, but only for a short while. It is like
a fire. At first, it can bring warmth and comfort, but let it grow too much and
it will burn everything to ash.”


Evans shuddered as pain flared, bringing a moment
of lucidity before his mind was dulled again. He was still bleeding. There was
so much blood. A growing pool of blood  He would probably die soon.


No. It cannot end like this. It…cannot…end….


“You appear to be having trouble concentrating. I
think I will leave you to your sleep. There is much to be done now that you are
out of the way. So very much to be done. And it all falls to Al’Rhun.”


“You…will not…win.”


“Perhaps, but not winning is different from
losing. You, Lord Evans, have lost.”


End of
Book Two
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