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      In a world of second-guesses, take the leap.

      Orak’Thune is a world of honour-bound knights and resilient citizens of all walks of life. True love lives here, the depths of which most only dream could flourish. Nyssa, Queen of Orak’Thune has made many sacrifices to protect her people and that includes anyone that asks. Even when faced with giving her own life to a magic that shouldn’t exist, her heart is iron-clad and her journey far from over.

      When heroes answer the call, again and again and again, some may ask what could it all be for? Why do they protect us, why do they fight? Why do they stand in front when they themselves have so much to lose?

      
        
        Nyssa never asks why.

      

      

      Join Nyssa on the epic journey of her life. Spanning centuries, Nyssa will doubt, stumble and fall, all to spectacularly rise again, unleashing her abilities to fight, wield magic, lead, mother and love in a story that will inspire and enchant you.

      
        
        Welcome to Orak’Thune.
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      All the world knew where apples came from. The orchards of the coastal regions on the southern edge of the Finna continent were lush and vast. The coaches ran smoothly enough, the tree branches blurred past the window and the exact species of apple was indistinguishable, but they were there. Little red and green dots all over each bulbous canopy, stacked row by row as far as the eye could see. Workers were in between the rows, tending harvests that would feed the masses and satisfy some small portion of the vast trade Orak’Thune was responsible for with four neighbouring continents.

      The coaches turned down the fork on the Southern Highway toward the seaside city of Port Town. Next to the Orak’Thune capital, Port Town was the biggest on the continent. Nyssa had been absently listening to her older brother prattle on about his civil studies on agricultural affairs and trade for nearly an hour. She wasn’t sure if he knew she wasn’t absorbing anything he was saying and felt momentarily bad about it, but when he moved from apples to wheat, she didn’t bother to hide the huge sigh.

      Nyssa went back to her window when her brother wasn’t perturbed because he still had an avid audience with their uncle, Uli, the current ruling regent and Patrick’s mentor, no less.

      Instead, Nyssa was thinking of her mother. Port Town had been a place of distinct joy for her. It was the last place Nyssa’d vacationed with her mother, the last place before heartache, horror and loss would end any happy memories forever. So Nyssa preserved what she had, Port Town and its sandy beaches, vast and colourful market and luxurious resort, in a special but fragile place in her heart.

      Coming back here had seemed a bit of a risk for her and she had at first resisted, but her father, a man of imposing and irrefutable demeanour, had flatly refused to entertain her protests. In addition, he was the king.

      Nyssa sighed with angst again and slouched farther back in her bench seat, finding the air stuffy. Up until now, she had not even felt the road bumps, which were excellent in the stately coach compared to most, but now they were starting to jar her nerves.

      “We'll arrive in Cross soon, Nyssa,” her uncle said and patted her knee. “We’ll rest there.”

      Nyssa smiled gratefully at him and nodded. She shot an apologetic look at her brother, but he just rolled his eyes.

      “These are important facts to know, Nyssa,” Patrick complained and tried to look down at her. “You’ll take the lessons anyway. What’s the harm of learning them earlier?”

      “What’s the point of learning them at all if NO ONE is ever going to ask me anything about the price of a bushel of apples, EVER!” she replied sarcastically, but her uncle clicked his tongue at her.

      “Besides,” she said and looked back out the window, “I have you, if ever they do.”

      “And don’t you forget it.”

      She looked back at him and he was grinning proudly. She shook her head, but smiled and laughed despite herself. She loved her brother, even if they had different views of their future.

      “There is more to stewardship than sword and horse, Princess,” Uncle Uli interjected.

      “Not for Nyssa, Uncle,” Patrick replied, but she saw he wasn’t mocking.

      “Nonsense,” Uli said, “your father insisted both of you attend this trade session for just that purpose. It would appear your father expects you to seek out your lessons, in all vocations, earlier than most in your case, Princess Nyssa.”

      Nyssa was watching her uncle carefully. She adored him; he had been most kind when her mother died and her father shut himself away with his pain, leaving his grieving children adrift. Uli had sheltered and hugged them. When they cried, he let them. But he was always the first to make them stand again, encourage them that grief wasn’t useful except to wallow in the past. To live was to forget.

      She was watching him now for the tell she learned from those early dark days, the one that indicated her father had ordered Uli to make his children do something they didn’t want to do. She thought she saw it when he spoke of him just then, a tightening around the eyes when he said: “earlier than most.”

      Her father was a great man. He had the typical broad shoulder, block frame of most Orak men. He stood well over six and a half feet tall and could snap a man’s neck in his fists. He had chocolate, shoulder-length hair and blue eyes that could bore a hole through to your soul. To cross him was the most daring thing any living thing could do; therefore, no one ever did.

      Except for Nyssa.

      Her father’s imposing figure and reputation didn’t make him a tyrant. It made him a hero and celebrity. He commanded thousands of men who would run full bore off a cliff if he ordered them to. His officers and entourage considered themselves the most honoured and so functioned the swirling court around the crown and armies around their overlord and commander. When they heard her father’s boot steps coming down the hall, no one ran and hid. They all stopped and snapped to attention.

      That didn’t mean he was an approachable man. Madras was reserved and short-spoken. Nyssa couldn’t remember a philosophical conversation with her father, ever. Her mother had been the storyteller.

      From the time Nyssa could physically hold herself on a horse, she’d followed her father, even when she was still a bit too small. One time, he’d had to reach out at the last minute to grab her before she fell, almost certainly to her death. Unconcerned, her father simply plopped her in the saddle in front of him and had continued on. When she was big enough, he’d expected her to follow on her own and make it work and she always did.

      Nyssa had been an auburn-haired, tiny princess in a sea of metal armour and massive horses. However, she had always felt her father’s arm across her body and steel breastplate at her back as she’d ridden with him and that she was in the safest place in the world.

      To her mother’s intense fear, Madras never altered his plans because his daughter was with him. Nyssa saw her first man run through at five. She’d hidden her face in her father’s cloak too late and she’d seen it clearly, but it was over quickly and he had explained who the man had been. Nyssa paid attention closely after that for anything having to do with the word and context of “enemy.”

      “Never hesitate, Nyssa,” he’d said to her, uncharacteristically gentle afterward. “If a man is fool enough to come at you with a weapon drawn, you must be ready to win. If he forces your hand, it will be his mistake and there are no tears for someone else’s mistakes.”

      Nyssa had nodded and wiped her nose on her sleeve, but she couldn’t help looking back once because she felt sorry for the man who had made a mistake.

      The fact her father had purposefully sent her to Port Town at the start of her academic transition, years before the subject matter would be covered in her studies, had inflamed her at first, their argument audible from the courtyard three stories below his closed study windows.

      “Do you want to lag behind? Is that it, Nyssa? Letting your brother do all the studying for you? You have to take it, Nyssa. Your destiny. No one is going to give it to you!” he’d hollered from behind his huge desk. The staff had all run away by then.

      “I don’t need the regency, Da! I want to be your general and I’m excelling in all that I need to do that already. Why can’t you be happy with that?” twelve-year-old Nyssa had hollered back.

      “So, what are you going to do as a general, then? Refuse my orders to go anywhere that reminds you of your mother? Damn it, Nyssa, don’t be a child!” He slammed his fist on the table and it had cracked a little bit.

      Nyssa had glared at him. Tears had welled in her eyes. Angry and unwilling to let it show in front of him, she’d whirled around and ran from the room. In the hall, she’d broken down. In her bed that night when the tears had calmed some, she’d thought about her now passed mother and the special times they’d shared in Port Town, still raw to her heart, but all she could think to say to him was, “but I am a child,” and she knew where that would get her. She’d hugged herself tight and cried herself to sleep.

      The next morning, her father had stood in the courtyard and watched as they’d mounted and loaded in the carriages to depart with Uli. Her eyes were red and puffy and she really hadn’t wanted to see him.

      “Patrick, watch out for your sister,” he’d said gruffly and had gripped his son’s shoulder hard by way of farewell. Patrick had nodded to his father, but there was concern in his face when her brother had looked at her across the cab when he’d taken his seat. Nyssa hadn’t looked at their father at all.

      It took nearly two weeks to travel by carriage from the capital to Port Town City. Cross Town, a small settlement around the fork in the roads — south to Port Town and the ocean, west to the independent neighbouring country of Bough - acted as a rest stop and military base for the area. It was a day or two still when Nyssa’s carriages arrived, late in the day, to their overnight layover. Nyssa was the first out, bursting from the stuffy compartment of the carriage and running a little up the road to give herself space. She felt her small dagger tucked behind her waist belt and the one tucked into her boot. She felt confident out on the road alone, especially since it was still light and there were travellers about.

      “Princess?” She heard a low voice behind her and she whirled around to see its owner.

      A boy of about fourteen stood back from her, one hand held out to show he was unarmed. Nyssa stared at him for a good long moment. He was taller than her, older so obviously bigger, but he looked even stronger than he let on. He had soft but dark wavy hair and a serious face. But his eyes were kind, piercing blue and he held a light smirk over a broad mouth while he watched her blade and body language very closely. He was armed, she noticed then, but he’d not drawn or leaned a hand close to the short dirk at his hip.

      “Aren’t you in the academy?” she said and leaned a little closer, her dagger still stiff in front of her.

      The boy relaxed then and stood back, nodding.

      “Yes, Highness,” he said and stood up a bit straighter. “Good, you know me.” He smiled a bit, the tension almost leaving his body.

      “I recognize you. That doesn’t mean I know you,” she said pointedly and switched the blade to her other hand. The boy straightened, the smile slipping a bit.

      “I’m Jara, Princess,” he said calmly and he brought a hand out in front again. He looked a little like he thought she was crazy. “We are in some of the same classes together,” he added, trying to cool her distrust.

      “Jara?” she said out loud and she did think it sounded familiar. She looked at him again and remembered her older classmates were just a blur. She thought about how they left her alone and whispered behind her back so she stopped thinking about them. Jara wasn’t sneering at her. He was waiting patiently.

      Like him or not, how could she know in five seconds? However, she decided she could trust him and started to put away the blade.

      “Sorry,” she said lightly. Jara shrugged.

      “Don’t be. Glad to see you came prepared,” he said easily.

      “Why are you here?” she asked. She was here on her father’s orders; it wasn’t an academy field trip.

      “Oh, I’m earning credits for protection detail,” he replied and threw a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the soldiers that had escorted them so far. Her eyes widened in surprise, but it made sense. “I was sent to keep track of you, but I didn’t just want to follow you. I figured you should know I was here.”

      “Good idea,” she said and came back toward him. “I throw sharp objects at people who follow me without telling me.”

      “Um, I’ll remember that,” he mumbled, a bit nervously, but he recovered quickly enough with a smile.

      “Well, come on, then,” she said and walked past him to go back to the inn.

      “Aren’t you going to go for a walk or throw a tantrum or something?” Jara asked, pointing the other way. She stopped and looked at him, a pained expression on her face.

      “Maybe later,” she replied and kept walking so he had to run to catch up with her. They walked for a bit in silence, but Jara was watching her.

      “Wanna talk about it?” he asked. She looked up at him sharply, not used to having friends, but she didn’t know where to start.

      “Not really,” she said and shoved her hands in her pockets. She could see the inn coming up now and she slowed and then stopped. Jara slowed to stop beside her but stayed silent.

      “I don’t want to go to Port Town,” she said suddenly. Jara standing beside her, waited for her to go on. It took a minute. “I used to go there with my mother before she died; I don’t want to go now.”

      Jara looked ahead, saw the bustling activity around the intersecting roads, then pointed to a large boulder that sat at the edge, facing the inn across the large intersection. Travellers passed by them in all directions. It was a bit noisy, but it was comforting to see people moving about in a laidback way.

      She saw the stone but wasn’t sure what he meant. Jara took her hand, which startled her, but she didn’t pull away. She let him lead her to sit on top of it. When she was settled, he leaned against the side of the stone and picked a piece of long grass to chew in his teeth.

      Nyssa watched him chewing, so he bent and pulled another one for her and she took it and followed his example. It didn’t taste overly appealing, but the motion was comforting. She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. They stayed in silence for a good long while. Nyssa could see the bustle of her own party, still unloading and handling the animals and equipment. She was glad she was clear of it so she didn’t have to haul packs up and down the stairs. After a long while, Jara finally spoke again.

      “It’s just a place, but I understand it has meaning for you. Maybe your mother would be proud you remembered those happy times there. I certainly doubt she’d be mad if you returned without her, but I’m going too. We can go together if you want.”

      Nyssa had no idea what to say. It was what her heart wanted to hear, someone sympathizing, giving her credit for her feelings. Jara held out his hand to her. She stared at it and then stared at him. He smiled and kept his hand out.

      “I don’t bite, Princess,” he told her smoothly. She frowned and he chuckled.

      Preferring not to look intimidated or lesser to this… boy, Nyssa reached out and took it. It was warm. He held her to stand and jump down.

      “There. I’m always going to be here, Princess, if ever you need my help,” he added and gave her a big encouraging grin. She couldn’t help returning it a bit.

      Jara and Nyssa crossed the courtyard of the inn just in time to see her brother storming out from the main hall. He saw them still hand in hand and hesitated for a second.

      “What is it, Patrick?” she asked him. He took his eyes off their hands and narrowed them at her.

      “Summit has been cancelled,” he barked in frustration.

      “Cancelled?” she said and she let go of Jara’s hand. “Why?”

      “Why were you holding hands?” he interrupted. Jara shrugged, completely unafraid of her brother. They were near the same age and also took some of the same classes.

      “She needed the support,” he said simply, “but if it’s true, then we’re going back. I should go see about my orders. Are you going to be alright?” he asked her suddenly, turning and focusing again only on her.

      Nyssa nodded and smiled. Jara returned the grin, bowed lightly to her and then Patrick and left.

      “What was that all about?” Patrick asked again when Jara was no longer within earshot.

      “He was being a friend,” she said and she felt it sounded weak, “Not like you’d know anything about that,” she added and walked hastily past him and into the humid hall.

      Nyssa found Uli sitting at a long bench in the back of the hall, deep in discussion with several men she didn’t recognize. She discreetly slipped into a spot on a bench one table away but where she could still hear the conversation. Her uncle was unhappy, agitated even, which was unusual for him. Nyssa saw two generals at the table. She recognized their regional insignia. They were definitely not from Orak’Thune capital.

      “How could that be?” Uli was saying and he was speaking to one of the generals who wasn’t sitting but standing with one boot on the bench and leaning on his knee.  “What are they doing here?”

      “We can only speculate, my Lord Regent,” the general said smoothly. He was serious but not agitated. “We felt the summit location was too risky for you at this time. If the delegates agree to travel to Orak’Thune, we will arrange for escorts from the ports of their choice, but at this time, General Titus’s orders are final.”

      “Rogun soldiers here? It’s preposterous and what are they thinking?” Uli went on, more to himself, trying to absorb it.

      “It is unusual, my Lord. We have no idea why now, after all this time since…the Royal Mother — we can’t imagine what has prompted their return.” The general agreed seriously.

      Nyssa swallowed hard at the mention of her mother. Uli was still reeling.

      “By horrible coincidence, General, if you hadn’t caught up to us, we would have found ourselves face to face with them and with the king's children, no less!”

      Uli fanned himself and took a deep drink of his ale mug. The general nodded and paused conversation to look around the room. His gaze stopped dead when he saw her.

      “Well, we did catch up with you and the latest report is the enemy has been dispatched there, but the admiral and guardsman’s orders are clear. Make no attempt to reach Port Town and return at once under the protection of the second contingent of Elite with haste.”

      He had been watching Nyssa this whole time and she had been watching him.

      “Yes, General, of course,” Uli said and nodded in agreement, still oblivious to Nyssa’s presence. “But can it wait till morning? The children are tired. Nyssa especially,” he added. Nyssa rose quickly and left the hall.

      Nyssa strode out of the room and into the evening's failing light. The sun was at a low angle, streaming almost horizontally across the road. It was warm and beautiful and at a total juxtaposition to how she was feeling.

      Nyssa was reeling. Rogun soldiers. Men of the sea, here? She knew the general's words were plain; no Rogun soldier had set foot on the continent since her mother’s capture. Why was now significant in some way? It had to be.

      But Nyssa’s mind couldn’t grasp the broader implications. Somehow she felt her shortcomings but was powerless to jumpstart her mind to any brilliant revelations. She simply didn’t know enough and her young mind couldn’t even imagine any truly evil notion, like the one that had harmed her mother, which she still didn’t truly understand.

      “Nyssa?” she heard called after her and she stopped dead from her power walk down the dusty and lazy road. She waited for her brother to catch up. When he did, he walked around to face her. She noticed that he was a bit flushed from running after her.

      “Nyssa, why are you so upset?” he said and put his hands on his hips to breathe deeply. She watched him, not a tiny bit spent though she had been moving fast herself.

      “Do you not know or do you not care?” she asked simply. He cocked his head at her.

      “The Rogun soldiers, you mean?” he asked her. She nodded very slowly. Patrick bent over at the waist now. He was two years older, just a week shy of his fifteenth birthday, and slim like their mother but tall like their father. He was neither small, nor imposing, but Nyssa disapproved of her brother’s lack of physical stamina.

      “See? School makes you weak,” she said and moved to walk around him but didn’t quicken her pace.

      “No,” he said lightly, “school makes me powerful, Nyssa. When I’m done here, I’m going back to the academy to finish my year. That will set me back where I was, running the quarter mile faster than you if you recall. But I will also know enough to rule this continent just as well as Uli and that’s so much more than you,” he said and had caught up to her enough that his long legs were making easier strides than her own.

      Nyssa didn’t like in the least that her brother was older, that he would return to his physical aptitude in weeks rather than months and yes, that his three-year tutelage under Uli was nearly complete when hers was just beginning. If only she had been born first.

      “Is that what you want then, the regency?” she said to him then.

      “Uh, yes, what else is there?” he asked. She stopped abruptly again and Patrick had to return a few steps to get back to her. She watched him for a second.

      “Uh, the crown, you dolt,” she said, mimicking his tone and crossing her arms. Patrick’s eyes widened, but then he laughed once.

      “No way,” he said and then he started to really laugh, almost hysterically. He held up a hand, indicating that she should give him a minute, and he continued to giggle and chuckle for another minute while she regarded him. Nyssa uncrossed her arms and waited. When he could breathe again, he leaned on one knee and tried to catch his breath.

      “Oh, Nyssa,” he said and chuckled again, but Nyssa was frustrated and starting to feel embarrassed by his outburst. “You always have the very best wrong ideas,” he said and started laughing again.

      “I don’t see what’s so funny,” she said, not waiting for his reply. She walked around him again and kept going.

      “Nyssa!” her brother called out to her, pleading a bit that she should stop. “Nyssa!” he called again and she slowed, but she needed a very deep breath to control her temper.

      “My dear sister!” he said, finally catching up to her. “You are always so serious!” he chided her, but it was gentle. “Come on, okay? We’ll be serious. Have it your way.”

      Nyssa did stop and she gave him the road. He regarded her, but she didn’t speak. He rolled his hand in front of her. When she didn’t bite, he rolled his eyes.

      “And you? What do you want?” he asked. Nyssa jerked her head back in surprise.

      “Da wants me a soldier. I thought that was obvious,” she replied without much emphasis. Patrick regarded her now.

      “And?”

      “And, what?” she added and let her arms drop. She started walking again.

      “Nyssa, stop,” her brother said and reached out for her arm to hold her back. When she did stop, again he went around to face her.

      “What do you want?” he asked her gently. Nyssa looked at him but then stared back down the road. The sun was setting, the light fading and the air was cooling.

      “I don’t feel I have any choice in the matter except to succeed or fail. Da won’t let me fail without killing me if I do, so I guess I’ll just succeed at whatever the academy wants me to do. If I do that enough, it will ensure me a general's commission someday, my own troops and the like. That will keep me close to him, which I guess is enough. At least, I’ll be good at it and earn a rank high enough for my pedigree, which is what is important to Da, I guess,” she said and shrugged. Her brother frowned at her complete bland acceptance of it all.

      “Ever consider the crown for yourself?” her brother asked and it was Nyssa’s turn to laugh at him.

      “Be serious, Patrick,” she said and giggled again. “First, I’m gonna be twelve; second, I am no Da,” she said and laughed while she passed him. “No council member would support that vote. But you, with Uli, you have a real shot!” she added encouragingly. “I guess one of us in the Crown-Compatriots Act will be thrilling enough. Da will be so proud of you.”

      Nyssa wasn’t teasing at all at the last. It was her belief for her family’s future, and she always knew Patrick would be at least regent. Academically, her brother had few equals.

      “And you?” he eyed her suspiciously. “You’ll be happy sleeping on camp cots and smelling of horse sweat the rest of your life?” he said. Her smile faded to contempt.

      “I’ll be with Da,” she came back at him. “The greatest military mind of a generation. I’ll be there sleeping on cots and smelling of horse flesh for glory and honour, Patrick,” she seethed at him. He leaned back, but she caught the facetiousness of the movement.

      “Glory and honour?”

      Nyssa stared back at him defiantly. Patrick stalled, then lifted his eyes skyward. “Oh, to be young,” he said and moved away from her, back toward the inn.

      “What does that mean?” she called after him. He didn’t stop walking, but he turned his head halfway to reply.

      “It means you have no idea, of course. And until you grow up some more, there is no point in continuing this conversation, Baby Sis.” He waved a hand back at her and left her staring after him on the road.

      “I am not a baby!” she screamed after him, but he made no more indication he was listening. He continued to stroll away from her, hands in his pockets and whistling.

      Nyssa was profusely angry with her brother after their conversation on the road and she carried it for most of their trip home. In the morning, they had mounted and rode out with no less than fifty heavily armed and special Elite troops for the near two-week long drive back to Orak’Thune. Despite the restricted schedule, Nyssa felt more at home on the road. By the second day, she’d convinced the captain to let her ride outside the carriage and her mood drastically improved.  Jara joined her there and they picked up their friendship, but now the conversation involved class schedules, tough sergeants and the looming archery final.

      “You know Trek is going to win that, right?” Nyssa was saying after they’d run through some of whom they thought were best contenders. Jara shrugged.

      “Maybe, but he’s still got some competition to worry about yet,” he said. Nyssa was interested. Jara laughed. “You, Princess, you’re the best bow in the class this year. He’ll be up for a run against you. My money is on you.”

      Nyssa hadn’t disguised her surprise when he’d mentioned her. Up until the previous day, she hadn’t even considered any other cadet knew anything about her. She suddenly felt self-conscious.

      “Probably explains why he’s never overly nice to me then,” she said and frowned.

      Nyssa didn’t elaborate, but that particular classmate went out of his way to make her life less simple. Already she was mostly friendless because her father housed her away from the dorms and she was privileged in a number of ways. Most students didn’t know how to handle a near-twelve-year-old live wire with a royal free pass, like Nyssa.

      Trek, on the other hand, was the son of one of her father’s best generals, so the kid didn’t want for much himself. He’d been neck and neck in physical and martial training with Nyssa all year. Three years her senior, he’d relished the opportunity to show her his disdain. He’d broken her thumb the second month during a sparring match, given her a black eye “by accident” during a mid-year exam and had tripped her, pushed her and stolen her food from the lunch tray enough times that she knew beating him was paramount on her list before he graduated. Jara gave her a long look, but there was a smile there the whole time.

      “Want me to punch him in the face?” he offered. Nyssa snorted.

      “Wait till I win first,” she replied.

      “If you wish,” he said with a shrug and they both laughed.

      The rest of the journey was a little more livable with conversations and Jara, but upon arrival, Nyssa wished her uncle and brother farewell at the split in the road that separated the academy and the city of Orak’Thune.

      “I’ll see you next week,” Patrick had said to her and she’d gratefully accepted his hug. When she was close, he said quietly in her ear, “I’m sorry for calling you a baby.” Nyssa nodded and smiled to let him know they were well.

      Nyssa rode with the rest of the contingent until the entrance of the massive military academy complex and turned to say her farewell to Jara, but he looked perplexed. She explained that her father housed her in the officer’s barracks, which were on the other side of the complex from the cadets. His eyebrows rose.

      “No wonder no one knows you,” he said and she frowned, looking away from him toward the squat, two-story building. “Do you want to stay there?” he asked.

      Nyssa hesitated. She’d resisted since first arriving, but her father had been firm about the idea. She’d been forced to abandon hope of seeing the academy from her classmate’s perspective.

      “It’s quiet,” she said, trying to sound positive. Jara narrowed his eyes.

      “Well, I’ll remember that the next time my rack mates are snoring too loudly,” he said, but he didn’t seem to want to make fun of her; he just wanted to empathize.

      Nyssa nodded and smirked a bit funnily to break the tension, though it was thin. She waved goodbye and turned her horse away to follow the officers who had already started up the path without her, largely unaware of her altogether as she trailed along behind them.

      Jara watched her go. In this one scene, he felt he understood a significant amount about the young princess. There was nowhere to hide when you were the king's daughter, but most of the other cadets had serious issue with her being so young. All of them had waited their turn to enter there; all of them felt ready for its challenges and that they were appropriate for their age group. But then there was this child, this little girl, and she was good, better than good. She was better than most of them. They hated her on sight but knew her title required their respect, which was acid on the wound. He’d stood up for her in her absence even before meeting her, just out of sheer decency and he’d always easily won the debate. The others picked on her because they didn’t know her at all.

      He, on the other hand, was quite well-liked and enjoyed a mostly popular and carefree existence. He excelled in his studies because he worked hard and was respected by his superiors and his classmates alike. Even though his friends had teased him for wanting it, he was thrilled to be earning extra credits on his current mission. He’d just spent the better part of three weeks being an equal team member on a diplomatic mission. Not a cadet. He felt he’d done well; he’d met his commander’s expectations but his friends would still tease him and call it ‘babysitting.’ To them, there was only one job worthy of giving up your freedoms to follow another around and that was as first guardsman to the king, and Sir Brack wasn’t going anywhere.

      Jara rode back with the rest of the impressive Elite, but he noticed none of their conversation. He was thinking of Nyssa. How simply nice and extraordinarily mature she was for her age, which was something he really hadn’t expected. He frequently forgot she was so young every time he spent time with her. She was just...impressive.

      Over their long trip back, Nyssa had explained she had been training with a secluded master since she was eight and had recently been released from his tutelage. The admiral of the academy had had to accept her to the formal school because she’d already completed most of the physical training, save what she would have to wait for her body to catch up to do.

      Still, she‘d entered as the youngest by two years, which at that age, was a noticeable difference. She was also breaking the rules and that none of her classmates would easily forget.

      The following week of her return, Nyssa was unexpectedly ordered to move her belongings into the main dorm complex by nightfall. She was standing in the middle of the bare room she’d occupied for the last year, one pack on the single bed, a large bundle of weapons and armour dumped on the floor and nothing else.  She sighed and picked up the pack. Slinging it over her shoulder, she picked up the bundled weapons, which gave her pause under its weight. She gritted her teeth and hefted it anyway, trying not to noticeably wobble as she walked.

      She was still unclear about what had happened to change her father’s mind; she hadn’t received the order directly from him, but Brom’s memo to her had been just as brief. The admiral of the academy had suddenly ordered her to move to the same building the other cadets lived in, but she still wouldn’t be in the general population. She was being given a room on an upper floor, which meant some poor officer had been kicked out of his, so she would have to be on the lookout for that new enemy.

      The dorm buildings were built to the rear of the central campus, upwind from the stables, and backed by the enormous parade grounds. They were pleasantly landscaped with mature trees, walking paths and tall lanterns, connecting the dorms and the practice fields. Dorm House ‘A’ had four entrances, each on one wall, two of which were fed from staircases. The front entrance led to an enormous lobby and a single sweeping staircase that ran from the open room and up the three-story atrium. Panelled in deep, dark wood and polished over centuries, the dorms were landmarks of heritage and passage. Every citizen a student of civil service which is to say nearly every adolescent once came through their halls. Pausing outside to look at them now, Nyssa was surprised at how excited she was to be finally in them.

      Straight through on the ground floor, she knew, was the great room with two enormous fireplaces and every separate floor above that had a smaller version for quieter study and social gatherings, used by the students assigned to that floor.

      Nyssa contemplated entering by the main entrance, but she suddenly felt very small. Her baggage was breaking her shoulder; she winced and looked up at the double doors again.

      Just then they opened and two cadets came out, deep in some obviously funny conversation. They hadn’t noticed her until they stepped off the first step, but they immediately stopped talking when they did. She recognized their uniforms, of course. They were third-year cadets, but she didn’t know their names. The cadets continued walking down toward her, staring at her in silence. When they came up to her, they simply split to walk around. They both murmured, “Princess,” by way of acknowledgement. Ignoring her would have been insubordination, but they didn’t stop or offer assistance. Nyssa sighed again and decided to take a side entrance.

      She managed most of the way up the stairs but needed a break on the second-floor landing. The landings were open concept, and to her dismay, there were many more cadets lounging around there. She hadn’t realized how many until she mounted the last second-floor step and deposited her load loudly on the floor, which silenced the twenty or so students relaxing in their lounge. All heads swivelled to stare at her. No one said a word.

      Nyssa needed to catch her breath, but she felt the broken back was worth the pain if it would get her out of this scene. She grabbed her material and desperately tried to heave it back onto her back, nearly throwing herself off-balance and back down the stairs.

      “Well, well, the baby has arrived,” she heard, the sarcastic remark coming from the back of the room and she didn’t bother to try to see who it was. She didn’t want to know. People were snickering and coughing uncomfortably to hide it. Her face was burning with embarrassment. “Someone call Jara. It's time to earn his babysitting stripes,” she heard another voice say and she felt they were growing bolder. The room erupted into laughter.

      “Enough!”

      She heard someone yell and she spared a half turn from the stair she was trying to climb to see. Jara was coming through from the back of the room, her brother right behind him. She was surprised to see them, but especially that it was Jara’s face that was a storm. The room parted immediately to allow them to pass and was instantly silenced by the prince’s presence. When they’d cleared the crowd, Jara turned on his heel to face them, but Patrick shook his head and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Friends,” her brother said loudly and with a false friendly tone, “I’m sure you have better things to do than make a new cadet feel unwelcome.”

      The room stared; no one moved. Her brother was now fifteen, three years from graduation — far from any senior in the room, but he was tall, strapping, handsome, golden blonde and she believed him to be the golden child. He enjoyed an easy popular life, his whole being screamed “prince” and people flocked to his easy demeanour, whereas Nyssa just felt, with her mousey-auburn hair, lean, too-young body and shy face, that her appearance screamed simply — house cat.

      Jara, fists and jaw clenched, had turned and immediately marched over to Nyssa to roughly grab the heavy weapons bundle off her back. This act unbalanced her again and she nearly fell back. He reached and grabbed her strongly by the arm. Their eyes met, but Nyssa looked away. She grabbed what was left of her belongings and bounded up the stairs. She nearly made it to the third landing but then skidded to a halt, suddenly aware of the mirror floorplan to the one below and the nightmare of bursting in on twenty new snickering faces.

      “Left, last room at the end,” she heard Jara say behind her and she bolted away again.

      Nyssa burst through the last level landing, startling the cadets there, but none made any crass comments. She ran full bore down the hall and didn’t hesitate to run through the door Jara had indicated. She stood in the middle of a room larger than her last, facing a corner window that looked out over the academy grounds and the main building beyond. She was breathing hard from the effort but shaking from her experience.

      “Nyssa,” she heard her brother say, coming into the room behind her. She whirled to face him. He saw her face was flushed and her eyes were watering. “Nyssa, you need to forget it,” he said firmly to her. Jara was standing just outside, at attention it looked like. He had his back to them so he was facing the hall and blocking the door with his body. He’d dumped the weapons just inside the door but was giving them the room.

      “They hate me, Patrick!” she said but didn’t yell, careful not to let anyone hear. Patrick raised his hands and shook his head.

      “They don’t understand you, Nyssa. There’s a difference,” he said and tried to come over to her.

      “Who cares what they don’t understand!” she replied and it was loud. She brought herself up short. “They don’t even care that I’m a princess!” she added and now the tears began to flow. Patrick took a breath.

      “Would you rather they respect the title and not the girl?” he shot back harshly. Nyssa stared at him helplessly through tears.

      Nyssa didn’t have friends outside the palace, she thought probably because she was a princess, but that had at least protected her from outright disrespect. Without her father’s influence as a monarch, she didn’t know who she was or who she should be. Patrick had never had any of these problems. It didn’t seem to matter if he was a prince or not. She truly felt he didn’t understand.

      “You sound like Da,” she spit at him. Patrick looked surprised for a second, but he recovered himself.

      “This is not a nursery, Nyssa. You need to be strong. I know it sounds heartless, but you need to not be twelve!” he said low but strong enough. Nyssa gaped at him. Patrick closed his eyes hard, a hand pulled over his face. He walked over and put his hands on her shoulders.

      “You need to turn this around; a good place to start is by beating Trek tomorrow. If you can do that and someone else has something cheeky to say, don’t stand for it. Start removing their excuses for doubting you. Do you want to be a princess or a warrior or are you both and you expect them to know it?”

      Nyssa was breathing hard, her body tense from the onslaught to her emotions. He kissed her forehead and left. Jara stepped aside so he could pass. Patrick nodded to him before disappearing down the hall.

      Jara turned now to look at Nyssa. She was totally exposed, not a defence left to her and she didn’t know what else to do. His expression was desperate. He entered the room and crossed to her and just wrapped her in a hug.

      “You do have friends here, Nyssa,” he said to her. “You have yet to meet them, but I’ll be here,” he added and Nyssa felt her breath hitch where her face was buried in his shoulder. She moved her hands to his chest and gripped the material in fists. She was shaking. He moved his hands to the back of her neck and wrapped the other one tightly around her back, holding her close. It was the first hug Nyssa could remember from anyone other than her brother: even her father. She felt deficient in it too, but it was melting her fears like magic, so she held on.

      He saw out the window the academy building and it felt all so unfair. Just because this girl was somehow capable of doing what the officers and her father expected of her didn’t mean she wanted to or should. Nyssa was mature enough to handle the pressure, but she lacked the social experiences to navigate her way through an adolescent mine field like the academy, which was a highly competitive environment. Jara sighed at the thought that human affection was possibly not common for her either. Nyssa stood awkwardly against him, even though he had her securely in his arms.

      “This is a great room,” he said finally, his tone conversational. She sniffed and pulled back to look at him. “Seriously, you should be good here,” he said approvingly.

      “Another reason for everyone to hate me, you mean?” she said and wiped her tears. He shrugged.

      “You are the princess,” he replied. “Being a monarch’s daughter comes with inherent risks, hence the need for the private room, but that’s not your fault or choice, so don’t let them bother you about it. It’s the king’s decision. Maybe you can offer to bring up their concern with him directly if they voice their displeasure,” he added helpfully. Nyssa huffed rather than laughed, but Jara smiled.

      “You are not here to make excuses or hide who you are, Highness,” he said and stood up straighter. “So don’t let them make you. At the same time, try not to give them too many chances to kick you when you’re down. Next time, order a bat boy to help you with your luggage or call me to help you. Whatever ensures you can walk up those stairs carrying yourself like a normal person and not a mule,” he added. Nyssa laughed again but looked down at her hands.

      “Unpack and get some rest. Your brother is right. Do well tomorrow against Trek and you’ll earn yourself some big points in the respect department, hands down.”

      Jara smiled at her and turned to leave.

      “Jara!” she called to him when he reached the door. He stopped and turned, just in time to catch her fly back into his arms. Surprised but not upset, he squeezed her again.

      “I know who you are, Princess Nyssa,” he whispered to her from above her head. “But I think there is so much more to you than you’re letting yourself show. I promise you can rely on me to have your back until you figure it out.”

      She nodded under his chin and for the first time, she felt maybe she might not be alone.
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      Nyssa lined her shot up by drawing back, raising her bow high and bringing it down very slowly to line up her eye with her target, exhaling the whole way down. The sun had risen to mid-height and the air was getting stuffy compared to when they’d begun several hours earlier in the coolness of the morning. She felt the sweat gritty on her neck and was grateful for the leather thong on her hand, which separated her sweaty skin from her grip on the bow.

      Nyssa slowed her breathing and rechecked her markers. The leaves fluttered but didn’t blow; the flies swirled in lazy circles having little to no resistance with wind. She felt sweat droplets release on her temples and tickle as they slowly ran down the sides of her face under her hair. She breathed slowly out and let fly the arrow.

      The tension on the string was good. Nyssa had spent a lot of time on this weapon, tuning it to get the best ratio of power and accuracy, and even more time practising with it. She heard the arrow meet the target with a satisfying “thok.” The crowd who’d shown up for the tournament murmured in appreciation, but everyone would have to wait for the referee to call out the score after verifying the shot.

      Nyssa, accustomed to crowds and being ogled, breathed deep and kept her focus in her mental bubble, barely hearing the people around her. She looked down at the ground to protect her eyes from the bright sunshine and to hide her face from the crowd.

      “Nine!” called the referee and the audience applauded with enthusiasm. Nyssa cursed and turned immediately to the small table behind her that held her equipment.

      She was about to immediately begin the ritual to reload, but she was dying in the heat. It was Trek’s turn, the final opponent to make it to this round with her, so she opted to ignore his efforts and fix herself. She took a big swig of water and let it pool in her mouth a good long while to soothe the parched feeling of her tongue. Her hair, which she’d tied into a braid at the back, was soaked and sticking to her neck. Roughly, she grasped it and twirled it up into a bun, then grabbed a tuning tool and stuck it in to hold it. The little breeze that blew across her neck was heavenly and she felt instantly better.

      “Nine!” she heard the referee call out; she swallowed another sip of water.

      “Final match!” the judging officer called and Nyssa felt a moment of panic when she realized she didn’t remember the score.

      “Ten, then,” she thought to herself. Nothing else mattered except getting the best possible score.

      Nyssa picked up an arrow and ran her fingers down the shaft feeling for imperfections. She lightly fluffed the fletching, feeling for any loose binding. The point also was strong and sharp.

      “Princess Nyssa to the line,” called the referee who stood behind the two remaining competitors. Nyssa approached, the arrow held loosely in the string with one hand, the other likewise loosely holding the bow. She was breathing deeply again, prepping to take her aim.

      “No one is going to like you any better if you win, Princess. It’s not like it will change anything at all,” she heard Trek say under his breath.

      “No talking!” the referee hollered, but she knew he wouldn’t have cared if he’d heard what he said.

      Nyssa wasn’t looking anywhere but down range. She hadn’t turned to break her focus or felt it was necessary to reply. She bent and began loading her bow, pulling on the string and lifting it up to use the muscles in her shoulder and her chest to draw back. As she lowered it this time, she twisted slightly and brought the bow slowly down as before, but this time Trek’s face came into her crosshairs. She made sure to meet his eyes for the split second that he could have been her target. He’d been arrogantly leaning up against the fence, one leg lazily tossed over the other and his arms crossed. Both came undone in a panic when he saw her bow and the point of the arrow. Nyssa didn’t fight back much, but she had her moments.

      Now Nyssa continued on her trajectory and settled finally on the target as she saw it two hundred feet down range. She shut her eyes and calmed her breathing. She opened them again and checked the markers, still only lightly fluttering in their posts.

      Nyssa took one deep breath and slowly, expertly blew it out between her teeth and lips. Then she held it.

      “Thok.”

      Nyssa had watched the arrow sail. She turned and faced Trek, who was looking between her and the target. He did not look comfortable.

      “Ten!” the referee called and the crowd exploded in applause. Nyssa breathed for what felt like the first time all day.

      “Silence!!” the gate referee screamed at the crowd. “Cadet Trek!” he called and Nyssa simply watched as Trek stormed over to his station. A batman tried to help him, but he pushed him roughly aside and jammed his equipment together.

      Nyssa didn’t want to watch his setup. She’d seen enough of him today.  She moved slowly while he moved quickly, but as per the rules, she stood very still while he prepared his shot. She heard the swish of the fletch leave the string and the strength of his shot in the twang of the string. She felt it sounded a little strong. It hit the target and the crowd remained absolutely still.

      Nyssa began to move again, slowly removing her leather brace and unwinding the wrist braces she wore.

      “Six!” the referee called up range and there was a pregnant pause over the entire field. Nyssa felt it was their disappointment.

      “Final score is 92 to 90. The winner is Princess Nyssa!” the judge called out. Nyssa stopped and looked over at the judging table, her disbelief not registering his words, while the crowd began to applaud, but she wasn’t hearing any of it. She saw Patrick coming over to her, the grin on his face visible from across the range. Instead of happiness, she felt terror. Ahead of Patrick, Trek burst into her view, his rage visible and she knew his wrath was coming her way. She couldn’t help taking a step back as he got closer.

      “You!” he roared at her. He hadn’t seen her brother, Jara, and then her father and his own coming up behind them.  Nyssa tried to stop him, point behind him, but he was blind with rage.

      “You snot-nosed runt, you have no place in this competition!” he roared after her.

      Nyssa stood her ground after a few steps, but she was expecting violence.

      “How dare you arrogantly insist on participating in this tournament, just to show off and pretend in front of cadets who actually worked to be here!” Trek came right up to her and pushed her so she stumbled a few steps. The contact seemed to spur him on. He reached back and slapped her hard across the face with the back of his hand, sending her spinning into the dirt.

      Nyssa wasn’t thinking about the instant disqualification no matter who saw this behaviour nor the retribution Trek would face. Neither did she have any thought for the crowd that stood in shock witnessing the altercation. Nyssa rolled over and up on all fours, wiping the blood from her split lip. She saw him winding up to kick her on the ground, but Nyssa was already on fire. Nearly a year she’d taken his constant abuse.

      Nyssa uncoiled like a viper when he was close enough. Her last thought was of his father reaching out to stop him in mid-attack, horror plain on his face.

      Trek had underestimated her again. He brought a foot forward to kick her, but she was already gone. Nyssa had jumped at the same time, landing with clawed hands behind his neck and her knees in his chest. Her momentum and weight she threw directly at him but high enough so she could drag him down onto his back. He landed with an audible “oof” and Nyssa landed on her feet. She encircled him like a predator. Patrick reached out to calm her and stop her from bringing any culpability down on herself.

      Trek recovered like a hornet and started to rise, spewing hate and curse words at her. His father finally reached him, smacking him hard in the back of his head and didn’t stop there. Madras stood stiff and silent behind it all, a ring of empty space around him. When his general had his son firmly in control, the king approached. He was calm, but Nyssa saw the fire in his eyes. She shrank a little behind Patrick.

      “Proctor, if you will please call the results,” he said calmly, but Nyssa heard the distinct edge. The main judge hurried forward and bowed to the king. The entire audience had filed from the bleachers and they were now drawn to the little competitor’s area on the field. Trek was on his knees with his father’s hand pushing his neck down so his face was nearly in the dirt and he was kneeling beside him, both in front of the king.

      “The results have been tallied. The princess is well and firmly the leader, Your Majesty,” he said nervously.

      “And what is the penalty for physically attacking another competitor?” he asked him. The man looked seriously uncomfortable. He nervously looked to Trek and his father.

      “Unsportsmanlike conduct is an automatic disqualification, Your Majesty,” he said, and he looked sympathetically at them, but then switched to regarding the king. “Though it is unclear if that includes periods when not in competition.”

      Madras, who hadn’t been looking directly at the man, did so now, his eyes narrowed and the fury plain in his eyes.

      “Who here knows the relationship of the judge and this cadet?” he asked. Patrick put his hand up immediately.

      “They are cousins, Your Majesty,” he said formally. Madras nodded. He turned to the three of them. Trek’s father stood up and ahead of the other two, the only one of them to stand and face their consequences, the only one who wasn’t guilty of any of them.

      “You are removed from your office,” Madras said, pointing to the judge. “You are disqualified from your entire year, your standings here are not admissible and the admiral will discuss your punishment,” he said to Trek. “And you, General, need time to get your house in order. You are stripped from your commission for one month, at which time you will report back to me and we can discuss your progress and future in the corps.”

      Madras turned his back on them deliberately, physically separating Nyssa and the ugly scene of the three men who, after the king was far enough away, began fighting and hitting each other.

      “Nyssa, my daughter,” he said and smiled a tiny bit. Nyssa was still standing behind Patrick, but she came out to go to her father. “You have ranked among the top ten archers ever to graduate from the academy. You did this despite the fact that you were three years younger than any of them. In addition, your conduct and professionalism have been noted. I am informed that your scores were high enough that winning today wasn’t entirely necessary to your completing your first year, but you did anyway. Congratulations to you, my daughter. May you remember this day as your triumph: one of many more in the future.”

      He then held out his arms that she should embrace him and she did. The crowd applauded loudly, the horrible interruption forgotten.

      Later, when Nyssa came down from receiving her medallion, her father embraced her briefly once more and left with his entourage, but as she watched him leaving, her eyes saw Jara smiling behind her brother. The two of them approached her.

      “Well, I’m guessing next semester will be a little smoother,” her brother said. Jara nodded enthusiastically.

      “Throwing him down into the dirt was a nice comeback, Princess,” Jara said to her. Patrick laughed and nodded.

      “I think Trek himself is responsible for fixing a lot of it after all, Sis,” Patrick said and clasped her shoulder. “Now, let’s celebrate. Everyone needs to know you’re here to stay and to second guess messing with you in future.”

      Patrick and Jara brought her back to the dorm main hall where they joined the new second- and third-place winners in a long evening of ruckus behaviour, a rite of passage and a signal to the end of exams. Nyssa drank ale and sang songs she didn’t know she knew. A little bit drunk and fast asleep, Nyssa was carried by Jara and Patrick to her room to sleep it off. It was the greatest night of her life.
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      The forest was just light enough by the moon to risk a run with the horses. Nyssa held tighter to her reins and concentrated on navigating her horse on the road ahead. Jara was to her right, two other soldiers behind them. Admiral Brom had agreed to let her go on a reconnaissance mission to the forest village a day’s ride outside of the academy. Rumours had continued of enemy soldiers being seen in the area two or three times a year since her experience at Cross. Though no direct contact had been made, Madras investigated every one.

      Her father was occupied much to the north with civil disputes; a few land barons were warring over territory and it had turned violent. Nyssa, a third-year cadet now and a week shy of her sixteenth birthday, had enough experience and required more credits toward her civil service, which this mission would top up nicely for the year.

      She was anxious to return and didn’t feel they should need to stop for the night, but the horses were somewhat stretched. Jara called her out and she reined in, following him off the road to a good spot, slightly hidden and with water nearby. Nyssa was impatient to return but not for any particular reason other than the nagging and searing pain in her side.

      “We’re fine here, Nyssa,” Jara said when she returned from a scout to the road.  Their trip to the village had been unfruitful. The report had been actually another type of traveller but from the continent of Kitska and though uncommon in the area, they were known to seek out lumber contracts in the interior this time of year. Nyssa nodded and accepted her supper in a cup from him.

      Nyssa winced at the stitch in her side or that’s what she thought it was. Several days ago, she’d been sparring in her fencing class and her opponent had won a fantastic match with a double thrust to her torso. She hadn’t felt much at the time, but it had started to hurt that night and steadily got worse over the course of a few days and was especially bad now after riding all day.

      Jara had been watching her. “Problem?” he asked her from across the fire. The other soldiers had taken lookout positions, one near the road and one by the stream.

      Nyssa could just make them out eating the supper she had just finished bringing them. She turned back to him. “I don’t know,” she admitted, and squirmed against the tree because her clothing felt tight around her ribs and was putting pressure on the spot. “Ow,” she said quietly and breathed shallowly for a second.

      Jara rose immediately and came over to her. He knelt down beside her and was about to try to pull up her clothing, but she was thickly layered. “Undo your jerkin,” he said, she frowned.

      “I’m fine,” she complained, but he sat back on his heels and pulled out a dagger. Her eyes widened in surprise.

      “Undo them or I’ll cut them off,” he said. She glared at him but started to do as he asked. When she was done, she moved to take it off, but it pulled her side and she froze.

      “Nothing, right?” Jara said unhappily and began gently moving her shirt up on the side.

      He cursed when it was exposed. Nyssa looked at him in surprise, but he ignored her and went to the fire to get a burning stick. He held it close to the spot to see by the light of the ember. Nyssa was bruising around a very small, dark red puncture. The bruise had become angry colours and he worried he could see red veins snaking outward from the hole. He leaned close and squeezed it, to which Nyssa howled in sudden pain and after a moment, he was awarded with a putrid puss bursting from the tiny hole. It did not smell overly pleasant.

      “We need to go back,” he said, “now.”

      Jara called the other two and told them to remount. The princess had an injury that was festering and could get serious. They would ride through the night.

      Still on the ground, Nyssa was trying to get his attention.

      “Jara, I’m fine,” she said and tried to stand. He came back over with water and a cloth and ignored her completely.

      “Why in bloody hell were your instructors using open blades?” he said, after she’d filled him in on the cause and he cursed when the wound continued to ooze. Nyssa was breathing hard. Jara’s hand flew up and covered her forehead for a minute.

      “We weren’t,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “You’re not running a fever, but that could change fast. We have to move and get you to the infirmary.” He held the cloth against her side, pulled her shirt down and ordered her to retie her jerkin to hold the cloth against the wound.

      Getting back on a horse was uncomfortable, but she managed. Riding for five more hours was excruciating. At sunrise, they turned up to the academy grounds. Jara instructed their companions to deliver their report and he took Nyssa directly to the infirmary.

      Nyssa felt flush and slightly warm walking into the building, even though the doors and windows were open to the spring air. She was exhausted from being up all night and really didn’t want to be there. She just wanted her bed.

      Nyssa didn’t dislike the infirmary or have any issue with its staff, except it was a place that always made her feel inferior for some reason. The last time she’d been to the female nurses station for a “female related concern,” she’d been mortified and concerned she was dying of an unknown, horrible internal injury. Turns out menstruation was normal and not the cause of some inexplicable stabbing injury that caused bleeding from the inside. Nyssa had sat wide-eyed and fascinated as the nurse had slowly taken her time and started explaining to Nyssa, from the beginning, just what the female body was capable of. Nyssa had adamantly disagreed. She thought bleeding monthly was “miraculous,” but accepted the nurses’ teachings and instructions for caring for herself and left, feeling stupider than when she went in.

      Jara grabbed a passing nurse and explained the situation, getting her attention rather urgently so she rushed over to Nyssa, Jara on her heels.

      The nurse immediately felt her forehead, which surprised Nyssa she nearly stumbled backwards.

      “She’s warm. We must move her right now and clean her wound,” she said and left them to follow after her. Jara pushed Nyssa from behind so they followed the nurse to a private room.

      Nyssa was stripped of her jerkin and shirt. Another nurse came and went to fetch the physician. Nyssa felt the cloth, now stuck to her side, being pulled away and she sucked air through her teeth.

      “It is festering,” the nurse agreed. “Please continue to undress, Your Majesty. We’ll need to bathe the wound thoroughly and you’ll be more comfortable.” She then left the room to fetch supplies. Nyssa sat on the edge of the raised bed to catch her breath. Jara immediately began removing her chest bindings, until Nyssa realized what he was doing and both hands went up to her chest.

      “I can manage, Jara,” she tried to say, but he shook his head and swatted her hand away. The last tie came loose and the bindings unwound and fell from her body. It felt awesome, but her hands went back up to her breasts. Jara snorted.

      “Co-ed dorms, remember?” he said smirking at her. “The girls in my dorm aren’t shy about their chests, Nyssa.”

      Nyssa kept her hands where they were. He was two years older than her, his dorm mates likewise. Nyssa was still in the awkward stages of puberty. She’d felt breasts as buds one day and needed to tie them down the next. She felt her body was betraying her at every turn and now left her feeling inadequate daily to the cadets around her. No matter how much she made progress growing up, she was always behind. She didn’t want Jara making those comparisons himself.

      Jara had moved on though, his attention returning to her wound.

      “Geez, Nyssa, that’s really gross,” he said after a minute. Nyssa rolled her eyes and blew a huge, exasperated breath.

      “Thanks,” she said dryly.

      The physician entered and the pace changed completely. Jara was shooed out and she missed him suddenly; afraid for no reason — just alone. When the medical stuff was done, her side hurt like fire; in fact, she was sure they had poured fire directly into her wound and she’d cried out in pain. She was further undressed, washed, redressed in a plain shift, propped up in bed, covered in fresh sheets and left to sleep. She had fevered dreams and awoke several times to Jara sponging her forehead, his expression miserable with worry.

      In the morning, she awoke and felt better. Though her side hurt, she wasn’t hot anymore. She was thirsty and saw the cup on a table almost too far away. She was reaching for it but pulled too hard and made a noise, instantly waking Jara, who bounded from the chair he was sitting in to get it for her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said and drank the whole cup. “I didn’t mean to wake you.” He shook his head, trying to adjust to being awake.

      “No, I’m good,” he said. “You? Are you hot?” he asked and touched her face. She let him but shook her head. He nodded and she lay back down on her side to watch him. He sat down again.

      “You stayed,” she said quietly and her heart was bursting with gratitude.

      Her brother had yet to come by, though Jara had sent a message to him at the palace. He shrugged. Then he smiled and nodded.

      “Where else would I be?” he said still smiling. “My best friend needed me.”

      Nyssa wasn’t sure why it meant so much to her. She’d known Jara now nearly three years and in all that time, she’d seen him every day. But to hear the words out loud meant everything. She nodded to him.

      “Thanks,” she replied quietly and smiled.

      Nyssa was allowed to leave the next day. While dressing, her brother arrived. She just stared at him.

      “There you are!” he said pleasantly and came warmly to her to give her a hug and a kiss. “Leaving already? That is good news!”

      “I’ve been here two days,” she said quietly. Patrick looked at her and then at Jara.

      “Jara was with you, I was told,” he asked and looked again between them. She nodded. Patrick sighed.

      “I was in negotiations with Uli. I wanted to come, but I was told not to bother. You were fine, resting, and he was with you,” he said and threw a thumb behind him at Jara.

      “It’s fine, Patrick. I’m fine,” she said and finished her laces on her jerkin. She hopped off the bed and winced but waved him away.

      “What the hell happened?” he asked impatiently and a little alarmed she was hurt more than he was informed.

      “Fencing accident. We don’t know if the ball fell off or was taken off, but it pierced her side and became infected.” Jara went over to help her with her jacket.

      “Well, you don’t think it was malicious, do you?” Patrick asked, moving out of the way. Jara looked at Nyssa, but she didn’t have an answer either.

      “We hope not,” Jara said. And they moved to leave the room.

      Patrick was frustrated, but he followed them wordlessly. He’d ridden out to the infirmary, but he ended up leading his horse behind them because Nyssa wanted to walk back to the dorms. By the time they arrived, Patrick understood.

      “I’m sorry, Nyssa,” he said, the first since they’d left her sickbed. “I should have come to you right away.”

      Nyssa turned and gave him a big hug, but she didn’t really have anything else to say.

      “I’m placing an inquiry on the fencing instructor with Brom before I return also. If it’s an equipment malfunction, fine. It still needs to be corrected. But if not, it will warn whomever tried that we are watching.”

      “Thanks, brother,” she said finally and turned to go up to her room. Jara looked back and nodded to him, but the message was clear. He’d disappointed her and Jara was now the most important person in her life.

      Nyssa made it to her room, her injury none the worse for wear, but she felt tired. Jara helped her with her outer clothing and she let him because she liked the attention. She was feeling particularly abandoned now. His company was more familiar than her own kin and she felt she just needed to accept that. The thing was, when her family wasn’t around, she’d begun not to notice. It was when they showed back up that it got odd.

      Nyssa sat down slowly on the edge of her bed. She had been thinking about how her brother's graduation was such a celebration for them; he, she, Jara, the whole graduating class. That night they’d celebrated together and the comradery that surrounded them had her feeling sure they would be fast relations and close bosom buddies forever. But within the first week of Patrick moving back home to pick up his internship under their uncle full time, she’d felt the tether break. It had been three months and this had been their first visit.

      Jara had moved in directly after, though, and her loneliness was distracted by his attention. They practised together, took study hall together, ate together and took special missions together. Nyssa especially liked working with Jara. She felt they moved at the same rhythm, trusted each other on a level that was rare to find and she felt they were getting stronger with every opportunity. She had been considering asking the admiral to allow her to join more of the Elite training classes early so she could do them with him. That way, their partnership could continue to strengthen.

      Only senior year cadets were allowed to sign up for the intensive training courses, though yet again she’d jumped the line and completed several already. Jara, older and already through the last of them, was scheduled to leave in a few weeks for the field final and he’d be gone for two entire months. She’d been trying to hide her anxiety about that and the fact he was set to graduate in less than six months, but being forgotten in the infirmary wasn’t helping.

      “What is it?” Jara asked when he caught sight of her face. Nyssa had been staring at the wall for several minutes. She blinked at the sound of his voice. Her eyes alone followed him now, her hands holding her up on either side of her thighs on the bed. She swallowed hard.

      “What do you think you’ll do when you graduate, Jara?” she asked.

      He had been rewrapping her scabbard and had moved to hanging it on the peg on her wall. He slowed his movements at the question. They’d danced around this reality for the last few months, neither wanting to really discuss it.

      “I will put in for my own commission,” he said smoothly. “Captain, colonel, then general. I hope to be assigned to your father, at least until you get out and we can look again and maybe I can come back to you,” he added the end with more enthusiasm in an effort to come off less morbid about the reality they faced.

      Military life took you where it wanted you to go, not the other way around. Nyssa would be assigned under her father eventually, but Jara would have to at least wait until she finished. He would have nearly two years to change his mind and choose something else. Nyssa wasn’t sure why, but she felt Jara was more important than any one thing that could separate them. Again, being younger meant ample time to ruin her life all over again and she was more mad than scared now to let it happen.

      Jara saw her distress in her face. None of her reservations about the future of their friendship escaped him either. He came over and sat down beside her. The light was failing and the room was more glowing with the red sunlight than actually being lit. Neither of them wanted to get up and fiddle with a lantern.

      “I want to be with you and I know we will be together, somehow, Nyssa,” he said and he covered her hand with his own. She looked down at it and nodded.

      Nyssa knew she didn’t have the answers. She only knew the last three years would have been a colossal struggle without him and that she genuinely felt she knew what true friendship was and what it was worth. What she wasn’t sure about was the intense connection with him she’d been feeling lately and the energy that buzzed through her body whenever they were alone like this. Jara was one of the finest looking boys of all the cadets. His many female admirers were a testament to that and Nyssa had always watched them in amusement. Those women had never really mattered to her, except he looked particularly beautiful right then in the dusk light and he was here, with her.

      She looked up at him and her mind switched a track. She leaned slowly forward, emotion and fatigue playing jockey with her nerves. Jara didn’t move or turn away and instead met her in the middle. Nyssa wasn’t sure what she should do next. Their lips touched so lightly she was afraid she’d done it wrong. When they broke, she just wanted to lean on him to support her, but his face was still close and his breathing was warm; all she had to do was reach up and start it again.

      Again Jara did not resist and this encouraged her. She let him take her face in both his hands and when the timing seemed right, he moved his tongue into her mouth. Nyssa was startled at first, but she didn’t dislike it and more feared making a fool of herself so said nothing and explored his mouth for herself. She warmed to it, moved into it and felt him move his body to get more from the angle.  When they broke, she was breathing heavily. She felt a bit faint and her lips were slightly numb. Jara still had her face in his hands.

      “Nyssa,” he whispered to her and her skin responded by raising goosebumps and sending shivers down her spine.

      “Nyssa,” he said clearer and dropped his hands from her face. It was jarring and her eyes popped open. “We shouldn't,” he said trying to back up. Nyssa didn’t understand and this made more sense than anything.

      She watched him stand up awkwardly and move to back away from her. Nyssa felt her heart constrict, her cheeks colour. She swallowed hard, horror descending on her from nowhere, but she froze her features and checked her response. She wasn’t going to show anything right now. She couldn’t.

      “Thank you, Jara. For everything,” she said and stood to straighten her clothes. She folded her hands, demurely. “It’s okay,” she said and smiled at him. “We will see to what comes next; I have no doubt we’ll sort out our plans in time. Go,” she said and waved him off. The sunlight faded as it set and the lamplight of the lawn lamps outside sent their glow only enough to see their faces.

      Jara nodded, looked at her again and then left.

      Nyssa stayed where she stood, unable to sit or move. Her body was in full panic and she was desperate to believe her own words to him. But she couldn’t. The words were gilded expressions of apathy. Meaningless to her. His kiss, her tongue in his mouth; that was the first thing that sounded and felt real to her in all her living memory. She hadn’t planned on it; it came about when she asked what they were going to do next. Wasn’t it possible that this was something that could be next?

      It was dark and cold. Her fire wasn't lit since she’d been away. Her cloak hung on the door and she crossed to get it. She swung it around herself and moved to sit on her bed, which was below the window, and her head hit the glass.

      She thought about Jara. She saw him in her mind’s eye, always in her periphery, a small tight lift to the corner of his mouth like he was just waiting to see what she would do next, convinced it would be awesome. She had never had that kind of support before, even from her brother who said he loved her, told her she was smart, fast, strong, capable, but he never told her why he said these things. Maybe she never knew it mattered, but Jara explained things to her. He told her why he thought she excelled and deserved her victory. He also stood by her when she practised and she failed, which often meant more to her than the victories combined. He offered constructive criticism or supportive silence, depending on her mood. He had built a familiarity around her that she’d felt she’d lost with her family. He simply was around enough while she grew up and he was special to her because he never made fun of her when she stumbled or allowed her to wallow in her defeat or hide behind her crown when she felt unsuccessful. He had become her reliable other half, the prospect of which, she realized just then, scared the hell out of her.

      She sighed and doodled on the glass with a finger and her breath making clouds. She felt she could forget about the kiss, but the prospect of losing Jara kept her from moving at all.

      Nyssa found her way to breakfast the next morning and to the empty spot beside Jara like she did every morning. The other cadets closest to them greeted her warmly and Jara himself smiled and bumped her shoulder with familiarity. She smiled at him and her heart crumbled like the eggs on her plate, but the smile plastered on her face hid her real emotion.

      Before their next sessions, Nyssa excused herself to speak with the admiral. She was leaving the main office wing when she’d made her decision. The Elite program was a post-graduate, knight-level module that afforded special training in assassination techniques, knighthood military arts and cavalry. Once completed, it came with a lifetime rank of knight, higher than any infantry officer. Known and revered around the world, Orak’Thune Elite were an order of sworn men and women noted for the black-blue burnished steel armour they wore, unique in the world. The Order of Elite insignia — the red enamelled emblem of the sword — was melded to their plate on their right bicep.

      As was tradition for over a millennia, a citizen of Orak’Thune attended the academy from age fourteen to eighteen. Once graduated, they could choose to leave and return or begin a trade, stay and serve full time with the regular force army or move ahead and train further with the Elite. If they passed, they swore an oath to the country and its king to serve in its honour. For Nyssa, there was no question she would continue this path. At the very least, the training and the oath were required by her father, the overlord of the armies, if she were ever to serve at his side.

      Nyssa skipped the rest of her sessions and returned to her room. As she expected, Jara found her there in less than an hour.

      “Where have you been?” he said, entering her room without knocking, a little out of breath and obviously concerned. She turned from the window and shrugged.

      “I was meeting with the admiral this morning. Brom has given his authorization that I join the Elite training final,” she told him bluntly and he stopped his advance from the door short.

      “Oh?” he said surprised. This was definitely not what he had expected her to say.  “You’re young still, Nyssa. What if you don’t pass?” he asked her carefully, but Nyssa only turned back toward the glass.

      “Then I will try again, Jara,” she replied quietly. He could see the resolve; the complete decision was already taken.

      “But you won’t fail,” he said then. Concern was already making him nervous, but it would do no good to let it show now.

      She nodded and shrugged and that was that. She was pleased that she could offer him a ‘next up’ and felt relaxed that anything after that could wait because she knew he would find her waiting when he came to it, too.

      Nyssa was nervous about the Elite. There was good reason the cadets were seniors and she wasn’t ignorant of that fact when she’d asked to go or when she fell down her first ravine two days after starting the exam. With no going back, Nyssa worked to complete each task independently. She refused Jara’s help every time, even when he was hiding it from their instructors. He found it hard to see her suffer, but she kept him at bay. She wouldn’t let him dress her wounds or take a rest when no one was looking. In the end, it had nothing to do with them as a team, friends or otherwise; she just wanted to accomplish this on her own and she wanted him to see she didn’t need him to do it.

      For two months, they toiled in the thick forests, slept on the wet ground, ate what they could find and learned to become one with their surroundings. They were attacked daily by their instructors by surprise, misled to separate themselves from grouping together and required to infiltrate locations on maps she’d never seen before. Nyssa learned the cover of darkness, the precise spot to walk on her feet that made no sound and what she truly felt was her pain threshold.

      And then one day, the instructors led them to an opening and there were twelve horses, one for each of them and it was simply over. They rode back to the academy filthy, exhausted and barely coherent.

      Nyssa dragged her aching and severely bruised body up the three flights and slipped quietly into her room. Numb from cold and mental fatigue, she began to undress. Her boots, jerkin and long shirt went first and she was struggling with her laces on her leather breeches. She’d broken her baby finger, she was sure, some days ago but was too tired to get it looked after.

      Jara burst into the room then and he stopped, wide-eyed and flustered. She looked at him questioningly and more than a little too tired to get into anything, but he crossed the room, grabbed her face and kissed her so hard she had trouble breathing. His enthusiasm pushed them against the far wall, which Nyssa thought was better because she felt she might fall otherwise.

      “If I lose everything, I’ll stay with you, Nyssa. I swear it,” he said to her and engulfed her mouth again. It was a bigger confession than she ever expected.

      “I will never allow you to lose everything. I swear it,” she replied.

      He regarded her for a moment again and then returned to kissing her. His hands began to roam freely and grab here and there. Nyssa was excited that it was happening, elated even, and she hoped she could stay awake long enough to enjoy it.

      Jara moved them back to lie down on her bed and again she was grateful for the relief to her poor body. Now free of holding her up, his hands roamed again while his mouth kept her busy. In a sudden tug, her chest was unbound and her breasts sprung loose. She stopped kissing long enough to be self-conscious again, but Jara took the opportunity to move his mouth to her nipple. Nyssa gasped with pleasure, unsure if it was the correct response or not but caring very little either way. She tried again to undo her laces and complained to him she needed help. He stopped completely and rested his forehead on her chest, not without visible restraint.

      “In time, Nyssa, okay? You are still too young for that yet,” he said and she balked at his sudden change in desire, but again, she had no experience to go by. She just knew going hot and cold like this was very difficult to understand.

      “Oh right, like you...” she started to say, but he cut her off.

      “I am one and a half years older than you and I know you are still young for that yet. Trust me in this, please, Nyssa...” he said and went back to devouring her neck while his hand massaged and pinched her breasts and nipple.

      She decided she’d had her victory for now and she would enjoy this. She fell asleep in his arms; whether it was intentional, she couldn’t tell him. But it was right where she knew they should be.

      When she awoke, she was a bit cold and very much a battered body of bruises and sore muscles. Jara was just as beaten. She could see the discoloured marks on his arm where it draped over her, his hand gently cupping her right breast. Nyssa sighed, not in pain or fatigue but in absolute peace. He was warm on her back, smooth on her skin. He was older and wiser and she could trust him with her heart and her body and she was so happy she wanted to cry. She knew she could wait for him. She knew he would teach her in time, as he said, and for now, she had this: skin to skin, honesty and love.

      She remembered her mother talking about finding love, how important she’d said it was. Nyssa had loved a story about a princess finding her knight. Though he was brave and strong, his love for his princess made him stronger and one day, it made him king. Her mother would read it to her over and over and made many references to her father when she embellished it, which had been Nyssa’s favourite part.

      Kara had loved Madras and he her to distraction. She remembered her father’s face smoothing over whenever she entered the room, the peace and the serenity he saw in her. They had been openly affectionate, kissing at every greeting and every farewell. Her father had hugged her and Patrick a lot more then, too. He rarely even saw them or spoke to them directly now.

      Nyssa dragged a finger along Jara’s forearm where it fell across her body. She watched the little bumps rise and the hairs stand on end. She breathed the scent of him, which was ripe considering they hadn’t even undressed fully from their ordeal, but it was distinct. She had never noticed it before, but it was him and she knew it. She leaned a bit and kissed his arm.

      Jara’s hand moved, squeezing her a bit hard and she made a small noise but bit her lip to keep quiet. She carefully rolled over, trying not to wake him, but so she could see his face, his arm still draped over her torso.

      He’d fallen asleep with his face in her hair and on the back of her neck. Now she faced him, and she could see he was serenely calm and peaceful; his brow was smooth and his mouth completely relaxed. Nyssa watched that mouth. Covered in a wild beard he’d not managed to control after two months in the field, it was in the way of that perfect mouth, but she smiled to accept it. He wouldn’t keep it for long.

      She touched his smooth lips gently with her thumb, then moved a tiny bit to kiss it with a feather touch but couldn’t resist. She began to move back and forth delivering small pecks all along the strong line. When he started to stir, she held back and waited.

      Jara’s other arm moved underneath her and pulled her strongly into his chest. He hooked a leg over her and said nothing. He kissed her forehead.

      Nyssa, now a bit squished but happy, ran her mouth along his chest. He sighed and began moving his fingers over her back.

      “You have the most beautiful skin, Nyssa,” he whispered to her and ducked his head to kiss her shoulder and into her neck.

      “I was just thinking the same about you,” she replied. He continued his affections, making her giggle, but when he got to her neck, particularly under her hair at the back of her ear, Nyssa suddenly started breathing more heavily. He stopped in surprise because she had gripped his biceps noticeably hard in response. He was watching her face, his expression slightly amused and definitely interested.

      “What was that?” he chided her. Nyssa opened her eyes, suddenly embarrassed.

      “What?” she asked and tried to pull herself out of his arms to sit up. Jara held on to her but let her go when she kept pulling. He didn’t mean to upset her, so he continued to touch her, but he only sat up enough to lean on one shoulder, his head propped in one hand.

      “Sensitive spot, I gather?” he said and smiled.

      Nyssa shrugged, completely at a loss as to what to say. She was trying to think about it and it was hard to explain. He’d kissed her neck and instantly her body had felt like it caught fire. She wasn’t sure how to control it or if she should or wanted to, but it hadn’t been intentional. Jara moved his hand to rub the same spot, and it had little to no similar effect. She realized then she was sitting up, bare-chested and she folded her arms a bit, trying uselessly to reclaim some of her privacy. Jara laughed at her.

      “Don’t do that,” he said and pulled her arms down. “I’ve seen them, I’ve tasted them, and I will expect to see them very often from now on,” he said and pulled her forward again so she would lean over his body and he could rest back on the pillows. He closed his eyes and resumed running his fingers up and down her back, one arm folded up and behind his head.

      Nyssa thought about that, slowly lowering to rest her head on his very smooth chest and listening to his heartbeat.

      Jara was all man now. At nearly nineteen, he had very broad shoulders and long legs and he was taller than her by two inches. His jawline was strong and so deeply cut she could kiss the hollow at his neck all day long. She found his mouth ever wide and his nose was very straight, despite having taken hits to it once or twice over the years of his training. His large hands rubbed her skin and massaged; he was no child anymore and how had it taken a kiss for her to notice?

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked after a while.

      “How I would really like a shower, but I don’t want to move,” she said, deciding right then not to bring up all the ways Jara had grown up in the last several hours of their reunion. He laughed with her.

      “Well, we have two days off, completely to ourselves. What should we do? Shower first,” he offered and looked down at her for ideas.

      She sat up, heeding his words and not caring about her nudity. In response, he moved his hand to stroke and massage one lovely breast. It felt incredible, but she tried not to show it was distracting.

      A loud banging on her door threw them into a panic.

      “Princess Nyssa,” came a voice on the other side. “I have a message from the king,” the voice said and she stared at Jara in terror. Should an officer find him in her room, there would be hell to pay. He would take the brunt of it.

      Nyssa jumped off Jara and pointed to her closet behind the door. It wasn’t big enough that he could fit into it, but the door would hide the rest. She threw on her shirt, still dirty and worn, and rechecked to ensure that Jara was hidden. She opened the door and hoped her fatigue was hiding her euphoria about  the love of her life just vacating her bed.

      “I am here,” Nyssa said, trying to sound groggy when she opened the door. The officer, a colonel who worked in Brom’s office, stood stiffly at the opening, obviously annoyed for having been sent on this dispatch. He roughly shoved a paper into her hands, saluted and left. Nyssa looked at the paper, leaned on the door and stuck her head back into the hallway to check he was gone. It was empty, so she shut the door again.

      “A note from the king?” Jara asked and moved out of the cramped space to come toward her. She nodded, turned it over and checked the seal. It was from him directly. She popped it off with her nail, noticing her hands were filthy, and began to read the letter. Jara had come around and put both arms around her from behind, his nose and mouth moving around her hair.

      “What does it say, Nyssa?” he asked impatiently. Nyssa had read the note and reread it.

      “He wants to meet me in the stables. Today,” she said her voice empty.

      Her father was there then, at the academy itself and no longer on the other side of the continent. She hadn’t seen him in over a year. It never used to bother her when he showed up or left, but now she always got butterflies. Would he be happy to see her? Happy with her academy grades? Mad at her for something stupid, like being so young? Mad in general and not really responsive to her presence at all? Seeing him made her nervous now.

      “Does it say why?” he asked, his hips moving against hers, his arms snuggly tucked around her ribs. She shook her head. Not remembering or still curious, Jara moved his lips and kissed the back of her neck under her hair again. Nyssa responded on the second kiss, her head falling back onto his shoulder and he could see her eyes close. He kept kissing her, moving his hands to her breasts again and suddenly, her weight was full in his arms. She’d nearly collapsed on the floor. He stopped and her breathing started to slow too. Her legs took back her body, but he saw it himself; she was gone for a moment.

      “Hm,” he said when he kissed her just under her ear before letting her go. Nyssa blinked her eyes open and turned to look at him, her expression a bit cross.

      “I know what that is,” she said. He smiled, but she seemed less amused. “You don’t get to do that anymore, until you’re ready to back it up, Jara. Swear it,” she said and stuck out her unbroken pinkie finger. He stared at it. “Swear it!” she insisted and he took her finger in his quickly, but she pulled him up to her, surprising him again with her own strength. “Because if you do, I will rip your clothes off and take you for myself and you and your ‘two years older’ can go flip off someplace else.”
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      Nyssa showered, reluctant to separate from Jara. Though sometimes the co-ed cadets did shower in the same general room together, they never had before and aside from now being conscious of changing their routines around each other where people could notice, Nyssa didn’t think she could contain herself and so just walked away from the temptation.

      Her body did ache, everywhere, but she was at least grateful for new clothes, fresh and dry, clean hair brushed and re-braided and new boots.  She was inserting her dagger into those boots when Jara showed back up at her room to escort her down.

      “You don’t have to come, you know,” she said as he waited for her at her door, lazily leaning against the doorframe. He shrugged, looking miraculously relaxed for someone about to be in audience with the king.

      “I’m curious as well,” he said. “And besides, I have no intention of losing track of things with you, so I guess everybody might as well get used to it,” he added. Nyssa stopped what she was doing and stared at him. He held out a hand to her.  “Come on, the king is waiting.”

      King Madras was waiting. He was leaning up against a paddock fence, one leg up on the bottom rung, his arms resting on the top one. He and his first guardsman, Sir Brack, were watching the animals being worked in the ring. Nyssa arrived, and the staff milling around behind them made way for her. Jara stood comfortably just a few steps back, until she waved once to him that he should wait in the background. He nodded in encouragement and kept his smile on his face but moved back a bit to be more inconspicuous.

      “Da,” she said quietly from behind him. She was much bigger than a few years ago and slightly bigger than when he’d last seen her, but Nyssa felt incredibly small when her father stood in front of her. She kept her hands at her sides and tried her best to appear at attention.

      Madras had turned slightly at the sound, saw her there and now turned fully to look at her. He did, his eyes openly travelling from her feet to her head. He had no comment, so Nyssa told herself to take that as a good sign she hadn’t screwed up her choice of clothing. He was looking at her sternly, but then he uncharacteristically smiled.

      “Well done, my daughter,” he said to her and put his hands on her shoulders. Nyssa, stunned, blinked at him and moved with his grip more like a rag doll than a mostly grown person.

      “The Elite training course is a tough one. Even I remember the challenges we faced,” he said and chuckled. Nyssa smiled weakly back and nodded, not knowing where this was going. “And now you have truly done something unique,” he said. “You are officially the youngest to complete it. Ever,” he added and clapped her hard on the shoulders. Nyssa tried to brace herself, but he hit a bruise and she winced.

      She was surprised at that revelation. She hadn’t really considered an attempt to complete the course to beat a record. She’d simply done it because she wanted to prove to herself that she could because that was what she had been doing there all along. Proving herself as good as any cadet there because if Jara could do it, she needed to as well.

      “It is excellent timing then, that I arrive back here with a gift for you. Originally, it was just to honour this year’s achievements, but Brom tells me that you not only will apply the credits from Elite to your impressive profile, but you will also graduate earlier because of it. You’ve moved ahead with all your extracurricular activities and now this advanced course. You will graduate in less than one year, Nyssa. I am very proud of you,” he said then and Nyssa couldn’t help reacting in complete surprise.

      “But I have classes I have not yet completed, Da,” she interjected. “How will I learn those?”

      “You will concentrate on officer’s training this last semester,” he said more seriously. “You’ve proven yourself capable physically; you need field experience and leadership training. If you can accomplish that, I will take you with me in the field, as an officer and a knight,” he said. Nyssa was still in shock.

      “How old are you now, Nyssa?” he asked her and was already turning her toward the paddock, less focused on her and more on the animals again. Nyssa frowned. The confidence and pride he’d just puffed her up to deflated like a balloon. She felt like the little, long-distance daughter again.

      “I’m sixteen, Da,” she said, barely above a mumble.

      “Eh? Sixteen you say?” he said, barely looking at her again, but his arm was still on her shoulder.

      “Yes, Da,” she replied and sighed. She gave up and looked to the paddock.

      There were two animals trotting magnificently in the ring. One, a beautiful grey palfrey, was trotting proudly with his head high and long mane elegantly braided but his tail free. He was tall, maybe fifteen or sixteen hands high, strong in the chest and lean in the rump. Nyssa admired his colour and his handler was calling out commands that he seemed to follow with quick reaction, indicating he was well trained and quite smart.

      But the grey was slowed and walked off. The next horse to be brought in was making a fuss at the entrance. Nyssa’s father shifted impatiently beside her.

      “He’s still giving us trouble, Your Majesty,” Sir Brack said, not turning his head at all to speak, but Madras nodded and grumbled anyway.

      The horse, easily seventeen hands high and, Nyssa thought, extra-wide in the chest and the hoof with long ‘feathers’ over his fetlock, clomped loudly and smartly into the ring, the whole time raising his head against the handler’s hold on the reins. He was spirited, Nyssa remarked to herself, but she was admiring him for so much more. The destrier, because he couldn’t have been bred for anything else, was a force to be reckoned with, just by looking at him. He was intimidating and fierce and Nyssa liked the way he looked when he was facing her directly. He was an incredible storm blue-grey colour, his hair almost the exact same colour except his feathers’ hair was a creamy white. He had a darker grey forehead and nose, until it went adorably pink at the nostrils. He was young, she deduced. Three or four years maybe, which accounted for much of the energy he was exhibiting.

      The handler suddenly felt jerked off his feet when the horse considered the fifth turn in the ring. Nyssa thought the horse was getting bored but was immediately snapped back to the present when the yelling started. Two more groomsmen came out, both with lines and switches. Nyssa’s mind froze and her body tensed. Without warning, she vaulted over the paddock fence and into the ring.

      

      “Nyssa!” her father and Jara called out at the same time. Her father snapped to stare at Jara in surprise and fury, but he was past caring. He was fixated on her and trying to copy her effortless vault over the fence himself, but Sir Brack was there and yanked him back down.

      Nyssa didn’t hear them. She was focused on the enormous beast in front of her; all she could think about was getting him away from the men with the whipping sticks. Nyssa walked up to the commotion and when she was within view of the horse, she shot her arms up in the air and called him out.

      “Horse!” she yelled and stood still in the middle of the ring. The horse, which had been bucking slightly and was getting wilder in the eye, shifted his sight and saw her. He didn’t exactly freeze, but he slowed and calmed from pulling.

      Nyssa indicated to the groomsmen at the rear that they should move back. They hesitated and she glared at them.

      “Princess!” the head groomsman yelled at her in surprise and dismay that she was in his area. “This horse is too big for you. Get away now! Off with you!” he yelled and the horse became agitated again.

      “Horse!” she said loudly again and again the animal refocused on her. When he stood still long enough, she moved over to the groomsman and held out her hands for the reins.

      “No, Princess, you can’t...” the groomsman protested. Nyssa turned her face and gave him a look that denied argument. He handed them over, wincing as he looked over at her father. Madras had not made one comment since she had entered. The whole arena was silent.

      Nyssa, now with the reins in her hands, moved smoothly back to the front of the enormous animal. She let the slack fall loose between them and held up a hand flat so he could see it.

      “Hello, my friend,” she said gently and quietly. It wasn’t necessary to yell. He could hear her fine, she knew, and his ears twitched and pointed forward in interest at her. Nyssa knew she needed to hold the reins to indicate she was his driver at this point in time, but she didn’t want to force him.

      “Hello,” she said again and started to move forward. He didn’t move, but his skin flinched nervously and his foot lifted a bit. Nyssa saw these in her periphery but kept her eyes on his. Finally, her hands reached his enormous face and she laid it flat on the broad part above his nose but below his eyes. Nyssa wanted to hug him, to calm him, to tell him no one was going to hurt him. After a minute, the horse leaned into her hand and took one step closer to lower his head  more into her body.

      Nyssa let her other hand go around his lower jaw, to the massive bone and muscles there. She scratched his chin and he huffed at her. She scratched some more and he whinnied low but with affection.

      “How about a slow ride, Big One?” she asked him quietly. He wasn’t saddled, but he had his bridle. Nyssa wanted this so badly she could feel it. She let her hand rest on his skin and walked from his head to chest, feeling and patting him along the way, letting him know that she was there, she meant him no harm and where she wanted to go. When she got to his back, she saw he was entirely too tall for her to jump up there. She turned and motioned for a groomsman to bring her a stool. He hesitated and looked at her father, who simply nodded. She waited, but she clearly wasn’t happy about it. Jara had run around to where the groomsman had now vacated and was trying to get her to change her mind. She ignored him.

      The groomsman carefully brought the stool, deposited it and quickly backed away. Jara, on the other hand, his face clearly displeased, crossed the paddock fence, shooting an angry scowl at the fleeing groomsman and strode up to stop beside the now deposited stool. Clearly, he’d understood she’d still need a hand to get up off it.

      He said nothing but held out his hands so she could step into his palms. She did and he lightly threw her leg over the back. The horse stepped back a bit and moved nervously under her, but he kept it together. Nyssa called him out to be calm and patted his huge neck in encouragement.

      “Whoa, my love,” she said to him, “whoa. It’s all right now,” she repeated and kept him even and engaged. With a short nod to Jara, he removed the stool and backed away, back to the edge of the fence but not over it. He was in the ring with her and that was final. She shrugged and clicked her tongue to the horse.

      Immediately, and with a gentle gait, the horse began to walk from the centre and answered her very subtle commands to turn and pick up speed. Nyssa was incredibly impressed that he responded so quickly to the lightest touch. His size indicated he would need brute force, but nothing could have been further from the truth.

      She noticed his broad back, wide for her shorter stature, so she moved ahead a bit, and found her comfortable spot, tucking her legs up at the base of his neck. The horse picked up more speed, up to a canter, and she smoothly guided him around the paddock.

      Nyssa was deep in concentration driving the horse. She zeroed in on his tells and movements and she was watching his head and ears for indicators of his personality. She tried some more advanced commands, like to slow and to speed up right after the other, and he obeyed without fail. She was so pleased that she said it out loud.

      “There’s a good boy!” she said and broke out into a grin. The horse, running at a trot, started to parade shuffle, high stepping his front hooves and beautifully arching his neck. Nyssa laughed at him. “Oh, you are a smart boy, aren’t you?!” she exclaimed.

      Nyssa wanted nothing more than to leave the stupid paddock and take this beautiful beast for a flat-out run. She really wanted to see what he could do, but when she looked to get help to open the gates, she met scowls in the crowd. She slowed the animal and looked for Jara.

      “You can’t take him out without tack, Nyssa,” he said shaking his head and moving now to the middle of the circle. The horse sort of snorted at him, but he held his hand flat and the horse bonked his nose into the top of it and stopped still in front of him, allowing Jara to take the bridle in his hand. Jara made no indication he was intimidated by the beast. He slapped the huge neck smartly and brushed his hand down the long snout.  Nyssa pouted for a second, but then she swung her leg down and jumped off the back. She came around to the front where Jara held him.

      “So,” she said only to the horse, “are you for me, then?” The horse was chewing his bit and twitching his ears but was otherwise relaxed. She left Jara to hold him and turned with a huge grin to find her father.

      “Is he for me, then?” she asked him confidently. Madras had been regarding her closely, probably the whole time. Sir Brack looked intensely annoyed but held his tongue.

      “That is a huge beast, Nyssa. I brought him here to test him against the other one, but I think he needs more training yet. When he’s spirited, he is impossible to control. In a few years, he will be a knight's horse but not for you.” His voice was final about it. Nyssa felt her heart break.

      “I will train him,” she said immediately. Her father stopped from turning away from her; she was surprised at that. Usually, he just walked away.

      “Da, I will train him,” she reiterated. She was certain he was a good fit for her. She didn’t want him to spend a minute as anything but hers. He was too magnificent, too smart for that. Nyssa saw he was special.

      “Nyssa, that horse could kill you if he loses control,” Sir Brack said angrily from beside her father. She looked at him, a bit afraid, but she steeled her resolve.

      “He is for me, Da. I want him and I will make it work,” she said finally. Her father looked at her and back to the horse again. He narrowed his eyes, but she didn’t think he was upset.

      “He’s yours then,” he said finally. Brack’s head whipped around so fast she thought he must have hurt himself.

      “Sire!” he called out to him in a quiet but fast rush. Madras held up a hand for silence.

      “My daughter has set her mind to this one. She will break that horse to her or fail, the consequences of which will lie at both their feet,” he replied calmly and then he turned and left.

      Nyssa watched him go. She was thrilled he gave her this chance and terrified that she didn’t really know if she could make it work; she’d just literally bet her life on a horse.

      When she returned to Jara and the waiting animal, she looked at them both. The horse seemed bored and she nodded. She took the reins from Jara and led the animal back to the stables. Jara wasn’t sure what she’d planned, but she just started taking out the brush and water. Once she had him tied securely, she went to work. He got her the stool she needed and some more tools, but he knew she needed this time, so he kissed her cheek and left her alone.

      “Roan,” she said out loud when she was done and putting his bridle back on. She wanted to take him to the field and let him run. “I think I will call you Roan.” She looked up at the big face and soft brown eyes. He blinked but did little else to startle her. Calmly, like he was an old palfrey, he let her lead him through the busy stables and outside the barn, down the slow walk and out to the field. She opened the gate and went inside with him. When she removed the reins, she produced a shiny red apple. Roan ate it immediately.

      “There is plenty more where that came from, my lovely,” she cooed to him and patted him strongly on his chest and neck while he nudged her, trying to smell for more. “But tomorrow, we start on a journey together, you and me,” she added. “Tomorrow, we begin getting to know each other better and I promise you, there’s more to me than meets the eye. I’m guessing that goes the same for you.”

      Nyssa led his bridle to point his nose out toward the open fields. There were other horses there, playing and running, eating, resting. Nyssa could feel Roan’s urge to go. He looked over at her. She nodded and smiled and slapped his big side in encouragement.

      “Go, you big idiot!” she said and laughed at him. Roan, whose skin had been quivering with excitement, now bolted away. He kicked a few times, jumped a few more and raced almost out of view. He was fast, Nyssa noted. She couldn’t wait to feel just how fast.

      Nyssa worked with Roan every day. When she returned to classes, she was with him in the morning and then after. Jara, who borrowed whatever horse was available from the academy as a cadet, joined her in the afternoons to run the animals; they took them through the forest trails and into complicated ditches and levels to test Roan’s ability and communications. Nyssa was an expert horsewoman; Jara admired that about her from his first meetings with her. Whether she was on a small gelding or a huge destrier, she handled them smoothly, smartly and always in tune with the animals as instinct, but until now, they’d always been firmly broken and trained.

      Roan was different and Jara watched him closely. He was immensely powerful. His ability to reach top speed in mere seconds was impressive, considering he wasn’t thinly built like race or hunting horses. He was broad-chested, wide-backed and thick-legged, but he wasn’t short, which led Jara to believe there must have been a hot-blood in his background somewhere.

      Nyssa looked like a doll perched on his back, but she was firmly in control. Watching them run for the first time, Jara nearly had a panic attack and was glad that her father wasn’t there. However, once he calmed down and saw Nyssa was thoroughly enjoying herself and not scared in the least. Jara  could appreciate the sight. She was finding herself one with the animal. Roan responded to her, respected her and after only a few weeks, knew her scent, her voice and her body. They were beautiful together. Nyssa was elated.

      A few months passed with Nyssa working with Roan every day. It was freedom and accomplishment for her, something of her own that she could build and care for, and she poured her heart and soul into him. She felt Roan grow accustom, recognize her until he anticipated her arrival with his giant head waiting outside his box stall for when she would arrive. He was the greatest joy of her life.

      “You have to get him fitted, Nyssa,” he said to her one day when he came to watch them on the training grounds. She was just finishing up and leading Roan back to the stables. Jara took her gloves and patted Roan strongly in greeting. Of the very few people other than Nyssa who could handle him, Roan behaved best around Jara. “If you want your last credit to be for cavalry with him, to ride him for the graduation ceremony and keep him afterwards, you have to train him to not only wear his armour but fight,” he said.

      He had brought this up a few days ago, but Nyssa hadn’t been overly responsive. No big surprise. Training a spirited horse to accept heavy and restrictive plate armour, and then wear it in the face of screaming enemies to ride them down, was another matter than just wearing it to ceremoniously show off an accomplished royal.  Nyssa was apprehensive, not of the need, but of having to force Roan into something that he might resist. Of all the training she had been doing, which wasn’t all easy, this was the worst. This was the one she feared could end it all.

      “I know,” she said to him. They were returning from the stables now. Roan had been good this week. Last week, they had a bit of a setback and Nyssa had had to spend extra time and seek advice from other trainers. It had paid off, but she was painfully reminded that Roan was young, strong and very big for her.

      “I’ll take him tomorrow, maybe,” she said and squinted at the evening sky. It was late summer; the days were already getting shorter.

      “You have little more than five months, love,” he said very quietly so only she could hear. “That’s really cutting it close.” She nodded.

      “I know.”

      Nyssa presented Roan to the knight who trained the warhorse cavalry two days later. He’d seen Roan around, even stopped in to inspect him for himself, but he’d never said a word to her. As Nyssa rode him into the training grounds, the big knight watched them approach with his arms crossed, face plain.

      “So, you’ve brought him to fight finally, Princess?” he said to her when she reined Roan in ahead of him. Nyssa nodded and patted his neck.

      “Are you ready though?” the knight asked and he squinted at her.

      “I am,” she said confidently. Nyssa wasn’t concerned about her ability.

      “Well, I’m concerned for both of you,” he said.

      He walked around Roan, checked a leg or two, patted the rump, which Roan tolerated, came up the other side and patted the neck. Nyssa had watched him do his inspection in silence.

      “He’ll either be the best warhorse I have ever seen or the worst,” he said finally. “The matter is really up to you, Princess,” he added. “But you coddle him, so I think this is going to be harder on you than it is for him.”

      He pointed to the stable area that Roan would move into while they trained. Nyssa had been assigned to concentrate on this for two weeks. Her father had been stern and quiet when she’d made her request; he knew this part of it was the most dangerous, too.

      Jara didn’t come with her to the remote area. He had finals and other courses to attend to. He’d completed the knight cavalry course the year before. Instead, Sir Brack had called him for consultations on placements — an odd request given that the first guardsman never interjected himself with the cadets before — and Jara was torn between obeying or asking for a leave of absence to help Nyssa. In the end, she’d insisted he see what Brack was about. She needed to do this on her own anyway.

      The knight in charge, Sir Atris, was nearly twenty years a warhorse master. He had six other students at this course and he laid early his expectations. They needed to exhibit complete and absolute control with their mounts. Then he would train them to joust, to charge and to move in a group. He would train them on commands and to understand and resist extreme noise and shock. Nyssa was more nervous than Roan.

      Near the stables were the specialized blacksmith furnaces that created the destrier armour. Their craftsmanship was legendary.

      “The princess!” one of them had declared when she walked Roan in for their first fitting appointment. “Well, I always like a challenge!”

      Within a week, bits of the final armour were emerging. Roan’s blankets were delivered, his headpiece was completed and his breastplate, made of layered plate and chain mail underneath, was polished steel with her family’s crest. They had only the rump armour to go, but already, Roan had gone from horse to war machine. It made Nyssa a bit sad, but when she thought about what he would face, she was glad for it. The idea of him getting hurt in any way terrified her.

      Nyssa worked Roan through the training, every day, all day.  He improved because he was intelligent. He fell behind because he was impulsive. Atris spent a considerable amount of time yelling at them. Roan, having trouble adjusting to the yelling, shifted and pawed under her, making Atris angrier still.

      “CONTROL YOUR HORSE, PRINCESS!” he bellowed at her for the hundredth time that day. Nyssa winced and whispered to Roan, begging him to calm down. Roan was nearing the end of his patience though and she knew it.

      “AGAIN!” he yelled and Nyssa walked Roan to the jousting gate, turned and accepted the lance from the batman. She caught his sympathetic glance. No one would question that Nyssa and Roan were both trying hard, but the pace was gruelling.

      Nyssa saw her opponent down the alley and she lowered her face shield. At the signal, she bumped Roan into a run and felt it all wrong from the start. He took off too fast, unsettling her hold on the lance, which caused her to bring it down too slowly. The opponent caught her directly in the target area of her breastplate; she was lifted from the seat and thrown back with a force so great that when she landed, instant and sharp pain robbed her of her breath.

      “That is what happens when you don’t control your horse, Princess,” Atris said to her, low and angrily. He was standing over her while she lay flat and in pain on the ground. “If he won’t obey your commands to charge, he won’t obey your commands to do ANYTHING on the line.”

      He stormed away and continued with the other students, all of whom were not having much better luck, though their horses weren’t the issue — they were. Nyssa was surprisingly a proficient and fearless jouster.

      “Better go set up a wagon to the infirmary, Princess,” a batman said, trying to help her get up off the ground and seeing it was considerably difficult. Another one was leading Roan back to her. She could tell he was very unhappy.

      “No,” she said and managed to get up.  “We’ll go again. I just need a minute with him,” she added and took the reins from the boy with a nod. They were reluctant to leave her, but she insisted.

      When they were alone, she sat back down on a hay bale, slowly, and let his reins fall free. If he ran away, so be it. They needed to back up and start again somewhere. Not only was Roan distinctly not listening to her, but he was also agitated and that made him unpredictable. Nyssa was exhausted mentally and physically.

      “You’re a brave beast, Roan. I don’t know why you think this is so hard,” she said after a minute. The horse just stared at her. She sighed at him.

      “I’m a princess. I’m a soldier and soon, Roan, I will have to ride out and join my father. I will face battle, with or without you. I was kind of hoping that you’d join me. I could really use your help,” she said to him.

      He snuffed and sniffed her hand. She had no apples. Nyssa was feeling the pain from her fall. She winced and tried not to breathe too deeply.

      Roan walked up to her and head butted her chest, nearly toppling her over. It hurt like hellfire. She caught his face, though, and rested her own on his soft nose.

      “You have to do the work though, baby,” she said to him. “I know it’s hard, but I can’t do it for you.”

      She got up and walked him back to the alley. She watched as two of her classmates rode past her, their hooves shaking the ground with their speed. The crash as the lances met armour and shield was deafening and splinters flew everywhere. Nyssa felt a little afraid seeing it from this view, but she also felt the determination to get it right. She knew he could do it. He was strong enough, but he needed to learn to trust. He needed to get it right.

      “Come, one more time,” she said to him firmly. He didn’t pull back. It was a good sign.

      Nyssa was remounted and accepted the lance. Her face shield was down and she was grateful for the cover, so they couldn’t see her sweating through her pain and forcing her eyes not to water. Just mounting Roan was excruciating, but Nyssa was used to pushing through pain. Sheer willpower got her to this end ahead of anyone else; she could do one more run.

      She dreaded the thumping of his run, the weight of the lance in her arm, but she walked him to the gate and waited.

      “One more time, Roan,” she said firmly to him.

      The batman standing in the middle dropped the flag and she noticed Roan start to move almost without her signal but still firmly within it. He ran smoothly, not jarringly, digging his hooves to gain speed, but straight from the back, his head reaching for his objective. Nyssa could drop the lance and she held her breath against the discomfort and shaking in her arm. Her opponent ran toward her and she saw his tip come down too quickly. It glanced off her shoulder, but hers hit him dead on, unseating him.

      Nyssa yelled in pain and fury at the impact. She thought she’d startled Roan, but he simply heeded the reins himself and stopped at the end.

      “PERFECT!” Atris yelled from his platform. He jumped down and came toward them, his hands clapping in wide enthusiasm. “PERFECT!” he said again.

      Nyssa, though, barely heard him. She was gritting her teeth from crying, successfully holding it in so far, but it wasn’t just her ribs but the emotions of finally nailing something they’d taken days to learn. She was overwhelmed that Roan pulled through, that she’d pulled through. But she felt it was also over and her mind and body wanted to let go. Her control over her pain was slipping.

      Nyssa was bent over in the saddle. She’d dropped the lance immediately after it had shattered, as she was instructed, and managed to ride controlled to the end, but that’s where it stopped. Atris, upon approaching, noticed something was wrong and ran up to her the rest of the way. She was expecting him to a make snide comment, but instead, he was genuinely concerned.

      Nyssa screamed when they pulled her helmet and gauntlets off. She was cradling her ribs and begging to get off. Roan was a bit agitated with so many people around him and his rider in distress, but he held it together with a kind groom holding his reins and reassuring him. Atris was there, taking her equipment off, and sliding her off her saddle. He carried her in his arms to lay her on the ground when Jara appeared, completely out of nowhere. She looked at him confused.

      “Nyssa,” he said calmly to her. “Breathe, just breathe and look at me.”  She did and that was the end of it. She burst into panicked tears at the pain in her side and the relief to see him.

      She was brought into the boarding house and into a little room they kept for the wounded. A nurse or physician was summoned, but it would take a few hours. Atris left Jara to undo her armour and settle her, but before he left, he held out his hand to her. She took it.

      “Well done, Princess,” Atris said proudly.  “We knew he was smart. Now we see how brave he really is,” he added, but he was smiling from ear to ear. He grinned wide to Jara at the door but left quickly.

      “Nyssa, that was the dumbest thing I have ever seen you do,” Jara said when they were finally alone and he’d just laid her down on the pillows.

      “I had to do it,” she replied weakly. “Roan was failing. We were failing. I had to do it right then or risk giving it up.”

      “I didn’t see the fall. Where does it hurt?” he asked her, still a little frustrated with her. She pointed to her rib cage. He lifted her shirt and nodded, seeing the bruises already forming there.

      “Broke some ribs, probably,” he said and put her shirt back down. “That won’t make continuing very comfortable.”

      “I’ll manage,” she said, but she didn’t really want to think about it anymore. “He can do it, Jara. He’s magnificent when he gets it right. Did you see?” She couldn’t hide the pride in her voice.

      She had felt rather than seen Roan get it right at the joust. He was all power, all brain. Despite the discomfort, she was able to complete the run because she was in tune with him. It had felt wonderful.

      Jara leaned over and gently kissed her lips. She didn’t want him to stop, but where they were wasn’t private. They hadn’t seen each other in over a week. She wasn’t even sure why he’d shown up that day, but she was happy he was there.

      “He is magnificent, I’ll give you that,” he said quietly and finally smiled at her. “And so were you. Jousting, Nyssa? I really didn’t think it would be your thing,” he added and tried to laugh.

      “I bet it was your thing,” she said sarcastically, knowing he had completed his course the previous year and she figured he had the physique for it. He’d probably done very well. Jara smirked at her and shrugged, but then his eyes went distant.

      Nyssa noticed his face. His mouth was trying to smile for her, but there was a pull to the corners and he fidgeted. She watched him a moment more and saw he wasn’t there for a cordial visit. He was anxious about something.

      “What is it?” she asked him abruptly. He continued to look at her. Nyssa wasn’t feeling patient or amused anymore. “Jara, what?”

      He took a deep breath and sat back. The bed was too small for him to lie beside her, so he moved to the end and sat, moving her legs to cover his so he could lean back on the wall. He took a deep breath. Nyssa thought she would explode.

      “Brack has invited me to intern under him,” he said. He watched her face. She had no reaction. He frowned. “If I can pass his training, he will recommend me to the king.”

      “Recommend you?” she said confused.

      “First guardsman, Nyssa,” he said a bit impatiently.

      Nyssa didn’t understand. Was Brack unwell? The guardsman commission was a lifelong appointment to a specific monarch; she hadn’t thought he would ever leave her father’s side. And if something was seriously wrong and he wanted Jara to replace him, Jara would get a very early initiation into life on a front line and in the political field.

      He was far too young for it. Normally, the first guardsman rose from within the Elite ranks, already an established and mature soldier in his role due to the extreme rank.

      And her father sought out conflict and rode through the middle of it. Nyssa was getting more agitated just thinking about it.

      “What’s wrong with him? He’s my father’s closest friend! What are we going to do?” she began, peppering him with questions the more anxious she felt. At first, Jara looked surprised, then confused, then exasperated. He leaned over and took both her hands in his own to focus her.

      “I’m not replacing Brack, Nyssa. Brack is indestructible. He’ll never leave the king,” he said. “The king wants a guardsman for you,” he said, a single short laugh escaping.

      “For me?” she said, looking at him sideways. He nodded and leaned back to wait while she let that soak in.

      Nyssa’s mind began to race. Did she need or want a guardsman? These were big commitments to consider. A guardsman’s oath was to serve and protect a serving monarch all the days of their life, until or unless the monarch retired them, released them or one or the other died.  The state paid their pension, but should the guardsman wish to marry, the monarch was expected to personally supplement their income and death benefits, assuming the responsibility of care for their widow and children in the event of their death. Needless to say, the monarch had to approve any lifestyle requests.

      Some said the role was one of borderline servitude, but those that understood it knew that it was one of the highest honours a soldier could achieve. They lived their lives as the right hand to the most powerful person in the country. They were diplomats, generals and had no higher authority than their monarch themselves. As Orak’Thune recorded the history of its leaders, the guardsman who served along with them were recorded generation after generation by the academy and the Elite Order, selected personally and trained by the last legend to burn his story in the stars.

      “Jara, I don’t know what to say,” she said finally and she really didn’t.

      This was an honour unlike any other he ever could have expected. And like Jara, she didn’t understand why her father had requested it. It was unusual for there to be two first guardsmen, it wasn’t the first, but it had been centuries since the last.

      “I know,” he said and looked down at his hands. “I said exactly the same thing.”

      Certainly, Jara was strong, capable, a prodigy for knighthood, she had no comparison, but… guardsman? He was so young.

      “You are going to be the best first guardsman Orak’Thune has ever seen,” she said suddenly.

      She didn’t know what was going on and she was fatigued by her father’s pulling the strings of her life from afar. At the least, Jara had to accept the opportunity was too precious, too unique, to pass up and she knew he would be great. What he lacked in years, he’d make up for in tenacious attitude to learn.

      What it would mean for them, though, she didn’t have any idea.

      Jara reached up and took back her hand. He rubbed it and stared at it for a while. She expected him to be happier but figured he was probably overwhelmed by it all, too.

      “You’d accept me, then?” he asked and she felt he really looked nervous. This was not difficult for her. Jara around, the rest of her life? Problem solved.

      She tried to sit up but remembered why she shouldn’t and blew a slow breath out as she inched her way back down.

      “I thought I had already,” she said and watched him get up and move to check the door before coming back to her. He sat on the edge up close to her shoulder.

      “This is different, Nyssa,” he said seriously, but he had a little smile she caught.

      “How?” she asked. “You get assigned to me for life. It’s not marriage, but you know what? It’s more likely to be accepted by my father,” she added and smirked at him.

      “Marriage?” Jara repeated and Nyssa felt her stomach fall out the bottom.

      It was extremely presumptuous of her to mention it, but why was it so farfetched? Every one of their conversations involved finding ways to stay together. Why would being married sound so ridiculous as one of the solutions? But then it occurred to her; they could never marry if he was guardsman. It would never be accepted. There were some rules or other about it even.

      “You’d marry me?” he asked quietly.

      “Of course, I would,” she said without hesitation.

      He smiled at her and she thought he looked so sweet, innocent. He moved and kissed her gently. He let it linger. His hand went into her hair and he pulled himself closer.

      “I am so sorry,” she said suddenly and he pulled back a bit, just enough to look in her eyes. Nyssa wanted to cry; her eyes welled.

      “For what?” he said slightly alarmed.

      “Damn him!” she exclaimed, her face flushed with rage. Jara sat back but was totally confused.

      “He’s forcing you to choose!” she said to him. “By offering you the commission, he knows we could never legally be married! If you refuse the commission, you’ll have nothing but me, maybe a general somewhere, but we’d never be together. They’d see to that. He’s forcing you to choose, putting you in the middle — he’s making us choose!” she said and the tears rolled down her cheeks. Jara’s eyes were searching hers fast, his mind trying to make sense of it. Finally, he shook his head and stood up to walk a bit.

      “No, there is no way your father — or Brack, for that matter — knows anything about us,” he said firmly.

      Nyssa rolled her eyes at him. “He doesn’t care whom I take to my bed, Jara,” she said. “He’s trying to pick the best companion for a lifetime. I think he thinks we aren’t together and he’s being clever. If you don’t take it, he will find another,” she warned him.

      Jara stared at her.

      “Well, I don’t care whatever his backdoor reason or method. You’ll take the commission. Of course, I accept you.  We’ll be whatever we want to be, end of story. It’s nobody’s business but our own after that,” she said fiercely and winced because she had nearly crossed her arms hotly but remembered she shouldn’t.

      Jara nodded, but silence fell on the room while they digested more of what was unravelling.

      “You,” he swallowed hard, “you’d still want me… that way. You’d not care, if we could never be legitimate, I mean,” he asked her and looked to his hands, away from her.

      Nyssa wanted to stand up, walk over and slap him. She winced just thinking about it. Instead, she levelled a look at him.

      “I love you,” she said simply. Jara looked up at her, eyes wide. She was nervous to see surprise there. She watched him brush a hand back through his hair, check the hall and fold his own arms before leaning back on the doorframe. All before he looked back at her.

      “I’m an orphan with no home and no parents, Nyssa,” he said to her finally. “I have nothing to offer you but what I pull out of the academy.” He shrugged but looked to the floor, kicking one of the floorboards a bit.

      Jara was second in the graduating class. He had plenty to offer her. Her father might insist on pedigree, but it wasn’t law. The royal family of Orak’Thune were elected officials; they were free to marry whomever they chose. Whether her father would agree was another story.

      “And if you take this commission, you’ll have considerable rank — highest next to a serving monarch and be remembered forever — and I’ll be able to serve my father as his fighting princess,” she said soothingly to him, reaching a hand out that she wanted him to take. “And I will love you for all of my life, as it should be,” she added.

      Her hand hung in the air, between them a moment, but he pushed with a shoulder and came to take it, sitting back down beside her at the hip.

      “No matter what, Nyssa, I will always love you,” he said in return and moved to kneel on the floor beside her so he could kiss her ear and her neck. When she heard horses’ hooves and hard boots on the cabin floor, Jara was sitting neatly in the small chair opposite her bed when the physician arrived. She dismissed Jara immediately. He moved to the doorway, crossed his arms again and leaned on the frame to watch.

      “We must remove your clothing, Princess,” the healer said, indicating the inappropriate presence of some random cadet.

      “He is to be my first guardsman, Healer,” she said, her eyes staying on his face. “He should learn all he can about field first aid, don’t you agree?” The healer looked at Jara anew: a bit more respect in her face.

      “Very well, then,” she said, not caring, and began removing Nyssa’s shirt and chest bindings. This was not a fun process and Nyssa complained until Jara came over to support her body from the back. When it was done, the physician carefully prodded her ribs with her fingers. Nyssa hissed loudly when she made contact.

      “Two,” she said and turned to pull her satchel closer. “Two are cracked, maybe broken. You’ll need to bind them so they heal properly and you will require bed rest so you don’t move them too much. They will hurt for some time, I’m afraid,” she said sympathetically. “Here, let’s get you bound up. It will hurt at first, but you’ll feel a little more mobile afterward.”

      Nyssa endured the wrapping, Jara holding her arms up and the doctor unrolling yards of fabric and pulling it snug. She let the tears fall but made no sound.

      When the healer was finished, she gave Nyssa tonics to sleep. Some she said would help with the pain, but she warned her they’d make her groggy. The healer bowed to the princess and even nodded to Jara. He looked at Nyssa with a bit of surprise after she left.

      “Not so bad, is it?” she asked him and he couldn’t hold back the laugh.

      “Come here and tuck me in, Jara,” she said, a bit of a wicked smile on her lips. He caught it and moved over.

      “Is that an order, Highness?” he teased her and kissed her lightly while he held his body above hers. She shook her head.

      “I order you to tuck me in every night, Jara,” she said and took his face in both her hands. Her expression was suddenly serious. He went serious too and she saw a new look cross his eyes, a deep conviction, and it caused her heart to constrict.

      “I swear on my life, Nyssa, I will never let you meet the darkness alone,” he said and waited until she nodded, which was her heart starting to beat again. He leaned forward and kissed her, lightly at first but then deeper. They kissed for a good long while, until she finally had to admit she couldn’t stay awake anymore. She drifted off with her hands in his, her head warm and comforted against his shoulder and she dreamed of marrying a man in a suit of armour.

      ---

      When she awoke, Jara was gone. There was no window in the little room, so she edged, crawled, whimpered and finally stood up to dress. When she emerged in the courtyard, Atris had already begun his lecture; he stopped. She waited for some comment, but he changed his mind and went on.

      The lesson today was charging an enemy line. Atris had the line set up so they could see it. Pikes dug at angles in the ground, hay barrels were stacked high and dummy scarecrows held bows and swords. It was densely packed and admittedly intimidating.

      “Your horse is going to see and hear chaos,” he was saying and was walking up and down the front of the display. “If they’re well placed, they might not see the pikes at all,” he said and slapped one as he walked by each of them to emphasize his points, “and then imagine all these people are yelling, throwing things, banging on shields and the like.”

      Nyssa winced, not at her injury but at the thought of the onslaught to Roan’s senses.

      “Right now, your horses have been exposed to some of that noise and stress in the joust. They felt adrenaline when you urged them toward a crashing result. But on a battlefield, there is smoke, the smell of blood and death. Your horse’s natural instinct is to flee from all those things. We will train them not to fear it, under your command. It’s a gradual process,” he warned them and fixed Nyssa with a look. “Pushing too hard will result in them creating a negative response and horses have long memories.”

      “The desired result is a warhorse who will charge this line on his rider’s orders no matter what he sees, smells or hears. It is a significant bond of trust you’re asked now to build.” He moved to look at each student individually. “But if you can manage it, there is little else that I can teach you after that. You will be one with a one-ton war machine. Orak’Thune has the best cavalry in the world and I believe it is all down to that trust.”

      Nyssa accepted Atris’s offer of a pass to mount and practice that day. Instead, she sat on the side and watched her classmates practice on the different elements of the course. She was interested to see that their horses were not that much more trained than Roan. Each of them had issues with the course at first; she was nothing special in that regard.

      In the afternoon, she went and sat with Roan. She fed him from her hand and brushed him where it didn’t extend her body too much. She talked to him a little about what she’d learned that morning, clearly working it through in her mind and trying to figure out a plan of action for them both. Nyssa thought approaching the barrier course first might be best. If she could get Roan to trust that she wouldn’t blindly drive him into things for no reason, perhaps the smoke, noise and smells Atris talked about would be easier.

      After about a week of running light exercises with Roan, mainly driving him toward hay bales and padded fence posts wearing his chest armour until he learned she actually wanted him to crash through them, Nyssa was feeling more confident and better rested. Her ribs still burned by the end of the day and wrapping them was an immense chore by herself, but she was managing. She hadn’t seen or heard from Jara again and she felt it beginning to distract her.

      The day they lit the display on fire to train the horses not to react to running toward fire and smoke went better than expected. The day they brought the noisemakers was harder. The last week they spent on blood, fire and noise was awful. Roan panicked a few times, Nyssa barely able to control him from bolting. She suggested they try to approach the active course as a formed-up line of mounted soldiers. She wanted to see if other horses would rely on each other for directions and signals and also confidence and strength.

      It worked somewhat. The six students brought their mounts close together, almost touching, and marched them smartly toward the course in a perfect line. Nyssa heard her classmates calling out signals now and then, corrections or reassurances. Roan’s ears flicked and flattened and flicked back again, but flanked on either side, he held it together. As they were taught in the open, they walked slowly at a pace at first and then the order was given to charge and they all urged them into a run. In a smooth, thunderous force, the group charged the display, jumped the obstacles and proved they could do it.

      Atris was very pleased with their progress and commented that usually one or two of his students failed or dropped out of his classes. He was immensely pleased to see the whole class would be passing this time.

      Nyssa and her classmates spent the rest of the week drilling their mounts to familiarize them with the scenarios of a battlefield and she felt Roan relaxing more and more every day. By the end, he stood well for receiving his armour and nearly pranced when she put him in the line until she called out the command to charge. Now, Roan needed none of his fellow horses to encourage him and he was usually the first to the other side.

      Nyssa was profusely grateful to Atris for his patience and expert advice and she said so. He bowed deeply to her and asked her to be dressed for the graduation parade. This was a deep honour; she would represent him and his whole year of students as his best success. She agreed with a huge satisfying grin.
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      Nyssa tucked Roan back into his stable at the academy, kissed him goodbye for the day and went to find Jara.

      “I haven’t seen him in two days, Princess Nyssa. Sorry!” Triva said to her when Nyssa caught up with her in the dorm. She was a classmate of Jara’s.  Triva was in a hurry to get to class when Nyssa found her tying her boots at her bunk, which was beside Jara’s. Nyssa waved and smiled goodbye when she dashed off but found herself alone in the bunk room totally confused. She sat down on Jara’s bed.

      She started to make her way back to her own room, not worried that something was wrong, just lonely that he was busy when she was finally not. She had time then to rearrange her room, take a shower herself, polish her equipment, write a letter to her brother advising him of her success (or bragging anyway. Patrick never took the warhorse module himself) and insisting that he attend her graduation parade as she was going to be participating in it.

      She wrote to her father with the news of her success with Roan and told him the two of them had been invited to display their success at the parade. His attendance was his choice. She didn’t need to invite him, but she wanted him to know that she had succeeded in her challenge. She would be keeping her beast after all.

      With a soft knock at the door but no wait, Jara stuck his head around the edge and smiled when he saw her there. He moved to enter all the way and shut it quietly behind him. He was about to say something, but he stopped, his eyes moving all around the room.

      “Wow,” he said admiringly. “When did you get back?”

      “This morning,” she answered. She followed his eyes and wondered why he was impressed.

      “I don’t think I have ever seen this room so clean. Or so homey,” he said and resumed coming across the floor to lean over and kiss her.

      He backed up again and sat in the chair beside the desk. Nyssa looked again around the small chamber and nodded. She had been “puttering” most of the day. Her fire was lit but in that happy, slow-burn phase that gave low warmth and mild crackle. Her clothes were away, her weapons hung and her bundles packed in the shelves. Her books were stacked, the papers only slightly messy because she had been using them. Her bed was made, her linen picked up…

      “Shut up, Jara,” she said jokingly and smirked at him. He grinned back at her.

      “Where have you been?” she asked him more lightly. “I did look for you for a while this morning. No one seemed to know where you had gone. Triva said she hadn’t seen you in two days.”

      Jara nodded. “Brack had me come to him in the main office. I’ve been writing exams mostly this week, but I think I am finished now.” He shrugged.

      “What’s next?” she asked him.

      “I’ll do some physical combat exams with him. Most of the lessons are done, but he hasn’t said when. When I get a message to attend him, I have to go.”

      Nyssa nodded. It made her a little apprehensive but not for any reason she could describe.

      “So?” he said and leaned closer to her. “How did you and Roan do?” She smiled at him.

      “We passed. Atris asked us to represent the warhorse program in the graduation parade. We passed so well,” she said proudly. Jara raised his eyebrows in his enthusiasm.

      “Well done!” he said and she stood up to add a log to the fire. “I imagine you’ll have special preparations then?”

      “Yes, I have practice tomorrow and the full dress-rehearsal the day after,” she said not turning back.

      “If Brack is here with you, that means my father is here also, right?” she asked him and turned a quarter to look back at him. He was sitting back with one long leg crossed with his ankle on his knee. He nodded.

      “I haven’t seen him, but yes, he is here,” he said. She nodded.

      She understood he would be at the event then. It meant something that he would be.

      “I get the feeling they are waiting for you,” he added and now she did turn to look at him.

      “There have been a lot of dispatches and the Elite are running around the main academy offices, in and out all day of Brom’s office, which I assume is where your father works also. I overheard Titus talking to one of the colonels about provisions and getting ready to go in three days.”

      “Three days?” she said surprised.

      “In three days, you will be graduated. What’s there to do here after that?” he said and moved his leg down to lean over his elbows on his knees to look at her and she turned to face him too. She considered that.

      Nothing. There was absolutely no reason to stay here after that and she was completely surprised that it hadn’t occurred to her. She’d lived at the academy for four years. It was her home, but she was just remembering that it really wasn’t. She looked at him but then looked around the room. It felt suddenly ridiculous that three days before leaving, she’d finally unpacked.

      “Will you be coming? I mean, will you be ready…er, whatever? What do we do anyway?” she asked him and didn’t like not knowing more about what was happening. What if he had to stay behind for training?

      He shrugged but didn’t seem upset by it. He leaned forward and took her hands, pulling her across the room and over to the chair so he could sit back and pull her to straddle and sit in his lap.

      “I looked it up,” he began. He pulled her shirt laces undone and spread the material so her chest was exposed across her breasts. “There is a ceremony,” he began and he kissed her lightly. “Your father presides over it, normally alone, but because I am for you, he’ll have you participate in some way.” His mouth moved to her neck and back all over the surface of her upper chest. Nyssa, her arms wrapped loosely around his neck and shoulders, just relaxed into it.

      “Just us?” she said quietly, moving her head back and to the side to make room for his kisses.

      “No, the whole court and the officer corps sits for it,” he replied and didn’t hesitate in his movements. Nyssa opened her eyes and stared at the wall in surprise.

      “The whole court?!” she said, startled. Jara nodded but kept going.

      “Of course,” he replied calmly.

      Nyssa was really surprised then. That would mean they would have to travel to the palace. It would be announced and there would be preparations…it was a bit startling.

      “You’re not nervous?” she asked him and tried to pull back to see his face. He didn’t feel like stopping, but she pulled his face up to look at her. He frowned.

      “Why would I be?” he asked her patiently. “You’ll be there. What else matters?”

      Nyssa watched him, looking into his face, trying to read his eyes. He seemed to be completely at ease, no hiding at all. She wasn’t worried about it, but it all seemed so sudden.

      “Did you hear me?” he said and shook her rear to jar her to look back at him. She did and nodded. She moved her fingers to trace his lips and he closed his eyes to let her, opening his mouth a little to kiss them. With his eyes closed, she pulled his face to kiss him. He responded like he had been impatiently waiting for her.

      Jara moved to stand, sliding her forward onto her own feet, but when he was upright and still kissing her, he leaned forward and picked her up in his arms. He carried her to the bed and gently set her down, climbing in over top of her and lowering himself slowly and to the side so as not to squash her underneath him. He never separated from their kiss for more than a few moments.

      Nyssa allowed him to undress her, including the binding of her ribs, which still irked her now and then but were well on their way to mending: a crack and not a break. She’d been extremely lucky. Likewise, she insisted he undress as well, but he drew the line at his underclothes. A short and light linen pant he wore under his heavy cotton or leather breeches; they had annoying tightly pulled laces at the waist and Nyssa was never able to discreetly defeat them. He didn’t catch that she had hidden a dagger under her mattress, a practice she considered she should adapt for life on the road and had added when she was cleaning up her room earlier.

      Jara had finally rolled over to let her take the lead for a while. Nyssa kissed his mouth, his neck, his chest and all over, while he rubbed her back and took interest in her breasts. She was kissing him slowly down his stomach, onto his navel and down to the hair line. She was so giddy he didn’t notice her cut the laces; she almost laughed out loud. He was hard underneath, a sensation that drove Nyssa inexplicably mad with desire (she hadn’t even seen it before), but her hands were on him through the material and he moaned and moved in appreciation. When she dipped the material down, and her lips made contact with the skin, he nearly yelled out in surprise.

      “What are you doing?!” he said and sat upright, nearly dumping her on the floor. She frowned at him for a second and then moved back up to face him, her hands pushing him down by his chest.

      “Sssh!” she said harshly. “I want to try something.”

      Jara was shaking his head, but she wasn’t listening. She returned a hand to the area and was stroking him, under the fabric. Jara was clearly losing his ability to argue. He leaned up and kissed her hard but fell back when she left him again to go back down. His hands gripped her shoulders hard. Nyssa smiled.

      “Nyssa!” he cried out before she even got there, but she kept it up and now, she didn’t hide that she could get under. She simply pulled the fabric down and freed him.

      She was surprised to say the least, interested, intrigued and in love all at once. His skin there was like silk and it was suddenly and weirdly incredibly hard. She kissed the tip and Jara moaned involuntarily. She kissed it again and moved down the length of him. Jara had her sheets gripped now in both his fists. His eyes clenched shut. She continued to kiss him lightly and he moved with it. She was particularly fond of his musk and how the slightest touch in this area seemed to drive him crazy.

      Nyssa was watching him from her vantage point and his eyes were still closed. He called out her name and on the last pass of her kisses, he arched his back a little. She had no idea taking him into her mouth would cause him to virtually lose his mind.

      Jara’s head shot up like it was on a spring and he yelled out in complete surprise and pleasure. Nyssa instantly knew there was no hiding the noise from anyone still awake on the floor. It was the loudest she’d ever heard him be. But Nyssa wasn’t startled; she was concentrating and enjoying herself as she was giving him pleasure, the likes she had never done before. But he was panting and started to panic.

      “Nyssa,” he said, breathing hard, “I don’t know. I don’t think we should,” he was trying to say, but Nyssa increased the pressure of her mouth and he lost the rest of his words. She thought he was done protesting, but he sat up again, this time dislodging her.

      “What in the world, Nyssa?!” he whispered to her, but he wasn’t over it. Not by a long shot.

      Nyssa wanted to tell him the idea hadn’t been hers, but it sounded weird and gross to say that she’d seen two of their friends, Sheesha and Tom, in the showers that morning and Tom had been incredibly excited over Sheesha’s ministrations. She’d thought to discreetly sneak away but had been instead intrigued by Tom’s intense reactions. Her curiosity getting the better of her, she’d backed up and hidden in a closet to watch. Nyssa had learned more about the male anatomy in that ten-minute episode than she’d learned in her entire life.

      She crossed her arms and sat back, not entirely backed off. She hadn’t been sure of the ending. That part was a bit too intense for her to understand. Sheesha ended up yelling along with Tom, which she couldn’t understand, but she didn’t care about them anymore. Her own experience was working out far better. She was feeling excited but satisfied at the same time to be doing something with his body he obviously enjoyed, rather than just touching and kisses above the belt. Jara had flopped backward onto the pillows, still breathing hard. Nyssa looked back to her target and reached out a hand to rub it lightly again. He groaned.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to her, not opening his eyes. “I just, I didn’t expect you would, you know…I just, I think we should wai-…”

      Nyssa watched him a second longer.  Completely ignoring his words, she bent over to lightly drag her body and breasts up his thighs and, not giving him any warning, resumed her earlier attentions. He cried out again, a little better controlled, but there was surrender in it. Nyssa started to involve her tongue, moved her head and added a hand to help. Jara cried out and then, out of nowhere, bent to lift her up and kissed her mouth, at the exact same time as he put his hand over hers and moved it two or three times with her. Then suddenly, she was covered in warm liquid, from her breasts to her navel. Jara had stiffened and stopped kissing her when it happened. It was so intense she’d been gripping him hard by the shoulders and kissing him in return and then came the surprise at the end. She’d never felt more turned on by anything in her life.

      When he was through it, his whole body seemed to slump in an extreme relaxed way and even his kisses were slow and smoother. He did kiss her though, intensely, appreciatively. When he needed to take a breath, he leaned his forehead on hers; she was still sitting on his lap, the little mess between them. Nyssa was surprised at the soft smell of it. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant.

      “What the hell have you been up to, Princess?” he said to her and laughed one chuckle between catching his breath.

      “I’m sure you’ll find I’m full of surprises, Jara. You just have to trust me sometimes,” she replied and was tracing a finger through the glistening liquid on his tummy and her breasts. Jara stared at her, a pained expression on his face. He closed his eyes and shook his head in, what she hoped was, defeat. He let himself fall back but kept his hands on her lightly clothed rear and thigh to keep her from falling.

      Nyssa didn’t care about the mess; she just didn’t. She lay down on his chest, a bit to the side, so she could see him. She noticed he was not hard anymore. It was softer and getting smaller. Convenient, she thought. She traced her finger through the liquid on his stomach for a while. Curious but not curious enough to ask. Maybe she could inquire with a nurse one day about what the purpose of the final ejaculate was for.

      “It’s seed, Nyssa,” Jara said out of nowhere. Nyssa blinked; her finger stopped moving.

      “Oh,” she said, not quite understanding. She thought about it some more. “OH!” she said and sat up fast.

      Nyssa knew where babies came from. She’d grown up around animals. She was embarrassed, horribly so, to have never made the connection about a man and his parts before. How they were built, what they were supposed to do, all made sense like a thunderclap in her mind. She felt incredibly young and stupid. Her moment of victory, of maturity and proof to Jara that she was mature enough especially for this, seemed to evaporate.

      “Do you understand now why I think we should wait to go any further?” he asked her gently and moved his hand to push her hair behind her shoulder and ear. He pulled his hand back across her cheek. “It’s how it works. Once I’m inside you, I can’t protect you from it, even though I want to,” he said gently. “It doesn’t work every time, but we’d always be playing with fire. We just would never know when our luck would run out. It could even happen on the first time…”

      Nyssa nodded, but she thought he could see the discomfort in her eyes.

      “Talk to me,” he said then and worry crossed his face. He pulled her so she was closer to him, her chin rested now on his chest. She shut her eyes. It took her a while to speak again.

      “What are we waiting for? If it happens like that every time, what are we going to do?” she asked. Jara was silent for a long time, enough to scare her.

      “There are tinctures, I heard,” he said finally. She looked up at him. “I don’t know more about them except I’ve overheard some of the women here talk about them. You get them from the nurse.”

      “A tincture?” she asked, very interested. He was watching her intently.

      “I don’t know enough about how they work, Nyssa. And if they’re not guaranteed, I won’t risk you getting pregnant, “he said sternly. “I won’t.”

      He was going to close his eyes again but changed his mind. Instead, he moved her over, gently enough, and got out of bed. He went to the washstand and wet the towel. Nyssa had stayed sitting upright in the middle of the bed and watched him plainly. He looked over at her for a second and saw her staring after him. He stopped and leaned on the table with a big sigh. She thought he was upset.

      “You think I don’t want this,” he said matter-of-factly. It wasn’t a question. She continued to stare at him.

      “I know that you do,” she said barely above a whisper. He turned back to the table. His lean, nude body was lit by the low light from the fireplace. He picked up the towel and came over to her, kneeling on the floor and began wiping her skin gently. She was watching him, but he didn’t look to meet her eyes.

      “Will you do it, Jara? Will you show me...how, I mean?” she asked, and was incredibly nervous about talking about it. A moment ago, she’d been revved up so tight he could have done anything with her, but now she felt only doubt; doubt that her feelings about it had been true and that he wanted it too.

      Jara stopped moving the towel and now he did look up at her. He smiled encouragingly and seemed very relaxed about it.

      “If it’s really what you want, Nyssa, we will be together. I promise you,” he said and lifted her hand to hold it. She stared at him, mildly reassured.

      “Have you?...”she asked then, one shoulder rising in her nervousness, her tone changing instantly. Jara looked uneasy for a second, his eyes dipping to the side as he thought about it; he cleared his throat and barely nodded. He looked down again and resumed wiping her with the towel.

      “I have,” he said simply.

      Both Nyssa’s eyebrows shot up. He noticed but didn’t say anything more. Nyssa was suddenly dying to know every detail, but the look on Jara’s face didn’t give her the impression it was welcome territory. She became concerned.

      “Did it hurt?” she asked quietly.

      Jara frowned and shook his head. “It can be a bit uncomfortable for the girl at first, or so I’m told,” he added. “But the result is worth it, also, so I’m told.”

      Nyssa reached out to put her hands through his hair. He leaned into it.

      “I’m sorry I’m not more experienced for you. I mean, if I were, it wouldn’t be such a big deal. I know. I’m sorry you have to go through this again,” she said. Jara froze and looked up at her.

      “You are exactly who you should be!” he said firmly and got up to sit on the bed beside her. Still nude but oblivious with her, he pulled her back onto his lap into an embrace, tucking her head under his chin. He sighed heavily and she felt the tension release from his body again. He was so warm and smooth on her skin; Nyssa sighed as well and stared at the fire.

      “My first time wasn’t with someone I loved, but I cared about her enough. I didn’t wait, like I want to with you. We realized after only a few months we weren’t what each other wanted. It was...empty.” He was trying to describe it; his face showed his regret. “It felt like a waste when it was over. I still think of it as the most selfish thing I’ve ever done. All I wanted was to satisfy myself. I don’t feel that way about you, though, Nyssa. It’s exactly the opposite. I care about you so much, I’m more afraid to ruin it.”

      “I’m not afraid,” she whispered after a while.

      He chuckled once. She lifted her head to look up at him. He met her eyes but shook his head. He took her chin between his fingers and kissed her very gently.

      “All I want is to show you how I feel,” he said finally. “There is nothing to be afraid of, I promise.” Nyssa nodded and leaned back to him for another kiss.

      They’d gone to bed after, Jara getting in under the covers, still full nude, and holding them open for her. She snuggled tight against him, breathing him in, feeling the warmth and the smoothness of his skin. They lay quiet for a very long time and Nyssa watched the fire burn low.

      “I can’t ever have children, can I, Jara?” she asked him, knowing he too was still awake. There was a long pause.

      “I don’t know, Princess,” he said quietly. “Not with me, I don’t think. No.”

      Well, Nyssa was thinking about it. Not having thought it through before, but with the prospect of leaving with her father’s troops as soon as three days’ time, losing her only chance at a husband and father when her lover took his oaths in less than that, Nyssa felt she was completely out of options. She knew it. Motherhood, if she chose to follow the path she’d always believed she would have, even up to a few hours ago, was simply not for her.

      At sixteen and a half, Nyssa suddenly didn’t know if what she’d always dreamed about, what she’d worked so hard at the academy to achieve, was right for her. Did she even want babies? Certainly not now, but ever? Could she, Nyssa, even be a mother? She wriggled her body closer against his and she felt she could — at least, she wanted the option with him — he would love her and love them. Nyssa knew it in her bones, they would be like her mother and father once were. She felt his body around hers and she imagined an infant at her breast. Suddenly, she was terrified: terrified she was completely out of time.

      Nyssa awoke before dawn and left Jara snoring softly in her bed. She had a little more than two hours to make it to the infirmary: a half hour’s run on the other side of the compound from her dorm and back to the parade grounds. When she entered, she found the nurse who saw girls specifically just coming on shift. She was bouncing on the balls of her feet in her anxiety.

      “How may I help you, Princess?” the nurse said patiently and sat down in the room opposite Nyssa.

      “I wish to have the tincture that stops a woman from getting pregnant,” she said immediately and watched the nurse intently. The nurse blinked at her and stared back.

      “That does exist, doesn’t it?” she pushed. The nurse blinked out of her shock.

      “There is a mixture I have prescribed,” she said slowly, but she was beginning to look unhappy. “But it is just a mixture of herbs I know to be toxic to the process. There is no guarantee, Princess,” she said and she didn’t rise. Nyssa narrowed her eyes at her.

      “What do you mean it’s not guaranteed?”

      “Princess, I can appreciate that you are growing older and are probably at the stage where you wish to experiment with the opposite sex,” she began and Nyssa nearly screamed at the sound of a lecture. Her time was limited. Any moment, her absence would be noticed, by Jara or the parade crew that were expecting her in less than an hour. She was terrified of having to explain where she was.

      “I do not wish to ‘experiment’,” she said cutting her off and making great effort not to clench her teeth. She took a deep breath and started again.

      “I will leave with my father’s troops very soon. To face battle, to maybe die at his command. I am not a young girl with prospects of husbands and babies. I’m a soldier. In light of this, I think it would be fairly inconvenient that should I find a brief reprieve from the violence and cold in the arms of someone who cares for me, that in the end I find myself forced to bear a child I cannot keep.  If you have a tincture that can give me that one night every so often of comfort and warmth, I would be quite grateful, Mistress Nurse. But if you cannot give me that, then please say so and I will be on my way.”

      The nurse stared at Nyssa with her mouth slightly open. Nyssa felt her impatience growing and just wanted to leave, to give up on it, but the nurse came to her senses, stood up and nodded. Before leaving the room, she put a hand warmly on Nyssa’s shoulder and squeezed.

      Nyssa left with three tiny, cobalt blue vials of the tincture. The nurse instructed her not to exceed the dosage per use or she would suffer terrible menstruation and cramps. Two drops on the tongue, ideally immediately to several hours before or after the act would suffice to maybe stop the process. She had had much success with it at the academy, she did tell her, trying to sound reassuring.

      Nyssa had nodded her thanks and simply left the room, the tiny bottles tucked deeply into her cloak and she took off at a fast jog to get to the stables to dress Roan.

      The dry run consisted of a lot of standing around as the choreographers moved people and changed their minds a hundred times. It drizzled for most of it, but Nyssa was enjoying the company of a few of her classmates. They joked and chatted under the stands’ easements, drinking warm tea and telling stories of this or that class. All of them were excited for the ceremony. Nyssa was too. Roan put up with the day mostly but was bored and shifted restlessly through most of it.

      The next day, Roan was much more into it. He was made to wear his full armour and blankets. Nyssa likewise wore her new complete armour for the very first time, the last of the decorative pieces arriving just that morning.

      She had admired the final piece, her helmet, now fitted with an extra-long, white, horse hair plume that was perfectly brushed and trimmed high on the top, but that was unique to her as a gift from her father. It trailed long down her back. She’d thanked the blacksmith profusely for his dramatic design, kissing him on the cheeks so that he blushed and nearly giggled.

      Now, mounted on Roan, she went through the paces they’d learned the day before. She was moved in a tight group to the middle of the grounds to face the podium and be inspected and shown where her father would sit. She then moved alone to encourage Roan to prance along the front and down to the edge so she could turn him, pick up a bow and arrow from a waiting batman and, with enough space, run him back across the front of the stands and, at near full speed, stand up and take aim at the archery target and hopefully get a good score.  Once completed, she was to be again joined by the other knights and armoured horses, which would run impressively to catch up to her, then line up in a phalanx, with her at its apex. The rest of the graduating class, an impressive fifty more mounted soldiers, were to be grouped in a perfect line behind her. Jara would be among her phalanx, she thought, but when she looked for him at this final practice, he was not there.

      Admiral Brom and General Titus would give short speeches, with her and her group sitting at attention, pennants flapping. When they were declared “fit for service,” the infantry, consisting of active soldiers lined up near the stands, would bang their shields smartly three times in their honour.

      They were dismissed from practice once the organizers were satisfied and told the precise hour they needed to be dressed and onsite to begin the actual ceremony.

      When she got back to the dorms, she craved a hot shower and her long-ago-seen bed. She wondered if it would be well stocked, like it had been when she got up that morning. She was feeling anxious about Jara. They’d not spoken since she’d fallen asleep with him beside her.

      Jara wasn’t there, but there was a note pinned to the pillow.

      “Nyssa — I wish you luck today. I know you and Roan will be great. Try not to worry about what this parade graduation means. Enjoy the day. You have earned it in spades. I wanted you to know how proud I am of you. How magnificent I think you are, and how I hope you remember that no one else but you has done the work to achieve what you have. You have bled, broken and fought your way to whatever prize your father grants you, but no one did it for you. For that, you will always be you and no one can take that away. I will be your guardsman because I admire you and wish I could be as strong as you, in that I will heed your example. I promise to be brave and never to leave you in darkness. If that is enough, then I will take my oaths with all the confidence you can give me. I will not fail you. I will not leave you.

      I love you, too. I am sorry I wasn’t more prepared for the other night. You caught me off guard with your incredible ability to see to a point. Sometimes it’s a little raw, a little hard to face the reality around us, but it doesn’t stop you and I have to admire that. Please don’t think I was mad.

      Nyssa, I would give you a dozen children if it were what you wanted, and if it is what you want one day, then nothing should stand in your way of having them. But it is only a dream that I could ever be the father of our children. Please understand, I go now willingly to begin my duty to you, and I know and I understand why I can’t be that man as part of what lies ahead, and in that I beg you to please believe me when I say, it’s OK. I will take you in any way I can for as long as you will have me, guardsman, friend.

      I will always love you, Nyssa. Eternity and beyond.

      J

      Nyssa looked up and out of the window when she finished reading, her eyes unfocused, her mind a bizarre blank. After a long while staring out, she tried to read the page again, but no longer seeing it, she sighed heavily. Her mind was racing through the law she knew, but she remembered the military code books a few feet away and she flew to her bookshelf and brought down the heavy volume. She found the section, ‘Code of the First Guardsman’ and raced through the pages. She was remembering while she was trying to find the right line. A guardsman could marry someone other than his monarch if she approved. She found it and now read out loud, her finger following the page: “A guardsman should consider the exclusive charge of his duty when contemplating a personal choice, as his monarch must always be primary in his responsibilities. Guardsmen have no higher authority than his monarch and a monarch have absolute power of his elected office. As a result of the exclusivity of the authority assigned this dual partnership, monarch and guardsman must be of exclusive non-relative relationship, including blood relative or spouse.”

      Nyssa froze, her eyes not seeing the pages of the book anymore.

      She raced back to the bookshelf and pulled the Orak’Thune Code of Law and Civil Regulations and thumbed through to the section outlining the Code of Conduct for Elected Monarchs until she found the clause dealing with the guardsman; “A monarch assuming the function of overlord and commander to the grand armies will be assigned a first guardsman by either the current residing monarch or the admiral of the military. The first guardsman is a knight of the Elite Order, a singularly accomplished soldier who will act as a personal bodyguard and assistant to the overlord. The guardsman will have exclusive rights of person to the management, protection and care of the monarch and his office; his rank not to be exceeded by any other within the known military structure. As a result of the exclusivity of the authority assigned by the dual partnership, monarch and guardsman must be of exclusive non-relative relationship, including blood relative or spouse.”

      Nyssa sat heavily on the edge of her bed. The two heavy books were now in her lap, Jara’s letter in her hand.

      Did she need to marry Jara to have his children? No, but the implication of their indifference to the law would be exposed if she did. He would be dishonoured easily and decommissioned immediately. She also could be removed from her own commission, her title of princess removed as well. It wasn’t much, but it was the honour of her parents that she bore it and upheld it and did her best to serve in its capacity, not to mention she’d worked her whole life to deserve it.

      Her love for him was strong, strong enough she thought she could never do this to him, and she understood now his letter. He wasn’t going to dishonour them either and accepting the commission was his way of staying with her, even if it cost them everything else.

      But Nyssa felt the sickening feeling of something more. It wasn’t just if they screwed up and she got pregnant. It was everything else. If they were discovered to even be in a physical relationship, they risked forever having to face proving and defending themselves. It promised to make their lives hard and dishonest.

      Nyssa looked out the window; the evening sky was darkening, made sooner by the drizzle starting again.

      Was the commission worth it? Should she stop him and take him away with her? Nyssa saw her father’s face and knew the answer. He had plans for her and she herself had worked too hard to stop it all now. Jara too. He deserved greatness; he deserved to be the second most powerful man in the country — well, if ever she ascended, and would she ever consider it? She felt Jara deserved it, more than she did, anyway.

      Nyssa heard the hiss of the paper slide under the door and the footsteps recede in the hallway. She stared at it a moment. A linen envelope with a large, dark red seal and trailing ribbon stared back at her. It was her father’s seal and the palace’s ribbon. An invitation to a Crown Hall event.

      Nyssa’s breath hitched in her throat. She slid the books from her lap and went on all fours across the floor to pick up the envelope. She sat back on her knees and ran the smooth ribbon through her fingers. She held it to her chest and just cried.
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      The graduation ceremony was attended by all the cadets, all the officer corps and, likely because she was in it, the entire High Council and Court. The stands held maybe five hundred people. There were easily three times that many.

      The drums started and Nyssa, mounted on Roan, was waiting inside the open-air covered driveway that led down from the stable just before opening onto the grounds. She was feeling a little nervous. She wanted to see Jara. She needed to see him right now. She wanted his reassurance, his calming confidence in her. He wasn’t there and she didn’t know where he was. Roan shifted restlessly underneath her and she absently chastised him for fretting.

      Nyssa sighed. Roan had dropped his ears back at her unkind words and snorted.

      “I’m sorry, my love,” she said soothingly, patting him affectionately on the neck. “I’m nervous too, beloved. We’ll get through it soon enough, I promise,” she added and the big horse pricked his ears up again.

      Nyssa’s mind wandered and she was once again lost in worry for Jara. She saw one of his bunkmates walking by and asked him about Jara, but the man shook his and shrugged before running off again.

      “Princess Nyssa,” she heard a stern voice say behind her. In full armour, turning was cumbersome, so she turned her head and lowered her body to see. Admiral Brom, wearing his own full armour and followed by General Titus likewise dressed, was walking up the left side of Roan. He stopped at his shoulder and she could see he was inspecting her suit. He nodded after a minute.

      “Very well,” he said to no one, she deduced.

      “Well met, Admiral Brom,” she greeted him respectfully and removed her helmet to offer him a bow. He saw this and removed his own after a second. Titus followed.

      “You have done well, Sir Nyssa,” Brom said to her. “I wish to congratulate you on your successes and wish you well on your future path.”

      Nyssa bowed again to the admiral.

      “Thank you, Admiral. My time here has been both a challenge and an inspiration. I will take it with me the rest of my days,” she said formally. He smiled at her and nodded before replacing his helmet and moving out into the grounds to take his seat. Titus stayed back a bit.

      “Your father is making his way to the podium now with Sir Brack,” he said to her. “It will start when he’s ready,” he said and Nyssa nodded. “We are all proud of you, Nyssa. I know your father tries not to say it often, and that’s his way to show you strength, but he is pleased. More than pleased. Perhaps I am overstepping his confidence in me, but I wanted you to know it.”

      “Thank you, General Titus,” she said, trying hard to hide the emotion in her voice.

      Titus, the most senior man during her father’s entire military, had been a teacher at various stages of her academic career, usually strategy. He’d taken a keen interest in her aptitude and had a gentle fondness for her spirit. Of all her teachers, Titus seemed the most interested in her future career as well, as if he expected her reign in his lifetime. As he was pushing seventy, Nyssa doubted that he would live to see that, but Titus was strong and firm in his command; a throng of officers carried out his commands, but he still wore his armour regularly and stood secure in his commission, her father a long and close friend.

      He nodded and patted her leg gently.

      “Luck in battle, Princess,” he said and Nyssa smiled at the old military saying, applicable to mean good luck to any challenge one could face.

      “General,” she called after him and she was immediately more nervous. He turned slowly, just stopping from replacing his helmet. “Have you seen Sir Jara, per chance? He was absent from practice; I was hoping he’d be a bit early today so I could brief him.” She hoped the little white lie would stick. Titus regarded her for a single second but shook his head.

      “No, Princess,” he said and moved his helmet to secure it. “Jara is occupied with other matters right now. You will likely only see him again at the ceremony tonight.”

      He turned and walked away from her. Nyssa could only stare after him in disappointment. The ceremony that night would rob him of the pageantry earned for his own graduation. It did not in the least seem fair, let alone she was anxious about just about everything. His absence was a serious blow to her mood.

      The drums had stopped for a while, the admiral and general having the time to make their speeches, and then they started again. Nyssa was called to prepare herself by the knights, who had just joined her formation. At the cue, Nyssa spurred Roan out onto the field at the head of them and at an impressive run meant to demonstrate a full charge. The pounding hooves were loud and the knights behind her kept close and straight, their horse’s blankets waving in the wind and the armour glinting in the sunlight.

      Nyssa led them around the grounds in the broad arc that she was instructed and as the other mounted cadets completed their entry and little display, Nyssa brought her group back around to position their return facing the audiences. They refocused to appear back in the middle when the other cadets had moved on.

      It was a swirling, thundering expression of constant movement and sound. Pennants and blankets in a multitude of colours, denoting regiments and companies from around the continent, flapped and swirled through the sea of silver and black steel, each held proudly by cadets who would soon ship off to join them. Nyssa and Roan wore her father’s colours, burgundy, black and gold embroidery, but her white, very long plume was recognizable amongst the grey and the brown. Even her father’s was a strong but subtle jet black.

      When her group reunited at the middle, they fanned out behind her and the drums continued an impressive march to which Roan and the other horses moved to the beat, one hoof per strike until they were lined equally.

      At the signal, a stop in the drumming and a single horn blast, Nyssa smoothly detached from the wall of mounted knights and turned left. She clicked her tongue for Roan to start prancing, which he did, striding sideways down the front of the line while she sat perfectly upright, one hand holding his reins. When they reached the end, her line broke evenly, split from her empty space, to run opposites sides, clearing the field. Nyssa, arriving at the end, picked up the bow and was surprised to see the batman light the arrow tip on fire, but she carried on.

      She moved Roan to the edge, and stopped him for a second, adjusting her grip and trying to see where they had placed her target. She saw it there, at least four hundred feet from her position, and knew Roan would be well at top speed if she just let him, by the time they got there. She considered not running him full out but knew that was strictly against what the choreographer had wanted. He liked Roan fast; he wanted to showcase it. Nyssa looked at her brightly burning arrow tip and wondered what his skill with a bow was because this wasn’t going to be easy.

      “Nice and smooth, baby,” she said to him and raised herself a bit in the saddle, at the same time calling him to go.

      Roan did as he was instructed and she felt him ease into a long stride, rather than jog his way up. Nearing the podium now, she held tighter with her knees and stood, trying to adjust her legs to take Roan’s movements as much as possible. She had seconds to line up and make the shot.

      Nyssa saw the target and heard nothing else. The bow string twanged when she let it go and the brightly lit arrow flew high in the sky and hit the target — not at centre — but within the rings and Nyssa sighed in huge relief. The crowd erupted in applause.

      Nyssa sat back down and let Roan run to the other edge of the field and slowly rein in. She immediately dropped the bow to the side and turned him to make the run once again down the back and up the middle, where her phalanx reformed behind her.  They made an impressive, tiered charge directly into the faces of the audience. At the last minute, they reined in and halted, close enough that Nyssa could see her brother was there and her father, including the expression he wore.

      The drums had ended abruptly and perfectly timed with their final stop in front of the king. Madras waited a dramatic pause before standing and coming forward, raising his arms.

      “Cadets!” he bellowed, “I salute you and all that you have accomplished! Orak’Thune welcomes your valour and bravery, all of us made stronger by your oaths today! All hail Orak’Thune!”

      The audience responded in a thunderous “ALL HAIL ORAK’THUNE!” and Nyssa found the silence afterwards deafening.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Nyssa caught a subtle movement. In a corner of the stadium overhang, just inside the stable door, Jara’s silhouette stood in the shadow. She sighed heavily, a bit in relief but not enough. Feeling Roan near dancing beneath her, she didn’t take her gaze from him and she knew he saw her too. At least he was there, at least he could see it, but she hoped with every ounce of her being he understood she performed in honour of him too.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa rode Roan at a mile crunching pace up the road to the capital and into the walled gates, his hooves clattering loudly at the change from dirt to cobblestone. Civilization was suddenly all around her and she marvelled at the advancements since she’d last been there. A new aqueduct repair had gone in above one of the boulevards, three tiers this time, and the civil planners had decorated it with pass-throughs to allow the sunlight. It was impressive and she thought likely hugely welcome, bringing more fresh water directly into the homes of the city.

      After a brief ride through the centre roads that wound around the outside walls of the palisades, Nyssa entered the palace courtyard, a sprawling central loading and unloading area that housed the stables and the entrance to the greater storage areas. A smaller, more private entrance deep against the back wall, which was the castle wall itself, was where the royal family mounted and dismounted their horses, so they could securely move inside via an enclosed staircase that led directly to the living apartments.

      Nyssa reined Roan in with a flourish and dismounted from him with a bounce. She nodded to the groomsman, who looked at him in surprise but said nothing further. She was a little early, so ran up the stairs to find Patrick, someone familiar she could talk to for a while.

      Nyssa walked quickly down the broad carpeted hall and stopped long enough at his door to knock once and enter. She brought herself up abruptly when she walked in on him in an obviously advanced state of embrace with a courtier she vaguely recognized.

      “Nyssa!” he exclaimed and he looked at her, then at his love interest, then back at her. The woman, just as shocked, tried to replace the clothing around her shoulders and chest but was not having much success. Patrick, his cheeks flushed, luckily found it more amusing than annoying.

      “Patrick,” she said calmly and crossed her arms with a smile but didn’t try to leave.

      “Your Majesty,” the woman said and curtsied low to her, still holding her failed shirt up with her hand across the front.

      “Uh, Nyssa, you remember Lady Triana?” her brother said and indicated by pointing with both hands. Then he pulled her close with an awkward arm around Triana’s slight shoulders.

      Nyssa was trying to remember her. She was slight, feminine and very pretty. Blonde hair, prim and tight features, delicate hands, all the traits of a finer lady. The name clicked in Nyssa’s mind but she couldn’t say more than if she’d ever met her.

      “Lady Triana!” she said happily and moved forward to shake the woman’s hand. “Yes, of course! How are you?”

      Triana extended her own hand but not without awkwardly having to switch them to keep up her clothes. She shook it weakly; Triana’s eyes were both embarrassed and apologetic. Patrick sighed and tried to keep it positive.

      “Triana, honey, I’d like to catch up with my sister. Can I come see you in a bit? We’ll walk to the hall together,” he said gently.

      Triana smiled and nodded in relief, Nyssa saw, curtsied again and nearly ran from the room. Patrick watched her go, looking distinctly at her rear end, and sighed a satisfied breath.

      Nyssa, watching all this with her arms recrossed, smirked at him. He caught the look and shrugged but came over to envelope her in a big hug.

      “You,” he said and pulled her back to look directly at her, “were incredibly impressive on that field today, sister,” he said and hugged her again.

      “Thank you,” she replied and welcomed the warmth and genuine affection her brother always had for her. She had missed him. When they broke, he motioned for her to join him in a drink.

      “My ceremony was not nearly as showy,” he said and poured them two glasses; one he handed to her. She raised it to him in thanks. “But then I didn’t wish to be Elite or a knight, so I guess that’s what I get then, eh?” he said and laughed. He held up his glass and she followed.

      “To my over-achieving sister and all the impossible tasks that did not defeat her. Well done, Nyssa!” he said and drank the whole glass. Nyssa laughed and followed his example.

      “Now,” she said. “Who is Triana and what was that all about?”

      Patrick froze but only for a split second. She saw the grin on his face and it was more happiness than embarrassment.

      “I love her,” he said and shrugged but laughed at the end like a schoolboy. Nyssa’s eyebrows rose in surprise. She put her glass down on the side table and walked over to a sitting chair. Patrick refilled her glass and followed her.

      “So what does that mean?” Nyssa asked him, still playing it calmly. She accepted her drink but watched him intently.

      Patrick took another swig of his own glass and sat down heavily. She always admired his loose demeanour. Patrick could be relaxed at a murder trial.

      “I have asked her to marry me. In fact, that was what you just interrupted,” he said mockingly. Nyssa was about to drink again but stopped just short, her glass in mid-air.

      “You can do that?” she said surprised. Patrick’s eyebrows rose this time.

      “Kiss my fiancé? Sure, why not?” he said and laughed at her. Nyssa blinked.

      “Doesn’t Father need to accept her or something?” she went on. Patrick rolled his eyes.

      “Of course and he already has,” he said, “but he doesn’t care. She’s a lady, a courtier. Her parents are wealthy barons from the outer regions. She has the pedigree.”

      Patrick leaned forward and pointed a finger at her, a bit more serious now.

      “But, Nyssa, don’t for a second think that matters. She’s warm and sweet and she loves me despite myself. That’s a rare quality. I don’t intend to pass that up,” he said more seriously and took another large gulp of his wine.

      Nyssa smiled at him. “Then I am supremely happy for you. For both of you,” Nyssa replied and raised her glass again.

      “So when is the wedding?”

      “We don’t know. Probably this winter when everything is calmer,” he said.

      “Calmer?”

      “Yes!” he laughed and slapped a knee. “You graduating, this Jara thing, Da getting half the Orak’Thune regiment ready; Uli has been at wit’s end with Da actually being around. He’s a bag of nerves. I’ll be glad when he’s gone again!”

      Nyssa was just watching him. She nodded as if she agreed with him, but she hadn’t been aware that her daily life was firstly known, and secondly, been stressful for anyone else.

      “Have you seen Jara?” she asked quietly and tried to hide her interest by lifting her cup. Patrick wasn’t fooled. He watched her and nodded. She waited.

      “He’s been here all day. Prepping, well, he went missing this afternoon for a bit when I sent him to  witness his graduation ceremony, for wind’s sake,” he said with a wide eye roll but just as quietly. Finished with his glass, he set it on the small side table. When he brought his hands back, he steepled them under his chin. She knew he was scrutinizing her for something.

      “You’ve been friends with him for some time,” he said, not unkindly. Nyssa shrugged and nodded. Patrick waited, but when she added nothing, he went on.

      “Are you lovers?” he asked her. Nyssa blinked at him. Patrick narrowed his eyes at her but then just pursed his lips and tried to smile.

      “I see,” he said and moved his hands to fold them over his stomach.

      “You have been told that you can’t have him, right? The law and the code are clear, Nyssa,” he said gently. Nyssa felt her expression change instantly to defensive. She said nothing in an effort not to make it worse.

      Patrick leaned forward in his chair and now she saw incredible sympathy in his eyes. He reached out and touched her knee.

      “I am so sorry, Nyssa,” he whispered. Nyssa shut her eyes to hold back the tears. “I wish I could say it was meant to be without hurting you. But I truly believe this is the right choice. I am sorry it will cost you something.”

      “Is there nothing?” she asked him and when she opened her eyes, she wasn’t hiding her desperation. He watched her for a minute but shook his head.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “When he accepts the oaths, he will be confirmed. I warn you, Nyssa. You need to walk away from anything you two have right now. Brom, Titus, Brack especially will not be tolerant of any breech of the code. Orak’Thune, the council, will not be tolerant. He is meant to protect you, to protect your office. The respect he will command from the country and the world to carry out his duty will come from his loyalty to that office, not his familiarity with you. It’s not just about the power and the law, Nyssa. Politics are unruly and can be quite cruel. They will see you as weak and they will see him as distracted.”

      Nyssa was in shock and horror over the truth she was hearing. The tears now rolled freely down her cheeks. Patrick moved to kneel in front of her, taking both her hands in his own and looking into her face.

      “You do love him,” he said and wiped the tears with a crooked finger. Nyssa tried to hide by looking at the ceiling, but it wouldn’t stop.

      “Then distance yourselves enough when you’re around others and maybe you can remain lovers, but by the winds, Nyssa, never ever let anyone catch you!” he whispered to her, shaking her hands hard.  She looked down at him quickly, not believing what he was saying, which was encouraging her to break the law and risk it. For love.

      Nyssa spent a few minutes and got her emotions under control. When she was done sniffing, she nodded and shook Patrick’s hands again.

      “We will sever the relationship,” she said quietly to him. Patrick’s face fell a bit. “We’ve just got to do it. We haven’t yet.”

      “Do you want me to tell him? From the point of view of the law?” he offered. She smiled at him but shook her head.

      “He knows, as do I,” she said and wiped her nose. “I just have to find him. I haven’t seen him in two days.”

      “He’s in the green room now,” Patrick said helpfully and started to stand. He held his hands out to her to help her do the same. She took them and stood. Patrick wrapped her in another hug.

      “It doesn’t mean you will never find love again, Nyssa,” he said over her shoulder. She nodded but didn’t care.

      “Maybe you should wait until after,” he said just before she was going to leave. She turned back again. “This is a big ceremony, Nyssa. Uncommon. Everyone will be there and you have a role to play too, although just standing there mostly, but he will say his oath to you directly and that has got to be hard. You have to accept him. Without considering ‘complications,’ I bet it will be an emotional exchange.”

      Nyssa thought about that, but then she shook her head. She came back toward Patrick and leaned up to kiss his cheek, grateful for his honest council and his willingness to see how important it was to her.

      “We both know already,” she said. “I know, Jara. He will want it clear between us that he takes this oath in full compliance with the law. No complications. He won’t do it otherwise. It will be better, for both of us,” she said and she turned and left him.

      Nyssa had to stop herself from running when she left Patrick’s room.

      “Princess Nyssa!” A voice called out her name. She looked back and nearly skidded to a halt. One of the maids was approaching her, waving a finger.

      “You must dress! The ceremony will start in an hour!” she said and tried to grab her arm. Nyssa looked back down the hall and nearly jerked away from the maid in frustration.

      She’d forgotten she’d need to be officially ‘Princess Nyssa’ for this, not just a knight. Her father would have her in full royal regalia. Knowing that she was expected to comply, she gritted her teeth and nodded to the woman.

      She was led to her bedroom, stripped of the bits of her armour she hadn’t bothered to remove in her haste to get to the palace and shown to a bath. Nyssa wasn’t interested in the frivolity of the gowns or the jewellery. She stood in complete silence while the maids swirled around her, tying her into a tight bodice, pulling laces so she could barely breathe, braiding her hair and piling it high on her head and then placing her crown, which she hadn’t seen in nearly four years. As a final touch, the maid placed her mother’s leaf carved ruby around her neck.

      Nyssa didn’t recognize the woman standing in the mirror in front of her. She was regal, grown, and Nyssa never felt that way. She snapped back when the maid handed the other her sword and belted it across the long velvet gown at the waist with a gold belt and scabbard. She felt the weight of it and was more comfortable.

      “Can I go?” she said impatiently and the two maids curtsied, but the eldest tried to call out to her to wait for her uncle to send word. Nyssa only caught the last at the door.

      The green room was a small anti-chamber to the Crown Hall, the throne room. It was used by the royal family, regency and dignitaries as a dressing and preparation room before entering the hall itself. It housed the crown jewels, the large, jewelled sashes of the regent’s office and a number of other traditional items too cumbersome to cart around every time a ceremony or hall function took place. Nyssa’s little crown was her own, so it was stored in her room.

      When she reached the outer door, she leaned against it with her ear. She heard no sound, so she cracked it a bit and peeked inside. She saw him standing at the window, the room lit only with a few lanterns, so it was mostly dark, just bright enough to see him. She didn’t hear anyone else. She was startled and somewhat alarmed.

      “Jara!” she whispered loudly and didn’t wait for him to reply. She squeezed through the door and shut it behind her, careful not to make any noise. With her back to it, she saw him turn slowly around to look at her. Her heart was in her throat. She didn’t want to leave the door. He looked like she’d never seen him before.

      Jara was dressed in full armour and then some. He had the standard body plates and mail, but added were ceremonious pieces, a larger gorget, longer gauntlets etched in gold inlay and a dark and floor-length cloak. She felt he probably couldn’t move, but he was magnificent and formidable to her all at once.

      “Have you been here all this time?” she whispered to him; she felt the tremor in her voice. He didn’t answer her. “I have been looking for you. I have been worried about you!”

      “I have been here,” he said calmly. “Waiting for you, I guess,” he said finally.

      Nyssa moved from against the door. She went up to him and realized, with his added height to hers, the armour was blocking her from getting to his face to kiss him.

      “What is all this?!” she said, controlling the sound of her voice but not the tone. She touched his breastplate but couldn’t find a way around it. Jara just seemed to look at her.

      When she saw his eyes, she panicked. All her strength to do what they’d agreed – what they’d been told was right - to leave him from her heart, to never seen him as hers again vanished like a vacuum. Crushing defeat stood in its place.

      “No!” she whispered harshly to him. “NO!”

      “Nyssa,” he said warningly after she turned away from him and was almost back out the door.

      “NO! I won’t accept you! I won’t accept you!” she almost said too loudly. Jara moved to her quickly, clinking surprisingly not a lot, and took her wrist in his gloved hands because she was resisting him.

      “I won’t! You can’t make me. YOU CAN’T!” she nearly screamed at him and was pulling away from him hard. She didn’t care who heard and if it was her father, she would welcome it. She could tell him directly she wouldn’t accept him.

      “Nyssa!” Jara hissed her name and shook her hard to get her attention. She glared at him, but she stopped.

      “Did you read them?? Did you? We can’t be together, not even in secret! They would ruin us both. I say we don’t give them that chance. Don’t do it, Jara. Refuse!! I will refuse to accept you; we can leave it all. Just you and me!” she said, but she was rapidly losing her control.

      “I have read it. It was read to me, in fact,” he said a bit angrily. He still held her wrist tightly. “But I will not let you abandon everything you have worked for!!” he replied, working to sound reassuring but she struggled hard and his grip tightened. She could tell he was angry about it, just as much as her. Angrier than she had ever seen him before.

      “Maybe we could try to be happy, but we never would be! Everything we’ve worked to be is right in front of us, Nyssa!! You will never be happy without your sword and you are a Princess! I will never be happy without mine, without a vocation, without a purpose! We would be lying to ourselves, we would be denying all that we’ve accomplished!”

      “I am not enough!” she said and she was crying openly.

      “You are everything!!” he said through clenched teeth and he shook her again. Nyssa was giving up and when he shook her this time, she was more a doll than a hardened opponent. He loosened his grip but held onto her.

      “I will ALWAYS want you,” he breathed into her face. “But I will bear that the rest of my days if by my life you can lead and live unharmed. It’s what I swore, Nyssa. It’s what we have to do. I will keep you safe! I will be there for you, always! I love you, Nyssa, and that is my oath!” he said pleadingly, inches from her face now so she could see it in his eyes.

      Nyssa let one of her fists loosen and a small glass object caught the light and likewise his attention. He turned to look at it and saw a small blue glass bottle slipping from her hand. He looked quickly back to her and he saw she had given up.

      “What is it?!” he growled, shaking her in sudden panic. The bottle fell from her hand. “Tell me what it is! It better not be poison, Nyssa…” but she shook her head slowly. He let her down then, feeling her legs folding underneath her. He bent to let her sit on the floor. Nyssa fell back against one of the chairs in the room. Jara picked up the bottle and thrust it in her face.

      “What is it?” he repeated his question.

      “The tincture,” she whispered and he froze, his face softening instantly. He stared back at it. “Two drops before…” she was saying, but her eyes had unfocused and she stared at the far wall.

      Jara was completely disarmed. It was difficult to move in the suit. He pulled hard on the gauntlets and shook them off. When he was free, he grabbed her face in both of his hands. She didn’t seem to want to talk to him anymore. Careful not to crush her, he leaned over and kissed her fully.

      She responded at last. When he looked at her again, her eyes were watery, tears wobbling at the edge.

      “I won’t ever stop loving you, Jara,” she said. “I promise you that.”

      “Me either,” he said in defeat and looked down between them.

      “How do we live with that?” she said and her face was heartbreakingly sad. He felt the tears well in his own eyes.

      “As a tribute to each other,” he said quietly and reached to wipe a stray tear that had broken free, his touch so gentle it felt like a whisper on her skin. It was silent in the room. “We are the only ones who will know what this has truly cost us. I will not soon forget it, nor will I let anyone else,” he said firmly. She watched him and reached up to touch his face in return.

      They heard movement outside the doors, but they didn’t rush when they stood up. Several times, Nyssa stole kisses and Jara stopped them completely more than once to kiss her more fully and longer. Each time they broke, they started their new selves again.

      She helped him with his gauntlets and he her train on her gown. She went to the table and lifted his helmet. He stood at the door and they faced each other, she not wanting to give it to him. The door to the Crown Hall swung suddenly open and Brack almost bashed into them walking in. He halted and stepped back.

      “OH! There you both are! I thought we’d have to send out scouts! Well, come on. We’re ready to begin, damn it!” He turned and left without an answer.

      Nyssa handed Jara his helmet, knowing she would have to go out and stand beside her father first. He would walk the aisle alone to kneel before her.

      “I can’t do this,” she whispered to him, her words empty.

      “I can’t either,” he repeated, knowing it was foregone but hearing her say it reassured him, they were together on this, they would support each other. He tried to smile at her. “It’s going to be okay, Nyssa,” he added. She looked up and nodded to him, unable to be that brave herself. She reached up, cupping his face and he leaned into it. Then she let go and walked out the door.

      The court watched her walk up the aisle alone and Nyssa truly felt that way. She was right back where she started four years ago: in the overwhelming presence of her father and his expectations and so truly alone she didn’t know even who she herself was again or what she was meant to be.

      Nyssa slowly climbed the three deep stairs and moved to stand at the right hand of her father. Brack stood directly behind him to his left in bright white armour, holding the pennant of his office and the crest of his monarch. She had watched Jara, armoured to the teeth, helmet on, approach, remove his helmet, kneel in front of the king and repeat words spoken first by Brack. Nyssa heard not one syllable. She heard her own name and she responded.

      The room was jammed with people, soldiers, staff. The presiding officials, including her father, were dressed in high formal attire. It was a big deal. Nyssa hated every minute of it, not able to feel any joy in the significant achievement of her friend as she stared down the death of her true love.

      When it was completed, Nyssa was meant to give Jara a ring with his office insignia on it, a symbol for everyone who met him to know who he was: her voice in her absence, her representative, her shield, her herald. She put it on his hand, on the left baby finger. She said nothing more. The room applauded loudly and Jara, smiling, took the pennant with Brack, shook hands and moved up the dais to stand behind Nyssa. Madras had a few words of inspiration and then it was concluded. She moved elegantly down the aisle on the arm of her father, followed directly by Brack and Jara, disappearing in the green room.

      Nyssa expected to round on her father to tell him how he’d hurt her, but she never got the chance.

      “Make ready yourselves,” he said and was already removing his crown and other ceremonial pieces. “We leave at first light.”

      “Leave?” she blurted out. “For where?”

      “Eastern Highlands,” he replied. She was about to ask more, but he moved over to Jara and put his hand on his shoulder. “My daughter is to be protected at all times, Jara. When we face battle, if it comes to it, I will expect your life be given in place of hers.”

      Nyssa was horrified. Not only was it rude, but it was distinctly not Orak to assume someone else die for you.

      “It is what I understood my role here to be, Sire,” Jara replied without hesitation. Her father nodded in satisfaction.

      “Make your arrangements. Light is a few hours away,” he said and left.
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      The regiment her father had called to him was a full twenty-five Elite knights. Nyssa was joined by the knights, thanks to her training. Jara, who had taken the course the year before, was mounted on a horse that already had his equipment but had lost his rider in a skirmish a few months before. The plan was to unite with an infantry regiment of one hundred more closer to the Highland plains, two hundred miles north-east from the capital. Nyssa was in awe of the numbers. Whatever they were facing, it was bigger than she thought.

      “Atris informed me of your aptitude, Princess,” her commanding officer, a large and fierce-looking man named Marvo, said to her, slowing his horse so he could fall in beside her as they rode.

      They had left the capital before first light, a thunderous departure that shook the ground and windows of the houses as they passed. Now they were following the interior highway at a fast trot, not exactly conversation speed, but you could hear over the hooves and clattering metal.

      Nyssa hadn’t said a word to anyone since she’d mounted Roan and now she only nodded to her commanding officer.

      “When we form up, I will expect you beside me until you assimilate with our routines, your guardsman on your other side. He’s practised with us already,” he added and moved his horse back up to the lead of the troop. Nyssa had just watched him and when he hadn’t waited for an answer, she just watched him leave too. Jara, she knew, was directly behind her to her right. She hadn’t looked at him all day.

      The first night they stopped, the officers convened in a large tent in the middle of the encampment after supper. Nyssa, currently housed in a smaller but adjacent tent to her father’s, was of course expected to be there, though what rank Titus had assigned her upon graduation, her father had yet to inform her.

      She had retired gratefully to the seclusion of her little one-room sleeping tent directly at supper, choosing to rest and eat alone. Jara, unsure of how to handle either a brooding Nyssa or a fully operating royal, awkwardly settled outside the tent entrance and also ate alone. He silently followed her into the conference when she was summoned and took his place behind her against the wall.

      “We made good time today,” Madras began. They were standing around a large surface, several tables shoved together, where a detailed map of the area was laid out. Nyssa was paying careful attention to it now.

      “Raiders are still being reported from the Highlands. We are certain they’re arriving from Divik Port Town,” he went on. Nyssa’s eyes moved up the long road on the map to the red circle and little design of blue waves that signalled the end of the road, the continent and the beginning of the sea. Across the sea, Nyssa saw the big black lettering for “Kitska,” their neighbouring continent across the Black Sea to the east.

      “Are they Kitskan?” she blurted out. She had bent over slightly to see the map up close and now looked up to see all heads facing her. Her father was too, but he was not annoyed. She focused only on her father.

      “Our reports indicate no,” he replied factually and nodded to her. “All descriptions say Rogun.”

      The table buzzed for a minute, all the officers perturbed by the detail, most just outright appalled or annoyed by the audacity of this farther away neighbour, not currently in favour with the Orak’Thune for landing on its shores and causing disruption.

      “Why are they here?” Nyssa said out loud but not particularly loudly. The buzzing ceased immediately, so she felt self-conscious. Madras looked to her again, still calmly.

      “That is unclear. But they are drawing us to this fight. That much we do know,” he replied. Nyssa stood up straight again and nodded in agreement. “We pick up our infantry here,” he went on and pointed to a red dot farther up the highway from their current position that had “East Cross” written beside it. Here, she’d noticed the highway forked at the town's centre, to the east going to the sea. To the west, it followed another long pass at the base of the North Mountains before reaching a large icon with two peaks and the words written “Northern Pass.” She noticed it coincided with the green broken line and the trailing words “Bough Great Wood Boundary” and a seemingly endless green section that covered easily half of the rest of the continent.

      “How far have they been spotted?” she asked again. Someone cleared their throat. She ignored them. If they knew this detail, good for them, but her father or anyone else hadn’t briefed her, so how else was she to learn the details as to why they were here now?

      But again, her father was not annoyed. He reached across to drop his finger on the port towns. She noticed a few more with less prominent lettering, so they were likely fishing villages.

      “Here and here,” he added and touched a few more places, then three more inland. Nyssa’s eyes rose in surprise. He nodded to her. “Yes, much more serious than a simple raid and the intelligence we’ve been receiving from those areas indicates they’re looking for something or someone. They keep one woman alive to deliver the message and destroy everything else. We’ve lost these villages and this town already,” he said and Nyssa watched him touch three fishing villages and one farm settlement gently with his hand.

      “We will ride away from the coast highway to East Cross so we can collect the infantry that’s waiting for us there and resupply, but then we will spread out and move back toward the coast, hopefully trapping all raiders in our lines and push them back into the sea.” Heads around the table were nodding now.

      “Do we have any contact with the Divik garrison?” Nyssa asked.

      “Not for some time,” Brack replied then. “Colonel Suni showed up in East Cross with ten men about a month ago. He said they had been overrun and he was joining his remaining forces with that of Colonel Rabb there until we arrived.”

      Nyssa listened to all this but was still incredibly surprised at the use of force by Rogun. Whatever they were looking for had to be valuable, but their methods still didn’t make any sense. Her father’s earlier comment, though, made more sense the more information she gleaned. They were making more noise than accomplishing anything.

      “Do we know their true numbers?” she asked her father directly. He watched her for a minute. Then his eyes went back to the map.

      “Nothing we can rely on. More than fifty, less than one hundred,” he said. Nyssa frowned.

      “What are their ships?” she pushed, crossing her arms. Brack smirked and moved to lean around the king to use the map.

      “Three double hull schooners,” he replied, tapping the map offshore from Divik. “Two single hulls,” he added and tapped two more times offshore from the known lost fishing villages. Nyssa remembered loosely that Brack had a fascination with naval operations.

      “Passenger capacity?” she asked. He shrugged.

      “A raiding force with horses and equipment reduces their capacity significantly. I really don’t know, Princess. If I had to speculate, I’d say the high end of the king’s estimate, but we don’t know how many Suni’s regiment took care of before being overrun, so we’re sitting on about midway for both estimates.”

      Nyssa was thinking it over. Seventy-five mounted men, likely highly reliable. Marvo was about to say something, but she cut him off. It was unintentional, but he scowled at her.

      “Who is their leader? What do we know about him?”

      “That much we do know, Princess,” Brack said. Nyssa saw Madras’s face grow darker, but he said nothing and continued to stare at the map. “A general by the name of Izik,” he said. Nyssa nodded, having recognized the name from her studies under Uli.

      “He is the senior general of the Rogun Imperial Force. He was selected by Coltair himself before he died and serves still whether Dascus agrees with him or not,” she added and Brack nodded, pleased.

      “He is a particularly nasty individual, Princess,” Marvo added impatiently. Nyssa had moved her eyes to Marvo’s face, but he hadn’t spared a second to keep watching her.

      There was a pregnant pause at the table, all those present mulling over what the king had presented to them.

      “What do you want, Majesty?” she asked and the room was silent. Her father had been standing with his chin in one hand and the elbow of that arm resting on his other one. He looked up at her. Nyssa already knew what she wanted and was betting her father wanted the same, but they’d been soft on Rogun, she felt, since her mother. She didn’t speak out now with her plan for the very reason she didn’t yet understand that. She was hoping by laying the question out in the open, she’d understand better his choices so far.

      “Izik alive, the rest of his forces dead or on their ships away from here,” he said firmly. Nyssa had to stop her mouth from dropping. “We’ll meet them head-on, try to capture him and push them back.”

      “Why?”

      “Princess,” Brack snapped at her. The table was silent, the tension of her borderline insubordinate question thick in the air. Her father glared at her.

      “Izik knows Dascus. He will tell us what we need to know of that sorcerer’s plans and then he will be locked away to die,” he said to her, his voice barely above a growl.

      Nyssa hated the idea. She was unable to entirely contain her anger with him so she did the only thing she knew would end it before it got bad.

      “As you wish, Majesty,” she said, bowing low. Her father would recognize the level to be an exaggerated amount. “General Marvo, I am at your command,” she added, turning to him and saluting. She then simply turned on her heel and left. Jara jumped after her but felt the awkward wake of her departure.

      “Was that wise, Nyssa?” he hissed at her when she’d ducked back into her tent.

      Nyssa was fuming mad at her father. He had a fearsome reputation and this was not it. She cared that Dascus nor Izik had anything to do with her mother and felt without a doubt they deserved special deaths, but she also knew they needed to be dealt with and brutally for the continued damage caused to her country and its safety. The message to Rogun needed to be clear. She wanted to send a ship back to them fully ablaze and stacked with the bodies of its raiding parties, Izik tied to the burning mast. That sounded like her father.

      She whirled on him and she saw him draw himself up in protection of what her face and body warned.

      “He’s wasting time,” she hissed back at him. “He should send men to burn the ships and the rest to crush their forces against the rocks in the surf. Izik can talk or die right there!”

      “He’s in charge, Princess,” Jara reminded her sternly. Nyssa checked herself. He was with Madras, not her. She continued to stare at him.

      “Whose plan is better?” Jara just glared back. Nyssa glared at him; his reaction was fuel on her fire.

      “Get out,” she shouted and pointed to the flap. Jara blinked at her, but he was getting just as mad.

      “Nyssa, this isn’t helping anything. We have a lot to learn...” He was trying to rise above her issues with the plan, to point out their positions were not exactly welcomed or confirmed by her father’s officers. He felt she needed to heed her father’s authority, of course, but especially learn her place around the table if she ever hoped to earn the trust and respect of his advisors.

      “Get out!” she reiterated, coming over and shoving him in the breastplate. He stood his ground, which infuriated her more, but she stood firm too and glared at him.

      “I know how to handle my father,” she said angrily but speaking low so they could not be overheard outside the canvas walls. “He’s waffling on something, and that group is ignoring it completely. His soft hand here is going to cost lives and invite Rogun to try again. Izik needs to die. If Madras stopped holding back, he’d have assassinated Dascus already! But here we sit, on the edge of another opportunity, and he wants to take prisoners and spare the enemy as much as possible? I don’t think so. But you’re right, Jara! Let’s follow our good king into hell for no reason or sorry, for protocol and egos at the head table. By all means, throw yourself on the sword aimed at my heart, just like you promised him!!!”  The last words she didn’t whisper but shouted at his face.

      Jara glared at her, then turned, fuming  as he left the tent. If Nyssa had anything appropriate in her hands, she’d have thrown it after him.

      Brack summoned her back to the table several hours later. Nyssa had already gone to bed and Jara had woken her with a firm hand on her shoulder and nothing more than the summons. She entered the now very dimly lit room, empty save for Brack seated and leaning in the middle of the table. He looked up when she entered but only to see it was her.

      “Come here, Princess,” he said after going back to the map. Nyssa thought his tone sounded displeased, but there was nothing for it. She moved to stand across from him at the table with as much dignity as she could muster. She resisted folding her arms in

      defiance, forcing herself to hold them straight to her sides.

      “Marvo and Cord will never ever speak against your father; they’ve fought with him and witnessed his talent for subterfuge and strategy too many times to doubt him. You, on the other hand, Princess Nyssa, bring a new perspective to the table. Though your methods will unquestionably earn you demotions, your instincts will certainly keep you — and likely a great many of your countrymen — from dying,” he said, all in a fine conversational tone.

      Nyssa blinked at him. He still hadn’t looked at her again since she’d entered the room. She couldn’t see what he was focused on and shifted awkwardly in front him, which he did notice and looked up.

      “You think we should be heavier-handed here,” he asked her. She nodded. “I don’t disagree.”

      “Your father still wants answers for your mother, but I fear his loss with her weakens his resolve. I can’t explain it. Every other scenario, he’d be burning a trail across the seas himself, but he’s not. He simply is not.”

      Brack stood up and went to a side table. He poured a small cup of a gold liquid from a skin and drank it in one gulp. Nyssa watched him, having not moved a muscle.

      “If you disobeyed him, you’d live, unlike the rest of us,” he said and looked into the bottom of his glass, swirling it once. Nyssa narrowed her eyes.

      “You want me to disobey his orders...on purpose?” she said skeptically. Brack turned the cup upside down and put it on the stand. He hesitated before coming back to the table. When he did, he leaned his head on his hands.

      Nyssa had never seen Brack other than tall, stern, stoic. She looked around the room for anyone else witnessing it. Jara was totally still and his face carefully blank where he stood blocking the door. She was uncomfortable, unsure.

      “Sir Brack; General,” she began, adding the last to help appease his mood by acknowledging his position and experience with regards to their situation, “I will not defy my father’s orders.”

      Brack looked up at her, disappointment clear on his face.

      “I don’t believe I have to,” she continued, one hand out between them. He lifted one eyebrow.

      “I’ll do what he doesn’t order me to do,” she said.

      Jara moved behind her. She heard him make a disapproving sound, but he held it. Brack watched her carefully. She moved cautiously over the map, tracing with her finger a train of thought she had been working on earlier. The fishing villages had small country routes to connect them and she thought she might be able to sneak some way down to the port town. With just a few men, she wanted to work her way to lighting the ships, burning the enemy's escape. One of the two smaller ones she wanted to commandeer and her father could decide how to send their warning back to Dascus. Izik hanging from a masthead still appealed to her.

      “The details you should know if anything goes wrong. I’ll send Jara to you when I sort it out,” she said finally.  Brack eyed her carefully and for an extended time. When he nodded and leaned back on his stool, Nyssa relaxed more.

      “These are the animals who took your mother, Nyssa,” he said quietly. “And they’ve never been made to properly pay for it. I know your father burns with his rage and guilt; I’ve seen it. It has also made him impotent in his ability to ask for help in how to handle it. In the meantime, our citizens suffer their indecencies!” He stood up quickly and came around the table to her.

      “I’ll keep Marvo and Cord in line to give you as much freedom as I can. If you see your opportunity, Nyssa, take it!!” he said desperately and gripped her upper arms in his hands.

      Nyssa watched him for a long moment. Her father’s oldest ally, his oldest friend. He would never go against him, except if it meant to find him some peace.

      Nyssa went quietly back to her tent, closely followed by Jara. She’d nearly forgotten he was there until she bumped into him when she backed up to remove her cloak. He was beyond angry.

      “I committed to nothing, but I have an idea. When you need to know, you’ll know.” She turned back to her bed and left him standing and staring after her.

      The remainder of the march to East Cross went as expected and Nyssa spent most of it in the short company of various scout teams. Staying in line behind her father was impossible. They came across various signs indicating the raiding parties were around and each one her father answered with sending out troops to investigate, but they always came back empty-handed. This didn’t sit well with Nyssa. On the next sighting, her father ordered a six-man team to investigate. She insisted on going with them and he dismissed her, but she stared hard at Brack, who narrowed his eyes at her but turned his horse to go talk to the king.

      Nyssa urged Roan into a thunderous gallop as she led the team under cover of darkness back to the area where they’d seen the disturbances. Her father hadn’t given her his blessing directly; Brack had come around and ‘ordered’ her to report to the mission.

      She had her coordinates and remembered more or less where she’d been that morning. Signs of livestock slaughtered, personal belongings left strewn on the road, no live or dead locals were found, but the scene had been ominous. When she returned them to the sight of their suspicions, she reined them in and formed them up on the path.

      “Stay sharp, stay armed,” she ordered.

      They followed the path a few miles, coming up to the smell of home fires and horses. When they rounded a corner, Nyssa was stunned by what she saw. She stopped the group and backed them up to before the bend. She ordered them to wait and she and Jara ran up a hill to hide and observe so they could decide what to do next.

      It looked like the raiders had just arrived. The small homestead inhabitants, consisting of about three families, were rounded up and being kept prisoner in the middle. The men and older sons were on their knees, with their hands bound behind their backs. One barn burned enthusiastically behind them, backlighting the whole scene. Nyssa counted six raiders, but she guessed there had to be at least two or three more. She was right; two more came out of a thatched house near the end. Between them, they carried a young man, barely conscious. Nyssa tensed and Jara put a hand on her shoulder to hold her back.

      “When I say I want all of you dirt eaters out where I can see you, I mean it. Why do you always think I’m not serious when I say it?” a man on a large horse said when he watched the limp man being dragged by, out in front of him.

      “Please, my Lord,” an old man started to say, “please, we haven’t much, but you are welcome to take what you need!” One of the other raiders came over and kicked the man directly in the jaw.

      “Yes, if I needed your garbage, I’d take it anyway,” he said, sounding bored. “And let me guess. ‘Your king will provide.’” He sneered then. “Dagwin, get on with it. I need blood to splatter on the walls, already.”

      A third man came out from the same house; a woman, no longer dressed, he dragged by the hair. The children in the centre wailed and some of the older ones covered the younger with their arms. It was difficult to see by the dusk light and the silhouette of the burning barn. Nyssa saw the woman was badly beaten already; her thighs were covered in dark blood.

      “What in the winds?!” Nyssa swore but didn’t make a move just yet. She looked to Jara, who was watching the scene in grim horror. She looked back at the people. Innocent people. Her people.

      “Have at her, boys!” she heard the rapist say and Nyssa moved instantly backwards down the hill to her waiting group.

      “I want the leader and the rapist,” she said harshly, no longer hiding her voice. The soldiers with her looked at her alarmed.

      “Nine raiders, innocents in the middle under guard. One woman they’ve got in the middle and have raped and are going to again. I want the one responsible and the leader on the horse.”

      She turned to Jara.

      “You get the leader and hold him,” she said and he nodded and mounted. She turned to the rest of them, who were in various stages of mounting and drawing weapons themselves. She pulled herself up onto Roan. “The rest of you, kill every other one and secure the villagers.”

      “Princess?” one of her soldiers said, a surprised look on her face. Nyssa realized that she was contradicting her father’s orders to spare the raiders and capture them, but her father hadn’t seen this. Though he knew about the carnage in the wake of these raiders, he wasn’t being proactive. His orders were based on them not finding raiders in the act.

      “Fast, hard, strategic. If we give them the chance, they’ll turn and try to kill us and the villagers,” she said. The soldiers had no more questions.

      “No one calls the Princess by name from this point on,” Jara added. The group turned and Nyssa did too. He was watching her directly. “It is imperative she not be known in the area. Colonel will suffice.”

      Nyssa nodded and wheeled Roan into a fast run and pulled her sword out so she could tuck it near to where it could be used quickly.

      The eight mounted soldiers burst into the clearing at full speed, catching all of the Raiders off guard though they recovered quickly enough. Her advantage was being mounted already and she caught glimpses of her soldiers breaking off and catching them while they tried to run or draw weapons. Nyssa made straight for her rapist in the middle. She saw Jara break away from her and chase the leader who bolted for the back road. She called two more of her own to help him, but then she had eyes for only one man.

      Two men had been holding back the woman. One had remounted her and Nyssa didn’t hear anything else anymore. She rode Roan directly at them. The man who’d been holding the girl down stood up and started backing away, so Nyssa crashed Roan into him. His hooves stepping on the fallen man and the cries and screams as Nyssa reined her horse in directly over top of him were deeply satisfying. She hoped he was broken enough to stay put. But she didn’t waste time and wheeled Roan for another run at the remaining one.

      He was there, stumbling and trying to stand after what he’d just witnessed, but he had also been in the middle of the act.  Nyssa was coming up on him fast. He let go trying to do up his laces and tried grabbing his sword. Too late, Roan arrived and Nyssa stood up and jumped off his back, landing squarely into the middle of the man. He took all of her weight in the chest so he landed heavily, sliding several feet back. Nyssa was up and holding one dagger and one sword blade already, her training prepped for an equal or at least honourable opponent. Nyssa caught a glance of the woman on the ground and saw she was just a girl, younger than herself. There was little else recognizable.

      The man was struggling to rise but was nearly there. His mad eyes were raking over her and his sneering grin spoke volumes about what he was thinking. He pulled a dagger from his waistband and hefted it between his hands. Nyssa had long ago completed her assessment of his abilities and now bounced once when she saw he was gearing up to meet her. She saw two of her own men in her periphery run other raiders through.

      “Aren’t you a pretty one?” the man, who had a lisp, spit at her. “You look like you could be a princ...”

      Nyssa vaulted toward him. In two leaps, her feet barely touching the ground, she’d come up on him. He’d lifted his blade in a standard parry, but Nyssa didn’t play with swords; she fought with very sharp blades. She whacked his away like an annoying fly and recovered her own in time to drive both hers under his rib cage, lifting him nearly off the ground. The man gurgled in shock and instant pain and Nyssa lifted both her feet to push him over and onto his back. He landed hard, crying out. Nyssa jumped on top of him, still holding her weapons firmly in place.

      “Demon woman!!” he cursed at her and tried to grab her ankles and legs. Nyssa’s hands felt wet and slippery. She saw blood from his wounds covering her up to her wrists.

      Two of her soldiers were moving closer to her.

      “Colonel, the villagers are secure,” one of them said. “They’re scared and battered but mostly unharmed. One man is dead,” she said grimly.

      Nyssa stared at the man underneath her. “Check the girl,” she said calmly. She heard footprints move behind her.

      “She is unconscious, sir,” the soldier called back to her. “She hasn’t much longer, I’m afraid.”

      Nyssa, who hadn’t taken her eyes off her target, narrowed them now. “String this one up,” she yelled then. The man tried to yell, but his lungs were likely punctured and he was wheezing. Two of her men came over and hauled the rapist to his feet. When he was secure, she turned to the girl and saw she was still being gently held by the soldier with whom Nyssa had been talking. She walked over and knelt in front of her.

      The girl, maybe thirteen, had been beaten in the face and there were large bruises on her neck. Her nose had bled profusely and she had been cut on her breasts and torso for some reason. Her waist, hips and thighs were covered in blood. Nyssa couldn’t even process what happened to her to cause so much blood. She swallowed the vomit in her throat and the tears in her eyes. Whatever, the animal behind her was still using her up to a minute ago.

      She stirred then. Nyssa dropped her weapons and tried to cradle the girl's face gently in her hands.

      “You’re safe now,” she whispered to her, close enough that she would hear only her. The girl seemed to sigh, but her lips were swollen. Nyssa couldn’t tell, but she had awoken. She tried to smile so the girl could see her encouragement. “No one will ever hurt you again, I promise.”

      “What is your name?” Nyssa had to know it, even though she feared it at the same time. This girl deserved to be known by her name. The garbage behind her would die forgotten.

      “Kila,” came a very small, tiny whisper from her mouth. Nyssa smiled wide but was unable to stop the tears.

      “Kila,” she said and brushed the girl's hair from her face. “My name is Nyssa.”

      The girl had shut her eyes again and Nyssa had thought she had passed out, but then she spoke.

      “Like the princess,” she said. Nyssa laughed awkwardly that she would know her, but she nodded. The girl cried out then. Nyssa looked at the soldier that was cradling her, but they both didn’t know what to do. She settled again, whimpering this time. “I wish I were brave like the princess!” Kila said in a slow wail. Nyssa grabbed her hand, but she felt little strength in the girl's return grasp.

      “Kila, can I tell you a secret?” she said quickly when the girl screamed again in obvious pain and Nyssa felt she’d give anything to distract her and take it away. She bit her lip and nodded. Nyssa watched her eyes roll back, but she fought it.

      Nyssa leaned back to be close to her ear. “I am the princess, Kila. Princess Nyssa. I am here to save you and your family,” she said and gripped Kila’s hand harder. “You are braver than I have ever seen anyone be!” She had to stop because a sob had overtaken her. She hadn’t arrived soon enough. Her father hadn’t been fast enough and Kila had suffered a torture worse than death for it.

      “If you are the princess,” she whispered, and Nyssa moved closer to hear her, “will the king kill that man?”

      Nyssa backed up onto her heels but still held fast to her hand. No longer caring who heard, she looked at Kila for a moment, “I am at your command, Kila. I am your princess, here to vanquish your enemy.”

      Kila stared at her and the words were very clear. “He killed my Da and did this…this to me. Kill him,” she said.

      Nyssa nodded, picked up her weapons, stood and turned in the same movement to stride back to the man who was wheezing loudly now, blood oozing from his chest wounds and from his mouth. Nyssa saw his fly was still undone. She stopped, nodded to her two soldiers who still held him, to be sure they were prepared to hold firm and moved up to the man. She stood inches away; his face moved to look up at her and he was about to smile. Nyssa stabbed the man hard in the groin. Instantly her hand was covered in hot liquid, but she kept her eyes on the screaming man.

      “By the order of Kila, that child, her family and my king, you are hereby extinguished from this earth. You don’t deserve her mercy...” she said, no longer staring into his face, feeling consumed by the white rage that would make it possible to do what she was going to do.

      Nyssa backed enough to pull her second long blade from her back, cross the two of them now and, with one extra strong effort, severed the man’s head at the neck. She was splattered in the face with the jugular exploding under her blade, but she barely noticed. The soldiers let the body fall. Nyssa watched the blood soak the ground for a minute, then turned back to Kila.

      The soldier was still holding her, but Nyssa already knew she was gone. She ran to her and dropped to her knees, throwing her weapons down. She carefully pulled the girl from the soldier's lap and cradled her to her chest, crying freely. Nyssa let out a miserable and helpless scream to the sky, mad and horrified that an innocent could be so discarded. But Nyssa mostly felt her guilt. These were her father’s people and his lofty opinions had cost this girl her life. Nyssa could have stopped it had she been here sooner. Madras had the resources to face this enemy and protect his people. Orak’Thune was a warrior people, it was unconscionable that their king – her father - would allow this to happen. How could she live with that?

      She wailed out loud, venting so many frustrations. Innocent Kila, beautiful once and free to dream of her future life, now gone. Nyssa’s failure in saving her. She screamed at her father and at Brack too, big brave, exquisitely trained men doing nothing! Nyssa had proof of that in her bloody arms.

      Nyssa slowed her sobs and pulled her cloak off. She wrapped Kila in it and called for the girl's family. A man, the young one that was beaten, came forward and an older woman followed, the woman throwing herself down in front of them. Nyssa tried to keep an even face to talk to them.

      “I am Princess Nyssa,” she said. The two villagers sat back in shock, but grief was confusing them. “I swear to you, the people responsible will pay with their lives.”

      The young man nodded to her and held out his arms. Nyssa deposited Kila gently into them. She stood to leave, picking up her weapons again.

      “Princess Nyssa,” the young man said and she turned back instantly. “They targeted my sister. They wanted a teenage girl and they did the same in the two other villages last month. I don’t know why and at first, I didn’t think it important, but I know now it’s all they want. You have to stop it!”

      Nyssa acknowledged him and turned away.

      She saw Jara standing with a much-beaten man. He’d been dragged behind his horse and was still bound. The two soldiers who had gone to help Jara were holding the man up. Nyssa began to run toward them. Jara saw her coming, his face momentarily surprised, and he ordered the other two to jump out of the way. The prisoner had no time to react. He simply watched in horror as Nyssa ran at him, leaped into the air with her sword held high in two hands and swung it right down against his collar bone. He blinked twice, she remembered, and then she pulled her incredibly sharp blade out of his pelvic bone on the opposite side.

      Nyssa stood over the body, now crumpled and nearly in two halves at her feet. She’d had nothing to say to this one. The blood dripped off the tip of her blade in fast droplets where it hung down in her hand. She saw them slapping on the puddle they were making. She also heard the roar of the burning barn and started to feel the heat again, her senses beginning to come back to her.

      “Nyssa,” she heard Jara call to her gently. She was unfocused, still staring straight ahead, breathing hard.

      “Mount them on whatever you can find. We’ll carry them ourselves if we have to,” she said, suddenly coming back to herself and turning to face him. He was looking at her with a great deal of concern, but it made her only more frustrated.

      “Jara! Move!” she ordered him and turned abruptly to get the others started. He ran after her.

      “And take them where?” he yelled after her. She stopped walking abruptly and he nearly ran into her.

      “Ideally, on a ship bound for Port Town, but that depends on how successful we are on taking the two we can reach soonest. But I can’t do that with them alongside me, so we must move them somewhere we can guard them. The less the raiders know about us too, the better, which is why we can’t linger here. Now, MOVE!!” she yelled at him and he did move, though he seemed intensely concerned.

      There were a few wandering horses just outside the farm that her men were able to collect. They mounted the villagers as best they could but still needed to double up themselves. Nyssa refused to leave Kila behind and insisted on carrying her herself on Roan. The group returned the way they had come, leaving eight brutally executed raiders and a burning, silent homestead behind.

      Nyssa walked into the centre of their encampment just as the dawn was changing shadow into light. The colourless hue of the hour, mixed with the damp and mist on the ground, added to the dramatic scene of King Madras’s daughter, covered in blood, carrying a dead child wrapped in her blood-soaked burgundy cloak. She walked Roan up to her father’s tent and he and Brack, who had been warned of their arrival, were able to see it all for full effect.

      Nyssa, face splattered with blood, hatred and fury burning in her eyes, stopped in front of her father.

      “What have you done, Nyssa!!” her father barked at her. She squeezed Roan’s shoulder with a knee to steady him against the volume of her father’s voice.

      “I saw a girl get raped and murdered today, Father,” she said calmly. Madras looked shocked and then uncertain. He was eyeing the bundle in her arms. “These people are your responsibility, so I saved them,” she said and threw her head to the side slightly to indicate the people Jara was leading behind her. “Kila wasn’t so lucky,” she said and put her cheek down on top of the bundle for a brief second; Brack’s face blanched.

      “It’s up to you, Da, but I’d suggest you let me do what I have to do to evacuate the citizens most at risk by this threat. They’re looking for a teenage girl if that helps any. In all of Orak’Thune, I can think of no other more valuable to you and our people than me. Until they find me, they’re going to keep raping to death all the girls who fit my description. Order me not to, but I won’t stand by and let this happen any longer. It is my duty to help those at risk.”

      Madras was speechless with either rage or fear for her but probably both. She clicked her tongue and moved Roan slowly away. The other officers and men who’d come out at the sound of the commotion made way for her in silence. She led her group toward the back of the encampment where the horses were kept. She nodded to her group to unpack the refugees and settle them to rest and be fed.

      Jara came over to help her with Kila. He was joined by her brother, who nodded and bowed in his kindness toward her. When they’d taken Kila away, Nyssa was alone and still on Roan. Jara turned back to her, but she hadn’t moved. He was still trying to see her for the blood, now dried and caked in some places, wet with her sweat in others. She was a nightmare in armour. Fierce and terrifying. He wanted it washed away immediately.

      “Nyssa, come down. We need to clean up,” he said, trying to sound unemotional.

      She turned to look at him and he concentrated hard to keep his face even, though the bloody scene before him was not the girl he knew. She nodded and began to dismount, but all of a sudden, she was uncoordinated. Jara reached out and grabbed her before she fell off. It was still awkward, though; he was tired, they were both heavy in armour and they clattered to the ground, still half-standing but leaning heavily on each other. Nyssa bolted from his arms and threw up in the bush. When she was finished, she turned back to him, leaning on her knees. Brack strode into view, his face a storm of emotion. She ignored that.

      “We’ll take a new patrol to the fishing villages tonight,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “A dozen or so volunteers. I want to see about procuring the ships to evacuate the coastal communities to Port Town. It’s the fastest way to move a lot of people. If I can’t have the ships, I’ll burn them, but if we come across villagers there, I’ll take them back here again where the rest of us can protect them. If I’m successful, I’ll send runners to come move this lot.”

      “And you can brief that group tonight, but you’re not going anywhere,” Brack said. Jara visibly sagged — he was fighting fatigue and facing the new storm that Brack had just unleashed. Nyssa just kept calmly looking at him. She regained her composure, though the blood wasn’t helping Brack relax.

      “Yes, because it’s me, they want, blah, blah,” she said then. “What the hell did you train me for, Brack?” she said to him and moved closer to stand in front of him. “If you or Da wanted a courtier sitting in the palace on silk pillows with ribbons in her hair, you and he could have raised one, but you didn’t, did you?” Her voice was rising, but she checked it.

      “I saw that girl today, Brack. She died watching me behead her attacker.”

      Nyssa walked around him to start back to her tent. Brack watched her pass.

      “I did not forget that Da’s orders were to ‘investigate and not engage,’” she went on, “but I was met with that scene and no, I was not going to walk away. And you know? It was fairly nothing to contain. I honoured our earlier plan, we were right. How do you feel about that now?” Nyssa turned around to finish talking to him.

      “I can and I will take care of myself, Brack,” she said. “When the population is out of harm’s way, you and Da can storm from the mountains to the wharves and burn the remaining ships with all of them on board, just as you planned and I’ll sit it out if that is your wish. But I will risk whatever I have right now to give help to our people, Brack. If it means arriving in time to save just one girl, I will risk it.”

      She turned on her heel and left him standing alone under the tree. Jara gave Brack a pleading glance but followed Nyssa. It was her idea and he knew her better than she did herself in some ways. In this, she was committed. She would not hide at the back. She could not.
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      Nyssa went to the river and removed most of the plates, her gloves, boots. The rest she wore and walked directly into the water and waded to her hips. Her eyes focused on the swirling, swift-moving water around her. The sun glinted on the surface; the bottom was multi-coloured rocks and seemed to sparkle underneath. She stood in the cold water for long enough so that her body was numb. Not even caring if her head stayed above the surface, she sank to her knees and the water lapped at her chin. She was so tired. She closed her eyes and felt herself sway in the current, but the water felt better. The movement on her skin was smooth. She raised one hand and looked at it. Dark reddish stains under her nails, the skin stained a light red. She rubbed her hands together. The other one looked the same and it improved some but not completely.

      Nyssa pulled the tie from her hair and pulled out the braid to let it fall loose over her shoulders and face. She held her breath and ducked completely under. The disappearing noise was the most blissful thing; it was quiet and felt like being wrapped in an embrace. She wondered if this is what it felt like to die. She hoped that was what Kila had felt at the end: stillness.

      When her lungs began to burn, she resurfaced but stood up and flipped her hair to fly over and behind, away from her face, causing a huge commotion in the centre of the otherwise gently gurgling water. Nyssa filled her lungs several times with clean, large breaths. Her eyes seemed refreshed and she didn’t smell the tang of blood as much anymore. She looked down and saw her black clothes were running with it. Red was leeching into the brook from her body. At first, it was interesting, but gradually, she remembered whose blood it was. Nyssa tore the shirt from her back and threw it to the shore. It slapped loudly on the rocks. Nyssa only then noticed the small face peeking above dirty and bony knees, just behind a tree on the bank. They stared at each other for a long minute.

      The child moved her bum a few feet closer. Then a few feet more. And a few feet more until she could pull Nyssa’s shirt the rest of the way out of the water. Nyssa watched in complete silence as the girl stood but bent to put her own feet in the water, lean against a rock and start scrubbing the shirt against the surface.

      Nyssa got up, careful to try not to startle the child. The water shed from her skin and the sun warmed her again. She pulled her hair back and tied it loosely. She smoothed her face and slowly walked out of the water toward the girl, but when she approached, the child panicked.

      “Please let me finish the laundry, Princess Nyssa. I know how!” she cried, one hand held out to stop her. Nyssa froze. The girl could not have been more than ten.

      “If you’d like,” she replied warmly. The girl was shaking, but she went back to it with a panicked fervour. Nyssa was uncomfortable.

      “What is your name, sweetheart?” she asked her. The girl looked up at her, worry in her eyes. “Well, you know mine. Do you think I should know yours?”

      The girl looked less certain and looked down at her work.  “Sasha,” she replied and said nothing else.

      Nyssa started to shore again and this time made it all the way. She turned and sat down not too close to Sasha but close enough and leaned back to warm herself in the sun.

      “What are you wearing on your chest?” Sasha asked her. Nyssa looked down and figured she meant her wraps. She pointed to them.

      “Just a binding to keep them from getting in the way,” she said and smiled at her. Sasha looked amazed.

      “What do the women in your family wear?” she asked her politely.

      “Bodice,” Sasha said, shrugging. “It has laces up the front. Sometimes if they’re big enough, you can make them with baskets.”

      Nyssa tried to envision what she was describing and couldn’t help but smile. She knew most women wore the short bodice, a laced-up sort of stay, but that was shorter, extending only to the bottom of the rib cage. Nyssa had worn one a few times when she needed to wear a gown, but since her puberty had taken place, like all at the academy, she’d adapted the practical form used by all female soldiers of binding her breasts in a cotton or leather strip to keep them from interfering with her movements. Nyssa was endowed enough that this never hid the fact she was a grown woman, but they did feel restrictive sometimes.

      “I don’t wear gowns very often,” she said to Sasha. The girl shrugged and her head bobbed that she understood.

      Nyssa sat with her in silence for a while. The girl continued scrubbing the shirt, slapping it on the rocks, twisting the material in her hands. She noticed it no longer ran with blood. When she was satisfied, Sasha turned to find a suitable branch and spread it wide over top. When she was done, she turned back to Nyssa, moving closer, but not too close, sitting on her bum, skinny arms wrapped around her knees again to watch her.

      “Thank you for helping me with my shirt, Sasha,” she said gently.

      “I will do your trousers, too, if you want.” Nyssa smiled but shook her head.

      “It’s OK,” she assured her. Nyssa didn’t want to shoo the girl away, but she was starting to lose her grip on the fatigue. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes to feel the sun on her face.

      “Will you protect us, Princess Nyssa?” Sasha asked her and Nyssa lifted her head back up to look at her.

      “I will, Sasha,” she said firmly. The girl nodded and ducked her face back behind her knees. Nyssa smiled reassuringly and put her head back. She fell asleep on the rocks.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Jara watched until Nyssa fell asleep. The little girl she’d been talking to didn’t move to leave, even after Nyssa’s head gently slid to the side in her slumber. Instead, the girl moved a bit closer and settled herself to staying put, it looked to him.

      He’d followed her to the river discreetly because he could see she was a bit in shock and too tired to deal with him. He’d stayed back and watched her transformation in the water. He’d felt better when she’d emerged from being under, throwing her hair over, her back arched beautifully against the sun, water sparkling when it sprayed in every direction. She’d stood up then and her face was once again clear. Jara had lost himself for a brief second, seeing his lover and friend in that one moment, but he’d snapped back and once again saw his princess and his responsibility. Nyssa had become a different woman since arriving at her father’s camp, especially since Brack’s conversation. She was determined, quick and decisive. Following her orders was nearly all he could do to keep up, it seemed, but he needed to be more, better.

      He’d watched and heard the conversation with Sasha. He knew she was some relation to Kila from having seen her with the other villagers, especially the two he knew to be Kila’s mother and brother. The girl wanted some connection with the princess, her hero perhaps.

      But Jara needed to sleep and he couldn’t do that until Nyssa was secured. He pushed off the tree and moved carefully down to the water’s edge. Sasha jumped up and he saw she’d grabbed one of Nyssa’s daggers. He held up both hands.

      “Easy, little one,” he said soothingly, “I am the princess’s guardsman,” he explained. Sasha cocked her head to one side, clearly unsure.

      “What is that?” she demanded. Nyssa slept on.

      “I am her personal soldier, her protector,” he explained calmly. Sasha narrowed her eyes at him. She adjusted the dagger in her hands.

      “Do you fight for her?” she demanded. Jara nodded.

      “Certainly,” he agreed. Sasha seemed to relax a little.

      “Would you die for her?”  she demanded and stabbed the knife forward a bit in her excitement. Jara eyed it, but it was not close enough to be a concern. He stood up straight and nodded to the small girl.

      “Always,” he said seriously. Sasha didn’t expect his solemn reply. She dropped the dagger down to her side.

      “So you fight together?” she asked him. Jara agreed they did.

      “But she is all of ours, the princess. I fight when and how she tells me as she is all of ours, the defender. In turn, I protect her when she cannot do so herself, like now,” he said and pointed to her. Sasha looked back to the sleeping woman. “If you permit me, brave Sasha, I will take her back to her bed now,” he said and waited. Sasha looked back and forth between them, then nodded.

      Jara moved and bent to pick Nyssa up. She jerked in surprise but saw his face and immediately settled. He smiled at that. At least, she still saw him as comfort and safe.

      “Sasha, would you help me bring the princess’s things?” he called behind him. The small girl nodded enthusiastically and ran around picking up all Nyssa’s belongings. She followed them up the bank and back to Nyssa’s tent.

      
        
        -----

      

      

      Nyssa pulled her jerkin over her shoulders, pulling hard on the laces across the front. She’d replace her breastplate on top of it and the tighter she could get the laces, the easier the straps for the plate would be. By the time she’d buckled the armour, she felt rolled like a bedroll. She took a deep breath and wriggled slightly to settle it. Knowing it was as much as she was going to get, she grabbed her gloves and left the tent.

      Her original plan to overtake the fishing villages covertly was no longer preferred after the evacuees she’d rescued the night before reported villagers still living there. In addition, intel from the scouting parties indicated some towns had since been occupied by enemy raiders. She now needed the manpower to sweep the threat and also handle the evacuation. They brought extra men and horses that would stay back until called up to move people. If Nyssa was ultimately successful, though, she planned to move as many people as possible by boat before dawn.

      Her father hadn’t the choice but to react to her momentum. They’d settled their camp and the infantry was coming to them instead. In the meantime, Nyssa had planned clearing the area of civilians.

      The infantry was due to arrive that day or the next. Nyssa felt the pressure, not sure her father would wait if his army was formed behind him ready to go. She’d begged Brack to hold him until she gave him the word, but he made no promises. Her actions had spurred him on and he now was as anxious to move as she was.

      Nyssa walked quickly to where Jara was holding Roan and the rest of her first tier of soldiers. She looked around and saw every face that had been with her the previous night. Beyond the ones she recognized were a new group, but they all stood silently for her, awaiting her order. She acknowledged them and took her reins from Jara and bounced up into the saddle. She turned him around to see her whole company: twenty Elite knights, nearly the entire company, plus five mounted soldiers from the regular ranks. Brack stood near the entrance to her father’s tent, but Madras did not come out.

      Nyssa led the group to the smaller paths that led down to the water. Scouts during the day had run the paths to check for raiders, but they’d come up with nothing. When they approached the final descent to the seaside village, Nyssa stopped the group and dismounted. She selected the same six and had the rest hold back, ordering them to break into teams of four and six themselves and wait for her signal to follow.

      Nyssa moved with her team around the back of the village. She could see the huts were silent, save for one, the biggest, at the bottom of the waterfront. As they moved silently between the buildings, she tried hard to watch the ships tied to the docks closely. Her heart leaped with excitement to see them attached to land and not moored offshore. She smacked Jara in the chest and pointed her chin at them so he could see it too. He did and nodded back at her.

      They checked huts and saw no one in the dwellings. This worried her. She pointed to the big building where light and voices could be heard. Nyssa climbed up on the roof and peeked into a hole while Jara watched the door and the other four flattened themselves against the wall to keep a lookout. She saw the villagers then. Two large cages in the corner held about twelve or fifteen men and children. The women were walking through the room holding ale jugs and food platters. She could tell they were villagers because they were filthy, bloody and exhausted. Nyssa’s eyes fell on a young woman heavy with child dragging herself up a row, one hand holding a jug, the other trying to give some support to her swollen belly. Suddenly, a raider slapped her hard on the back and she fell forward, crying out in pain. The man started harassing her, fumbling with her skirts, and the woman started screaming.

      Nyssa pulled her twin blades and jumped down from the roof.

      “You get the others, all of them. Now!” she ordered and a soldier took off. “The rest of you, there are ten or so, sitting, eating, but they are surrounded by civilians and the rest are in cages in the corners. Try not to set any fires,” she said and was about to charge the door, but Jara grabbed her arm.

      “If you want us to save them all, we have to wait for the others,” he said to her. Nyssa heard a young woman scream again above the din. “Nyssa!” he hissed at her and she scowled at him. He pushed her behind him and scrambled up the roof to see what she saw. He came back down a minute later. His face was enraged.

      Jara made the sign to the others they were going in.

      Five Elite took the room without a sound, moving into the space from the entrance like ants on the wall, then fanning out and running up the aisles, eliminating those they picked out immediately with visible weapons. Seven went down in the first sweep, including the one that had since wrestled and beaten the pregnant woman to the ground and was in the process of molesting her. Jara had come upon them and the man hadn’t even known they were there. He’d come up behind them, kicked the animal over onto his back and clear of the woman, then stabbed his sword down and into his eye socket. Nyssa had run up behind them on her own way to help her and turned just in time to cut down a raider coming up from behind.

      They looked at each other and then around the room. At almost the same time, the rest of their company arrived.

      “We need men in here to secure it and free the people. Then send more out to secure the rest of the village. When we're good here, we’ll go to the ships,” she said. Jara nodded and eyed the woman whimpering on the floor in the narrow aisle they were standing in but left her to get the others organized.

      Nyssa immediately knelt to the woman. She was shaking and crying, her arms trying to hold her belly.

      “It’s finished,” Nyssa said to her. “They’re dead. We’re moving you away from here.” She rubbed her back and tried to help her sit. The girl didn’t seem to want to hear her; she just kept wailing. Nyssa looked up and around the room, focusing on another girl helping an elderly woman who’d fallen in the next aisle.

      “Do you know her?” she asked her. The girl looked over at her and shrugged.

      “She’s from another village. Carissa, I think her name is,” the girl answered but was distracted by the old woman who seemed to be in a lot of pain.

      “Carissa?” Nyssa called to the girl and she looked up at her. “You’re safe now. We’re moving everyone away from here, OK?” The girl calmed her crying for a while, but she was cumbersome and slumped heavily and awkwardly to one side.

      “Can I help you?” Nyssa asked, feeling helpless around the girl and especially the belly. She felt agitated for her being in such a horrible situation in her condition. Motherhood was sacred, she thought. She should be resting in safety and surrounded by a doting and loving husband at this stage of her growth, not crumpled on a dirty public ale house floor, bleeding and beaten, scared and alone.

      “Is your husband here?” she asked her. The woman shook her head and buried her face in the crook of her elbow. That didn’t sound good.

      “Carissa, my name is Nyssa. I’m here with the army to help you get away from here and to someplace safe,” she said to her. “In a bit, we’re going to get ready to move. If you need assistance, please tell me so I can arrange it,” she said. The girl looked at her, her eyes focusing on her, but she simply shook her head.

      “I’m OK,” she said and calmed herself down noticeably. Nyssa smiled at her. She looked up and called over one of her soldiers, the woman who’d helped her with Kila.

      “Keep an eye on her until we get back,” she said and the soldier nodded. Carissa nodded to her when she touched her shoulder, then let her head fall back against the bench, taking deep breaths.

      Nyssa caught up to Jara at the door. “Are we ready?” she asked. He turned at the sound of her voice; his arms were crossed, but he dropped them to pick up his weapons.

      “Recon says there are men on the ships, maybe two or three each. Likely the captains and a skeletal crew to guard them.”

      She checked the group lined up to go with them. There were the five again. The last was sitting with Carissa. She turned to one who was standing at the door with them.

      “We need captains,” she said. “Speak to the villagers. See if anyone has some skill with these,” she said, throwing a thumb over her shoulder. The man nodded and immediately turned back into the room.

      “Is the rest of the village secure?” she asked Jara and he affirmed.

      “They’re spread out, covering the entrances and the perimeter. We’ll break the silence with a horn blast if we’re discovered,” he said.

      Nyssa took her group to the edge of the docks but knew the wood planking would be too loud for their approach. She signalled Jara to take a team through the shallow water and up the rungs on the outside, while she took only two with her, after dumping a portion of their armour.

      She watched the ships from the edge of the wharves. A sailor on sentry duty walked the deck slowly once, then disappeared. The same happened on the other side. Because they weren’t synched, it reduced her approach time significantly. She waited and when the second man turned his back, she moved at a crouch, her two teammates close behind her. They reached the boats and ducked low under the railings. The boats were rising and falling in a gentle wave and Nyssa had to concentrate to hear the footsteps over the surf.

      She thought she knew where the man was so she held a throwing knife, took a breath and stood up enough to see. Too early, he saw her, but Nyssa didn’t give him the chance. She threw the knife and it landed in his eye. The man stiffened and fell over. Nyssa motioned for her next teammate to move to the other ship and do the same.

      She waited a minute and then heard a similar ‘thump’ from the other ship. The knight gave her a thumbs up, so all three stood and flipped themselves over the railing and onto the deck, making almost no sound.

      Nyssa ran to the rungs in the middle to look down and see if Jara had made it. They were there, so she motioned them up. When all the group had assembled, Nyssa checked the other ship and saw they too were ready.

      “Captain's quarters,” Jara said low and pointed to her and himself and she agreed. He pointed to the others and then down one of the hatches to indicate the other two should secure the rest of the ship. He turned back to her. Not knowing where the captain’s quarters might be, she stepped back so he could lead.

      Nyssa watched as Jara held his ear up to the door. He waited a good long while. She waved to get his attention and mouthed the word “sleeping?” when he did look at her. He shrugged. They both stepped back, Jara with his sword, Nyssa with her dagger. She nodded to him while he had his hand on the doorknob.

      Slowly, he turned it and let it swing open. The captain seemed to have been prepared for some time. He jumped toward Jara, swinging a vicious blow with a short sword that caught him off guard. Luckily, the doorway was too small to manoeuvre and Jara only had to step back to disengage from the attack. In the new space made between them, Nyssa threw her dagger and it lodged in the man’s chest.  He stumbled, dropping his sword and stared at the hilt sticking out of his body. He blinked at them.

      “You are the captain of this vessel, I presume?” Nyssa asked conversationally, entering the room now to kick the sword away. Jara filled the doorway behind her, his blade drawn and ready.

      The man, still gaping and speechless, nodded and stared at her. Then he fell on his knees and collapsed on his face, dead.

      Nyssa kicked him over and retrieved her dagger, wiping it on the man’s clothes. She and Jara dragged him out and threw him at the bow railing.

      “They can toss him overboard when they get underway,” she said and saw the rest of the group standing on the docks.

      “Any trouble?” she asked them. They shook their heads.

      “There is one captain up in the taproom,” said one man. She acknowledged the man’s statement and looked at Jara.

      “It will be light soon. We need to hurry,” he said and they all ran back to the big building.

      The Orak soldiers had corralled the people to the centre of the room where they could sit on the benches and tables together while they waited. They were scared and exhausted, but they seemed relieved. The man Nyssa had charged with finding a captain saw them when they entered and waved her over.

      “This man says he can pilot one of the ships,” he said. The man, barely thirty and wearing the black and burgundy leather mail that signified he was from her father’s state army, nodded enthusiastically.

      “You can navigate the coastline to southern Port Town?” Jara asked him firmly. Again, the man nodded in the affirmative.

      “How many can one ship hold?” she asked him. He considered it.

      “Twenty with light provisions,” he replied. “It’s a four-day journey on fair winds from here. No horses, just folk and food. Twenty is all she should handle.”

      Nyssa considered this information and pulled Jara away.

      “We should send a man with them and I’ll draw up the orders,” she said. Jara was looking around the room. He nodded that he heard her.

      “There are twenty in here now,” he said and looked down to her. Nyssa turned around to count it herself.

      “Colonel,” the woman who’d been with Carissa called to her. Nyssa turned and immediately went over.

      The girl was no longer propped up and leaning on the bench. She’d slid sideways and was lying on the floor. Nyssa had been trying to understand when she suddenly moaned.

      “I’ve been talking to her and trying to get her to tell me if anything hurts, but she says she’s fine. She just now fell over and I can’t get her to respond to anything I say,” her soldier said. Nyssa frowned; they hadn’t much time. She turned back to Jara.

      “Get started loading everybody. Send someone to me with paper and quill when you can,” she ordered and he acknowledged and disappeared. Carissa moaned again, a low and sickly sound. Nyssa leaned over and brushed the girl's hair from her face. She didn’t seem conscious.

      “Water,” she said to the soldier who been helping her. She stood up and dashed away.

      Nyssa sighed and took stock of the room for a minute. The bodies of the dead had been piled in a corner, away from the survivors. She thought it odd too that Carissa was from another village. What did that say about the raiders? Again she heard the low moan.

      “That girl is going to calve or die, probably both,” the old woman from before said. Nyssa hadn’t noticed her sitting there and was startled by her husky old voice.

      “What?” Nyssa said, unsure of what she said. The woman pointed a bony finger at Carissa.

      “That girl,” she repeated, more slowly, “she’s going to birth or die. Can’t you hear her?”

      Nyssa’s head whipped back to see Carissa again, having no idea what to do. “What?” she said again stupidly. “How? How can you tell?”

      The old woman rolled her eyes and sighed impatiently. “They teach you how to fight at that school but not what to do with your own womb, is that it?” she snarled at her.

      Nyssa stared at her, completely stunned. The woman stood up, winced with pain but hobbled over to Nyssa. She shoved her aside and sat down on the bench beside Carissa. Nyssa resettled herself at her head, lifting it onto her lap. The old woman unceremoniously threw the girl's skirts up and over her waist. Nyssa couldn’t see it all, but there was a bare leg, dirty and bloody.

      “What the hell is going on?!” Jara said from behind Nyssa suddenly and she jumped in surprise.

      “The woman says she’s birthing, but she’s not conscious,” Nyssa explained, still holding the girl's arms on the bench to keep her from falling.  Jara’s face turned violent.

      “Nyssa, we have to go!” he bellowed at her.

      “We can’t leave her!” she yelled back.

      “And you can’t move her,” the old woman said, cackling a bit with laughter. Nyssa shot her a nasty glance.

      “The boat is loaded. They are the last,” he pointed at Carissa and the old woman. He shoved a paper at her too.

      “Well, I can take a hint,” the old woman said and rose unsteadily from the bench.

      “You can’t leave!” she screamed at her. Jara was furious but not about to go against Nyssa with some old woman he didn’t know.

      “Gravity, dear. That’s all she has left now! You don’t need me,” she said, but she had halted under Jara’s glare. Nyssa was about to vault over the table and strangle her. Jara held Nyssa down.

      “Get her to the ship,” Jara said, calling a soldier over to help her. The woman shot Nyssa a sympathetic glance and left with her knight.

      Jara turned to the soldier, who’d returned with water.

      “Take over for a minute,” he told her.

      She did so and Nyssa was free for only a split second before Jara shoved the paper in her hands. She nodded and unfolded it quickly to scribble her orders. She handed it back to him and he rushed to the fire to dribble the wax onto it. He grabbed her hand, not removing the ring, and jammed it down to seal it.

      “Tell the ship to depart. Then bring our horses here. A full six in the company for escort from here,” he ordered the soldier, Nyssa had moved to take back Carissa’s shoulders. Jara handed the soldier the papers. She saluted and bolted from the building. Jara and Nyssa were alone with the pregnant woman. She heard Jara grumble.

      “What do we do?” he said finally. The room was shockingly silent. Nyssa shook her head; she wanted to scream.

      “Old hag,” she cursed after the woman. Nyssa felt Carissa’s body tense and relax under her, no moan this time.

      “Nyssa, if it comes to it, we have to go. It’s nearing dawn now. We will not be able to hide in the light and we don’t yet understand their network. I will not risk your life for this woman’s. I will not,” he said behind her, though it was gentle. Nyssa nodded. She understood perfectly what he was saying.

      “When the horses get here, that’s all I ask,” she said and turned her head, but she still couldn’t see him.

      Nyssa saw his hands come up and take her place on Carissa’s shoulders. Nyssa nodded and he answered with his own so she let go. She grabbed the other blanket and balled it up to shove it underneath and between the girl's legs. Trying to think more about what to do, she put a hand on her lower back, took a deep breath and put her other one gently where she thought she should go. Her eyes flew open in panic.

      “What?!” Jara exclaimed when he saw her face.

      “It’s coming!” she said and yanked the blanket out. She went lower on her knees.

      “Can you grab hold?” he asked her. Nyssa looked at him at a complete loss. She closed her eyes to concentrate. He waited what felt like a long time and sweat beaded on her forehead.

      “Yes!” she said quietly but with conviction. She leaned back and put both hands under her. She bit her lip and held her breath. It was slippery and difficult to imagine. Nyssa couldn’t actually see anything. But she felt a head and tiny shoulders and she gripped under the arms and pulled the tiny body free.

      Nyssa pulled the baby to her. Seeing the cord, she panicked.

      “What do we do?” she said, still trying to hold the baby. Jara held Carissa by one hand and reached back for his dagger. He sliced it quickly. It bled, but he was able to put the woman down. When he did, he saw her face. He felt for a pulse. He shook his head.

      “She’s gone,” he said quietly.

      Nyssa stared at him. She had the baby, blood, mucus and dangling cord held tight up against her. Jara looked at her then, panic gripped his insides and rushed over the dead woman to get to her. Nyssa startled at him in surprise. He took the baby from her and started rubbing its back. The cord had stopped spurting, but the baby was blue. He brought it to his ear. Nyssa watched in shock.

      “Colonel!” their escort called them. “Colonel, the light approaches and there are riders on the road!”

      Jara snarled in frustration and grabbed Nyssa by the arm, nearly throwing her away from him so she’d stand.

      “Go!” he yelled at her, but Nyssa stood staring at him in incomprehension. “Nyssa, GO!” he screamed at her again.

      “I’m not leaving without him,” she yelled back, pointing at the infant in his arms. “He needs to be looked after!”

      Jara stared at her. “He’s dead, Nyssa!” but he instantly regretted saying it to her right then. Nyssa lost her reality at that moment and he saw it.

      “How do you know that?!!! What do you know about birthing babies?!” She launched herself at him, grabbing the infant from his hands and cradling him protectively.

      “Nyssa...” he said, but the look in her eyes was dangerous. He couldn’t force her; she’d stab him if he tried. “Fine, we’ll take him with us. But he won’t make it if we linger here,” he said forcing the calm.

      She glared at him but finally turned around and saw her cloak they’d used for his mother. She wrapped the infant in it and held him against her chest while she allowed Jara to lead them from the building.

      Jara helped her mount Roan one-handed with the infant tucked into one arm. The group was anxious and alarmed, but she saw the one boat was gone, the other engulfed in flames. She raced after Jara, riding Roan back up the hill and onto the country track they’d rode in on. As they re-joined the bigger road that led back to their camp, the sun peaked over the horizon and the black smoke from the burning ship was visible from all directions.

      Nyssa rode slowly through the camp and back up to her father’s tent. Brack stood behind Madras, waiting for their report. Nyssa’s mind had been processing the night’s experiences in the hours it took to make it to the safety of their camp. She’d heard Jara say the words and it had echoed in her head ever since, but the baby in her arms was too real. A dead baby isn’t a real thing, she kept thinking, and this baby was there, had weight in her arms.

      But he never moved, never cried. Nyssa had heard stories that babies cried at birth and that you were supposed to rejoice because they were taking their first breaths. Why hadn’t this baby cried?

      When Nyssa didn’t speak, Jara relayed the report. Brack, who had been eyeing Nyssa uncomfortably, walked up beside Roan.

      “What have you there, Princess?” he asked her. Nyssa looked down at him.

      “A baby boy. I delivered him,” she said simply. Brack flipped his eyes to Jara, who gave him a severe warning look to tread lightly. Brack understood.

      “May I see him?”

      Nyssa hesitated but then acquiesced and lowered the bundle to him. He took it very gently and bounced it a few times.

      “Thank you, Princess,” he said warmly. “Why don’t you go and get cleaned up and rested? We’ll take good care of him for you,” he said.

      Nyssa didn’t allow Jara to pull her reins at first, but eventually, she gave in. She was led past her father, who watched her go but as yet hadn’t anything to say.

      Jara heard Brack urgently order a healer be brought to him, but he knew he was wasting his time.

      “Nyssa, it is always an unfortunate thing, the death of a child,” Madras said after her.

      Nyssa, who had been looking afar, unfocused, slowly did focus. Jara, the only person who knew best how his princess moved whether in battle or in his bed, saw it coming first and likely saved his king's life.

      Nyssa rounded in her saddle and jumped directly out of it without so much as a kick from her stirrup. She was on the ground and aiming for her father’s throat like an arrow. Jara had jumped and caught her a millisecond after leaving his own saddle so she was yanked off her feet backwards when his arms came around her chest.

      “HE IS NOT DEAD!!!” she screamed at him. Jara anchor-gripped her around the torso, but her legs kicked out toward her father again. “IT IS YOUR FAULT!!!!! HIS MOTHER IS DEAD AND IT IS YOUR FAULT!! DAMN YOU, DA!!!! DAMN YOU FOR HIS MOTHER! FOR MY MOTHER!!!”

      Brack raced over and started helping Jara to remove her. She suddenly got free and she punched Brack with an upper cut to the face, his nose bursting with blood. Instantly, she stood still. She glared at him, looked back at her father. Tears covered her face, blood from the baby on her clothes and her hands. She stormed off in the opposite direction. Jara looked at Brack but just left him to go after her.

      Nyssa ran from there, Jara trying to keep up, but she was a woman obsessed. When she stumbled, she was too exhausted to get up. He threw his cloak over her and wrapped her in it to contain her anyway, then fell over on his knees and hands to breathe or throw up.

      Nyssa didn’t move anymore. She fell asleep suddenly and he wanted to move her, but he was too tired and they were a ways from their camp now. He lay down beside her, his face facing hers, and tried to imagine who she’d be when she woke up.

      He drifted off but awoke what felt only seconds later. It was darker again, though, so he knew it had been hours. Nyssa was sniffling under her hair. He sat upright and moved it away for her, realizing her hands were still stuck in the cloak.

      Nyssa looked frightened. He pulled her up to him, cradling her against his chest on his lap. She was sobbing.

      “I need to see him,” she said. “Please, Jara, I need to hold him!”

      Jara pulled her to him and just hugged her for as long as it took. When it subsided, he looked down and found she’d fallen asleep again. He leaned against a tree trunk and felt the weight of loss for one baby boy's life too. He was angry and full of hate, but he cried that he was grateful it hadn’t been her and theirs.
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      “The infantry will push the advance straight into the middle of town if it can and the mounted knights will enter through the country trails here and here,” Marvo was explaining, “cutting off any escape and taking the barracks back as quickly as possible.”

      Jara nodded and Brack sat back on his stool also satisfied. Nyssa stood away from the table, still wrapped in Jara’s cloak. Both hers had been used to bury children.

      Madras stood at the head of the table, his eyes fixed on the map.

      “The plan is sound, General Marvo. You are all released to make your preparations. I will head the infantry, Colonel Rabb,” he said and Marvo bowed. The new colonel, an extremely tall man with jet black hair, also bowed deeply and left with Cord, another knight and general from the academy that Nyssa knew. Jara had turned when Nyssa did, but Madras called her back.

      “Nyssa, a moment,” he said gruffly. Nyssa just stopped walking but didn’t turn back around. Jara caught the look on her face as he walked past her, but he continued to the flap and turned to block it, waiting for her.  Brack walked past him to stand outside the tent, the two of them exchanging a knowing glance.

      Madras came around the table but didn’t get closer to her.

      “Now is not the time for suffering, Nyssa,” he said to her. Nyssa didn’t respond. “The general who seems to be looking for you will be there. Against my better judgement, I am allowing you to participate, but you need to be aware of the danger this poses. I’m asking you to once again stay with the infantry.”

      “No,” she replied solidly. “I am a knight and Roan has significant ability. I will not waste it because you are having parental sentiments over my welfare now. A little late, Sire, frankly,” she added, dropping her affectionate term for him since the incident with the baby.

      “Yes, I can see that,” he said unhappily. “Jara will look out for you. I know that at least...”

      “NO!” She turned on him in an instant and Jara moved closer again to stop her, but she was in control.  “Jara doesn’t give his life for your wishes,” she said angrily. “He doesn’t give his life for anyone! He serves his oath, as I do! If he can die, then so can I! He has no less worth than me! He is a better man than me! He gave up his heart for me!!” she said low, but she was angry and tears overflowed her eyes.

      “You picked right, Sire,” she spat at him, but Jara had come forward and was pulling her back now, his face a mask of pain. He was whispering to her not to do this. “You picked the best. He’ll never fail me, right, Jara?” she said and looked at him now. “We were going to be married, with or without you, Da,” she said with venom, her head whipping back to stare her father down. “You took the only person who’s ever loved me away to serve your will. You win! Jara is the best and now so am I; we serve only Orak’Thune now and forever; on your command, I will never love, never have children of my own, but I will always serve Orak’Thune! As you intended, I will always lead the charge, I will always try to save a dying a child, I will always take that risk if it means no mother need die before her child is born, I will always try to save that mother!”

      “Aren’t you proud of me, Da?!!!” She was crying openly now, her rage and pain at him overflowing. Jara picked her up and removed her from the tent.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “Marvo says five minutes,” Jara said as he moved his horse into position beside Roan.

      Nyssa nodded and pulled her face guard down. They weren’t in the front row, that would be an unnecessary risk, but they were ready. Nyssa patted Roan strongly to let him know it was almost time.

      She had been thinking of the previous night, how it seemed not to end. She’d returned to her tent by Jara’s forced hand, he practically having deposited her in the middle of it. But she’d calmed down significantly by the time they’d arrived. She’d said nothing to Jara though she felt he wanted to say something himself. When she’d stayed silent to see if he would start, he didn’t and had grabbed his bed roll instead. Nyssa had tried to lie down and sleep, but the baby still called to her, waking her often with dead features. When she drifted again, Kila had come to chat with her and she’d told her all about her new baby whom she’d named ‘Blue.’ Nyssa had bolted upright and felt the sweat on her body. She’d grabbed Jara’s cloak and tripped over him when she’d exited the tent. He’d sworn and chastised her, but Nyssa had just turned and run away. When he’d caught up to her, she wasn’t fleeing. She’d needed him too much.

      “Please, Jara!” she’d begged him. “Just tell me where they are buried!”

      Jara, annoyed at the hour and desperate to appease her distress, grabbed her by the arm and dragged her to the fresh graves. Nyssa hadn’t said another word but lay down beside them and promptly fell fitfully asleep.

      The road they were going to take could fit only four horses abreast. It was a service road that fed the country paths, connecting the villages along the coastline where Nyssa had spent the last month securing and putting down skirmishes. There would be a long line of enormous beasts bursting into the city streets and making for the barracks, where it was understood the majority of the supplies and arms still were. Intelligence indicated the Rogun raiders were well informed of the Orak infantry advancing toward the city and they were formed up and ready to meet them at the outer walls that faced the wide-open plains of Divik’s countryside.

      The cavalry was to secure what they could in the barracks and the docks. As an enormous and almost excessive use of force, their role was to shock and discourage the enemy encamped there, eliminate the attacking army’s reinforcements and block the enemy’s escape when they funnelled back through the city to make for their ships, which was Nyssa’s addition to the plan.

      Madras was at the head of one hundred men and twenty archers. The Rogun were numbered just short of that by a good dozen or so, thanks to Nyssa’s earlier raids. She tried not to think about how much more they could have done if her father had only been doing what she had sooner. Nyssa saw Marvo pass on the side at a run. She leaned over to Jara.

      “If you get the chance, Jara, kill Izik,” she said to him.

      “Your father wants him-“ Jara started say but Nyssa clucked her tongue impatiently.

      “Stuff what he wants. The man kills our countrymen and every moment he draws breath he threatens me. If we get the chance, it ends quickly. Leave the king to me,” she added. He nodded and slammed his own face guard down.

      Seconds later, they heard the horn blast from the infantry arriving at the gates. Marvo’s pennant went up and the mounted knights began to move.

      Nyssa heard the thunder of fifteen heavily mounted hooves on the ground and doubted they’d have the element of surprise for long. As described, they reached the city’s side entrance in a matter of minutes. They followed Marvo’s lead like a snake slithering through the streets. The local population was conspicuous in that they weren’t there.

      But the Rogun were there and defending the barracks. They had not expected the mounted knights, however, and the first three rows of them managed to kill or maim every raider from the entrance to the dormitory. The second wave had run past the barracks and continued straight for the docks. Nyssa was in the lead for this one and was also successful in surprising the raiders left to guard ships.

      Nyssa was down and off Roan by the time they’d reached the piers and the hand-to-hand combat was fierce. She was dispatching a third raider when a cavalry horn blew at the top of the hill above them. It blew five times, the signal for all troops to rally to the king. A serious threat.

      Nyssa looked for Roan and ran for him. She was stopped by another raider, but Jara ran him through from behind, ending it quickly. He’d adjusted his helmet already and was rushing to gather his own mount. When they were again mounted, he took the lead and bellowed at anyone on the roads to make way.

      At least a dozen armoured knights burst from the burning and crumbling city gate and out into the field beyond. Nyssa was shocked to see the state of things here and now felt panic in her stomach while trying to locate her father. A small force of raiders was engaged with a similar size of Orak infantry, but beyond, she saw the officer’s pennants and her father’s.

      “Jara!” she yelled loudly and pulled her sword out to point in Madras's direction. She didn’t wait and spurred Roan to run his fastest. Nyssa flew over the battlefield, knowing Roan was stepping and jumping over bodies, but her eyes were on her father’s pennant. The king himself still wasn’t in her view.

      Nyssa found a flat spot in the field and noticed that more than just Jara had heard her call. She was flanked by her comrades, equally fast and strong.

      Nyssa saw him suddenly, locked in a sword fight with a man she could only surmise was Izik. The stranger looked up and saw them approaching at speed. He danced away from a massive stroke by her father. Brack was engaged by another man behind them. As Nyssa approached, she saw the man her father was fighting could not have been a real man; he was too enormous. Nyssa saw now how he towered over her father, making him look small.

      The normal man fighting Brack yelled at the bigger one and broke off with Brack to run and jump a horse. He’d seen the cavalry approaching. The oversized man snarled and pushed Madras back. Brack tried to stand in front of him, but the giant brushed him aside, nearly throwing him several feet away. The giant swung high from over his head and Madras blocked the swing, but it took all his energy. Nyssa knew it. When the next one put him on his knees, she screamed at the top of her lungs.

      The fleeing man who’d fought Brack whipped around at hearing her turning his horse. He steered back toward her but had to change course again when four knights zeroed in on him and gave chase.

      The giant swung wide and Nyssa didn’t hear anything after that. Madras took the hit on his sword, but it was short and the longer strike caught him in the shoulder and went deep. He howled in pain. Nyssa threw her daggers and both hit their targets.

      The giant turned to see her now. He pulled the daggers from his chest and shoulder like they were pins and tossed them aside. The fleeing man managed to yell something at him and the giant sneered at her. Nyssa saw the shimmering waves all around him. Large thermals wavered upward and out from his frame and he seemed to no longer be in living colour. The giant raised his sword directly at her, the point unmistakably meant for her. Then he simply disappeared; the shimmering stopped.

      Nyssa was so startled, she doubted what she’d seen and blinked several times trying to explain it. She looked in every direction, trying not to panic. Jara was right beside her, barking orders that someone put eyes on the assailant, the giant, black-robed man who’d attacked the king.

      But Nyssa saw him first after twisting left and right in her saddle. Roan shuffled around undirected as he huffed from the run. The giant was impossibly a hundred feet away already. Torn between catching him and seeing her father, Nyssa called the order to chase the fleeing enemy and kill them at all costs, but she kept forward to Madras.

      Nyssa jumped from Roan before he’d stopped completely. She hit the ground running and was upon her father before Brack had recovered and returned.

      “Da!” she screamed at him. Madras was on his side, a pool of blood forming just underneath him.

      “Nyssa!” he growled and held out a hand for her to take. She did, sliding her own into his and gripping him hard. Her eyes were everywhere, trying to find and assess the damage. When she tried to move him on his back, he growled in pain. He gripped her hand hard to his chest and tried to catch his breath.

      “Nyssa!” he said through clenched teeth.

      “I’m here, Da!” she said and she couldn’t help but panic. She called for help. Jara was there and took the king onto his lap. Madras looked up and saw who it was.

      “They thought you’d be with me,” he said. “It was smart that you acted within the ranks,” he said. Brack came and put his hand on Madras’s chest. He lifted his hands and saw the blood.

      “Where?” he was saying and started patting him everywhere. It was difficult to see with the armour and underpadding. Everything, though, was soaked through.

      “Here!” Jara said and shoved his hands hard onto the gaping wound at Madras’s shoulder and neck. Nyssa cried out but started stripping her clothing. She’d long ago thrown her gauntlets and now ripped her sleeves off and laid them over the wound at her father’s neck, Jara replacing his hands after both strips.

      “Da,” she said to him, trying to keep him focused. Brack had gone to organize his extraction.

      “Da!” she said quieter and put both her hands on his face. “I’m sorry, Da!” she said and started to shake. “I’m sorry. Please, stay with me, Da!”

      Madras was losing consciousness from blood loss. Jara was watching his pulse and it was becoming irregular. Suddenly, three men pushed toward them. Nyssa recognized the physician. The man nodded to Jara and put a hand on her arm.

      “Go with your guardsman now, Princess,” he said firmly. “We need to move the king to a more secure location to treat him.”

      Nyssa backed up but had no intention of leaving her father.

      “It was Izik,” Brack said to her and she turned to see him lifting her father on the stretcher with the two other men. Their eyes locked.

      “Jara, with me,” she said and ran to find Roan. She found him, unbuckled fast the heavy plate in the front and back and ripped off his blanket. Jara had followed her lead but nearly missed her departure. She took off for the city again, the blood of her father fresh on her hands.

      Nyssa burst through the city gates, but it was more crowded than before. The civilians, obviously set free, were trying to secure the city again and Nyssa nearly killed at least three who almost didn’t move out of Roan’s way fast enough.

      Nyssa came to the wharves and saw the fighting was still happening; panicked remnants of Izik’s forces were pushing hard to make it to their escape. She spurred Roan to run to the end. She guessed where Izik would be. At the pier, she dismounted, grabbed burning debris and started throwing it onto the deck of the closest ship.

      “Burn the ships!!!” she screamed and some of the people heard her. Nyssa saw one, the smallest, was pulling away and a man was running to catch it.

      She burst into a sprint to catch up to him before he and the ship left the edge of the dock. She was nearly coming up behind him, but she saw it. He would make it. She would not. Her eyes started searching for something burning, but there actually was nothing there. Her daggers too were spent.

      She watched with rage boiling in her veins as the man leaped wide, arms open to just clear the edge of the deck and be caught by his men to secure him. Nyssa skidded to a stop at the very edge of the pier.

      “Princess Nyssa! There you are!” She heard her name called from the ship. Izik stood and brushed his clothes off and straightened them. He seemed none the worse for wear for sprint or the battle. “Don’t worry, sweetheart! I’ll be back for you!” Nyssa eyed him angrily. Tall, sandy blonde hair, scarred face. Not a large man, but not small either, yet he exuded malice and sneered at her with undisguised malevolence.

      “I’ll find you first, Izik!!” she screamed back at him.

      “Even better!” he replied. “Give a kiss to your dear old Da for me!”

      Nyssa was breathing so hard her body was shaking. She yelled after the ship in frustration. Izik waved at her and blew her a kiss just as the sails bellowed with a boom in catching the wind. In minutes, the ship was out of earshot and any weapons range.

      Nyssa sank to her knees at the end and Jara came up behind her. The other two ships were burning now, the heat and the wind whipping her hair around her face. She felt his hands on her arms.

      “Come on, Nyssa,” he yelled at her over the roar. “The whole pier is going to burn!”

      She was slow to respond, so he lifted her and shoved her down the pier. Her instinct to survive drove her legs to keep her moving, a wall of fire on either side of her. When they made it out the other end, Nyssa collapsed on some crates. Jara was huffing too and leaned on his knees to keep from falling in front of her.

      “We’ll get him, Nyssa,” he said to her. When she didn’t look at him, he gripped her face hard and lifted it so she saw his. “We will get him,” he reiterated. She still didn’t reply. She went back to catching her breath, too mad to safely reply.

      Nyssa made her way back to their camp, barely still on top of Roan, who’d long ago spent his energy and was flagging badly. She kissed his nose and patted him hard when she left him.

      Nyssa was half running, half walking to her father’s tent. She was exhausted, but she was terrified. Her mind was frozen on the angry words she’d said to him. How or should she retract them? They were true, but perhaps they weren’t entirely his fault. Nyssa chastised herself for such an immature outburst and she couldn’t stop the anxiety she was feeling from bubbling to her surface.

      Her father had made his mistakes, but he’d pushed her for his reasons and she’d succeeded in those, hadn’t she? She wasn’t long to seventeen or maybe she was now? She couldn’t remember her birthday; she walked faster.

      Nyssa entered the tent and was caught by Brack, who tried to stop her from seeing behind him. Her father let out a blood-curdling scream, though, and Nyssa shoved Brack to the side.

      “Da!!” she said and fell on her knees at his head. The physician was working, but it was a difficult battle. The sword hit had cut through Madras’s shoulder down to his lung. Bones stuck out in jagged edges and blood spurted from exposed veins. He was dripping blood on the floor and Nyssa found the smell of it overpowering. The physician was working to sew major arteries. He moved fast with the needle, but his hands were slick; everything was slick.

      Nyssa was losing her control. Her father was a mess and that was something she had never seen in her life. She patted his forehead and cheeks and she couldn’t stop her tears. She let her head rest on his.

      “Nyssa,” he said, but it was gurgled and unclear.

      “I’m here, Da,” she said and sat up again. “I’m scared, Da.”

      “No,” he said quietly, “no, you’re not.” He tried to laugh, but it caused him to cough horribly. The doctor gave her a frustrated glance.

      “You’ve never been conquered by fear a day in your life. You won’t start today,” he said.

      “You’re the king, Da,” she sniffed. “We’re all scared.”

      “What is a king but a man with a crown?” he replied. “A leader is the one who takes action.” She rolled her eyes at the mention of one of their recent arguments. Not wishing to discuss it, she laid her head back down on his.

      “Nyssa,” he said again. “My beautiful Nyssa. Don’t be scared for this old man.” Nyssa felt the tears again. “What I do want is for you to solve this little problem with Rogun.”

      “I will,” she said. “I’ll bring Izik’s head to you, Da. I will.” She patted his cheek.

      “I know you will,” he said seriously. There was a long pause before he spoke again.

      “I never stopped looking for answers about your mother,” he said after a tense minute where the doctor started on a new area. “It’s what led me to Izik.”  Her father grunted and tried to take a big breath, but he coughed and Nyssa saw blood on his lips. “Dascus is responsible, but he doesn’t leave the island anymore so Izik does it for him. Yes, they want you, Nyssa!” he said then and tried to reach her in his distress. It caused intense pain and the doctor yelled at her in frustration. Nyssa was caught in the middle and her anxiety was losing control.

      “Me?!” she babbled uselessly.

      “Nyssa, they want you and I have failed to discover why. I brought you here because I knew you would defeat them, not to put you at risk. The big man, he was magicked somehow. I don’t know enough of that. Your mother, though, she knew! You must get to them first, Nyssa! Kill them before they kill you! Arrr!!” He had been talking very fast and he sounded like he was beginning to babble before he lost focus.

      Nyssa was so startled by his outburst that she fell backwards. When she tried to return to her position, the doctor waved her away, ready to work on his shoulder. She called to him, but he didn’t respond; he’d passed out.

      “Nyssa, this will take some time,” Brack said, coming up behind her and taking her by the shoulders to walk her to the door and hand her to Jara. “Go get changed. I’ll call you when he’s awake again.”

      Nyssa suddenly found herself outside. She blinked in the setting sun. Jara pulled his cloak tighter around her and started walking her away. When they made it back to the tent, he had to sit her down. He poured a strong liquid for her, but it just stayed in her hand until he looked in her face and told her to drink. She did and coughed when it burned down her throat. It did little to unfreeze her mind.

      Jara decided to leave her a while but busied himself instead with changing out of his armour and then hers. She didn’t make a move to resist him. She blinked, breathed and responded to his removing her clothing and washing her hands and face of the blood, but she clearly wasn’t there. He reached his limit with her when he offered her food. Nyssa had no interest in even taking it.

      He sighed and put the bowl down on the floor beside him. He was on his knee in front of her. He took her hands in his own.

      “He will pull through, Nyssa,” he whispered to her. Nyssa’s eyes instantly looked down.

      “Do you believe that?” she said harshly. But she brought one hand to his cheek. “The old dog has played out all his tricks, Jara,” she said sweetly and it sounded lost. “And now he’ll leave us all in the wake of his inexplicable life and the darkness he created.”

      “Nyssa, your father loves you,” Jara said then, standing and moving away from her. He was enormously relieved she was coherent again. She didn’t answer so he went back. She was staring again.

      “Is that what he calls it?” she said weakly after a while, her voice distant again.

      “Yes. I’ll admit he’s never been good at showing it, but it’s true. You must find strength in that,” he said. He put his hands on her upper arms and looked into her face. She stared back at him and her face crumbled.

      “My father is going to leave me, an enemy wants to kill me — unbelievably, the same one that succeeded in ruining my mother — and without him, my Da and our king, where do I have left to go? If Madras couldn’t save her or himself, how am I supposed to do it, Jara? If he dies, will the new king even care?” she said barely above a whisper. The tears welled over and Jara pulled her against him. Nyssa collapsed against his shoulder.

      “Princess Nyssa!” a soldier said from the front of her tent flap, making them both jump. “The king requests you attend him.”

      Nyssa looked at Jara and tried wiping her eyes. She stood quickly and Jara rose and stepped in behind her.

      When she entered, the scene was considerably more civilized. Her father was bandaged and clean and the blood-soaked rug was removed. Brack and the physician stood in conference to the side, but Nyssa noticed all the other generals and officers were there. When Brack saw her, he moved to stand by her father. He nodded for her to approach.

      “Sire, the princess has come,” he said loudly. The room went silent.

      Madras hadn’t moved since she’d arrived, but his eyes opened then. His hands were folded over his chest.

      “Nyssa,” he said, his voice soft.

      “I’m here, Da,” she said and cleared her throat. She knelt beside him and put one hand on his forehead, the other over the top of his hands. “And I’m sorry for all the stupid and insubordinate things I’ve ever said,” she added. Her father smiled, but Nyssa just checked another sob.

      “I have called you here to announce in my own voice my will and my vote for a successor to the throne of Orak’Thune. I have already set these before the council. My brother and my son will read them upon receipt of the notice of my death.”

      “Stop it, Da,” Nyssa said to him and tried to pull her hand away, but he caught it. He was clammy and cold, too cold.

      “I vote my daughter Nyssa shall be queen and overlord; to deny her abilities and her leadership will be to the detriment of Orak’Thune. She is and will be the finest queen we have ever seen. I say this because you have already seen it for yourselves. In her abilities to master our ways and traditions, in her compassion for the unprotected, her determination to vanquish the evil that has been brought to these lands, she alone can defeat it.”

      The king lifted his hand and Brack moved forward. He removed the ring from his hand and turned Nyssa’s over to put it in her palm. Nyssa was frozen, wide-eyed in her knelt position.

      “Nyssa,” her father said , “in the interim, until such time as I am passed and the vote is confirmed, will you defend our country with your dying breath? Will you honour her allies and uphold her great laws? Defend her great people to the last child…” Her father was reciting one part of the lengthy code from a coronation. Nyssa could not find her voice. Her father shook her hand and she blinked.

      “I will,” she said, barely above a whisper.

      “All hail, Queen Nyssa,” her father said, but his hand went limp. Nyssa didn’t realize it right away, but she saw his face and his mouth had gone slack.

      For a long, deafening moment, the tent and the dozen or so occupants were completely silent. Not even the wind shifted the canvas, not even a voice outside, a scrape of armour or crunch of leather. Nyssa had been gripping her father’s ring so tight in her palm it was hurting.

      In unison and so loud the sound assaulted her ears like she had surfaced from underwater, they said:

      “All hail, Queen Nyssa!”

      Nyssa didn’t realize she had begun screaming. She was clawing at his clothes, trying to shake him awake. She tried to smack his face, but someone was pulling her away. She heard herself calling to her father over and over again and it sounded like it had when she was a little girl. A horn blew outside the tent, one blast that lasted nearly a minute.

      “Un-hand the queen!” A booming voice came from somewhere behind her. She was almost immediately released onto her hands and knees and saw the floor getting closer in slow motion. Before her face hit, an arm reached across her chest and lifted her up, tucking her against a torso and under a cloak.

      Nyssa closed her eyes and felt the pressure between her ears, the ringing that wouldn’t stop and that blocked out everything else in a terrifying void; she felt the heaviness to breathe. She was disconnected, adrift from the physical world and her mind wanted to return. Her body struggled for the need of the oxygen and the light, but it felt impossible.

      When she opened them again, she was gently released by Jara to a low pile of blankets and rugs behind trunks piled high and one dim lantern that hung on the centre pole of the tent. It was hers, but the storage part was kept in the back. Calmed by the moment he’d stolen for her to breathe and not speak, she looked to his face and she saw his pain. Ache gripped her chest, ribs and all. She felt Jara’s anguish too. In addition to his daughter, Madras had been hers and their king.

      She couldn’t bear it, the coming sorrow and the pain of a nation mourning its leader. Her father, her only remaining parent, had left her. He’d just…left. Jara watched her, leaning now on one knee beside her, his mouth covered by one hand, the other on her arm in comfort. His face was everything she wanted and didn’t, everything that was right and strong and failing.

      Nyssa turned her head away from him. She was starting to shake; the tremor had been building and it was becoming more violent. She was going to run.

      “Nyssa,” Jara called out to her and, in one arm, had caught her before she’d risen, but she’d twisted from him. “No, Nyssa, no,” he begged, nearly lying over her so his arms and hands were holding her to him. “Don’t go there, Nyssa, please!”

      Nyssa, now free of the tether of Jara’s eyes, was feeling the blanket of grief and despair descending, like all the air was being sucked out of the room. She started to cry, gasping sobs that drained all her remaining strength to fight. She collapsed, limp in his arms.

      “You left me,” she said to him, “just like him. I can’t have anyone!” Her head fell limply backwards when he rolled her and he was forced to lie her down.

      “I have never left you, Nyssa!” he whispered quickly and directly above her. Heavy tears fled her eyes and tracked wide across her cheeks and into her hair. Her lips were swollen from crying and he rubbed them with his thumb. She saw him fighting back the same sorrow, the same regret. “I have never left you; I am right here.”

      Nyssa watched him. He was so close. She’d had him like this once; strong and capable, sworn to her without legal pretext and fancy ceremony — they’d not needed it.

      Jara slowly backed away. Again she saw the regret in his eyes.

      Nyssa turned strongly away, not to run but to turn from him to put her back purposely to him. She pushed his hand from her body with a rough shove but collapsed to sob in the rugs, her hands gripping hard the fabrics.

      “You are no better than them,” she sobbed hopelessly. “It’s OK, Jara. No one can love me.”

      Jara sat back where she couldn’t see, but his hand remained on her ankle. He would not let go.

      He heard little commotion outside. His orders to stand back and to allow no one seemed to be holding. Anyone in their right mind would not disobey him; he was the highest-ranking guardsman now. He shuddered once to feel that reality for the first time.

      In a matter of less than a day, everything in their lives had changed. They’d been catapulted forward decades ahead in the plans for their lives. He knew Nyssa too expected to have more time to get used to this, to him, to campaigns and to learning under her father. Six months ago, maybe a day or two less, she’d been in his arms and then he’d been on his knees under her crown. Nyssa was no longer that girl, that young woman who had shocked him to his core with her sensuality and spirit. The girl of his youth, his friend turned woman and lover. Now his queen.

      Jara sat up fast and looked around the tent. He leaned when he saw it tucked neatly in her personal things, the small satchel she usually wore on her body when they travelled. He went for it, dragging it back to them. On his knees beside her, he dumped it out and found what he was looking for. Nyssa had rolled her face to see him, sniffing and crying but she saw him. He moved back to her, lifting; he rested her across his chest.

      She was crying softly but didn’t want to run. She rested her face against his shoulder, too beaten to fight. Jara kissed her forehead and then his hand moved to tilt back her head and he kissed her mouth. Nyssa didn’t resist him. It was soft, searching.

      “I have never left you,” he whispered to her, tears standing in his own eyes.

      “You promised,” she said to him, “but your oath. I know, Jara. It’s OK…” She kissed him anyway, crying the whole time. She needed him.

      “You are loved,” he said, breaking the kiss and he took her face to turn it to see him more directly.

      “You are loved, Nyssa!” he repeated. He moved her back and began removing her shirt, kissing her to keep her warm. Nyssa was beyond caring and let him go with most of it. He normally helped her dress in her armour and knew every inch of her garments and she wanted nothing of her role or rank now.

      When she felt his warm bare skin against hers, when he lifted her head under his arm to cradle her again, she did look at him. Winds, he was beautiful. Warm skin, smooth and scented like armour and him, Nyssa felt her body calming but warming. Jara, naked around her, was taking over her mind. It didn’t take much, but right now, she understood.

      He kissed her with consuming passion and Nyssa felt the burn grow and explode in her body. She gripped his arms and held them, anchoring herself to the only thing she knew for certain was real.

      “Open your mouth, Nyssa,” she heard him say into her ear. She looked down and saw he had one of her blue vials. She felt her failure right then, her weakness for her love in him. She was already crying for so many reasons; if it killed her, this tincture, she would die in the arms of someone she loved. She held out her tongue. Two drops landed and she swallowed. It tasted like juniper.

      Jara watched her mouth close and then the dip of her throat to swallow and it took every ounce of his strength to hold back. He took her face in one hand so she would have to see him. He hesitated just watching her beauty and her pain and feeling it break apart his insides. “You are not alone in anything, Nyssa. Especially not in this,” he whispered strongly. She felt the tremor in his hands that held her face. He kissed her hard then, tasting something faintly like juniper.

      Slowly and gently, he laid her down against a pile of loose blankets. Hidden behind the trunks, Nyssa thought it felt like a new room, a different space, away from her father’s death and the camp they were in the middle of. Jara was kissing her entire torso, freed from the underpadding and shifts, and his hands moved to remove her pants. She felt the warmth of the length of his nude body and arched her back to meld hers to his. She didn’t know what to do, what to expect, but she was ready to be unclothed with him and she thought he could sense it. Jara began kissing her more intensely. His hands roamed over her chest, a few times. They found her nethers and she gasped to feel the heat between her thighs, but he backed away. Nyssa felt Jara strongly against her, his hands rubbed her thigh to her breast and she let her knees fall apart to rest open, hoping to wrap her body completely around him; he sort of fell in between.

      “Brace yourself,” he whispered in her ear out of nowhere and didn’t wait for her reply. His hands grasped hers and linked them and then Jara rose above her.

      Nyssa felt him large and warm slide slowly into her until it pinched like a needle piercing skin and then burned a little bit. She cried out in surprise at how big he felt and how intensely right at the same time. She stopped gripping his hands against the uncertainty; now it was for everything she needed to take. He had kept his face close to hers to listen for any reason to stop, but she’d have died first. She’d bitten her lip and moved a bit now on her own, feeling something building, something she wanted, even, but she’d wanted it more. Now that he was truly with her, she allowed herself to breathe.

      “Nyssa, I love you,” he breathed into her ear. “Tell me if you don’t want this. Do you want me to stop?”

      She turned to look at him but shook her head. He let go of her hands to pull her face closer. Watching her deeply, his eyes roaming across her face, he was searching for anything, a reason to hate himself, a reason to blame them for everything they were denied. But it was Nyssa; she was his only dream, his only wish, and his heart would not let him keep this from them.

      He kissed her again while one palm traced the length of her body to her thigh and gripped hard. She felt him back out and re-enter and this time she nearly cried out.

      She’d been surprised at the pleasure, mixed now with some of the newness of feeling him, which was driving her body and mind to new distraction. She reached between them, her fingers finding his girth deeply embedded. Jara stalled to let her explore, but he was inside of her. He couldn’t wait long. Starting again, her hands flew back to his shoulders to hold on to something. The rest of Nyssa’s body was betraying any of her remaining control and she moved with him, arching her back and hips to meet his, learning his rhythm with every thrust.

      Nyssa let herself go. Jara moved again and again, thrusting the depths of her body to her soul and the noises he made in her ear sent vibrations down her spine and seemed to pool in between her thighs. She arched her back again, her legs opened more to him, and one large and warm hand grabbed her thigh and held it firmly high against his own, over and over with the new angle. Jara was close, but suddenly, he arched higher above her, his breath coming thickly, his mouth too far away to kiss her. His eyes watched hers, lidded but intent on seeing her. He was incredibly hot, it was slick between them, and Nyssa thought her mind would explode; winds, she loved him!

      “Jara!” she exclaimed in a heated whisper, arched stiffly in his hands and against and deeply around him. Her eyes shut involuntarily while her body took over.

      Nyssa climaxed out of nowhere, surprising herself, and Jara shoved his tongue in between her lips to muffle the sound after she called his name. He himself had made as little noise as he could control, but he bent to her ear to call her name like she’d never heard it before. She was still crying. Tears unchecked streamed down her cheeks and her body tingled from every pore while her breath came in heavy gasps, but the spasms she felt deep inside and around him gave her everything else. It was more than she could have imagined. It was everything she had hoped and more. It was physical bliss and it was him.

      She felt his body relax on top of her but not pull free. It was incredible to be attached to him like this, but as soon as he cradled her to keep her warm and deeply protected against him, she remembered her worst fear was coming. She didn’t even try to hide her tears, but she held him just as tight, to keep him there so she could delay it as long as possible.

      Jara waited until she’d fallen asleep to move from her. She was smooth and warm and her smell to him was intoxicating. He’d tried his best not to hurt her and in the end, he had to settle for just giving over to her. They were not in a place they could spend all night — but it was as he’d imagined it; she was everything and so, so much more.

      He got up to wash his face. Her smell he wanted to wear forever. He looked at his reflection in her small dressing mirror. He looked the same, maybe older. He saw the marks on his shoulder, a tiny bit of smeared blood from her fingertips from where she’d touched her body between them, then moved to hold on strongly for the rest.

      Jara gripped the table so hard it cracked. He wanted her so bad right there and again; he wanted her always. He looked back at her; divine beauty greeted his eyes and he felt weak with it.

      She was sprawled against the blankets, one long leg uncovered and bent lightly at the knee. Her breasts were exposed where the fur blanket he’d pulled over had slid low. Her long hair was splayed out behind her and her face was calm. He saw the smoothness of her inner thigh and swallowed hard the urge to strip and take her all over again.

      He was her first; he would always be Nyssa’s first and he concentrated on making himself believe that it had to be enough to sustain him. This wasn’t a victory; it was a promise fulfilled to her and to his own heart. That he hadn’t had to break it before Nyssa met someone else just made it purer to him, more important.

      It was everything he ever wanted to give to her: to show her how it should be, how he loved her, why’d he’d insisted that they wait because it was worth it, that she was worth it. He hoped he’d succeeded in that at least because he had no idea how to protect her from everything else. His plan had been to give her something real, something permanent, something good in the midst of it all collapsing around them.

      He stared at the smudge on his shoulder and gritted his teeth. He wanted it there for the rest of his life. She’d given it to him at their most meaningful moment and likewise at their most desperate and final. It was very likely the last thing he would ever receive from her that would mean this much, that would remind him of who they were in this moment — for each other and no one else.

      Jara dressed and left the tent, posting a sentry with orders that no one enter and she not leave. He found a lone soldier still up, sitting outside his tent working a pestle. The soldier, a knight in the cavalry from Jara’s year, looked up and recognized him.

      “Well met, Sir Jara,” he said very quietly and Jara nodded to him. He knelt down and pulled the shirt off his shoulder.

      “Can you make this permanent?” he asked him. The soldier looked at it and nodded. “Exactly as you see it?” he reiterated; the man nodded again. He held up the pestle.

      “Just finished a new batch of red,” he said and indicated that Jara go in his tent. Jara stopped at the door.

      “No one can know,” he said low to him. The man agreed and stood to follow him in.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa was still asleep at the hour before dawn when he returned. Jara stood at the foot of their makeshift bed to watch her, praying time would slow down to give her more of itself before she would wake to the horrible truths she would face that day and during the weeks to follow. He knelt down quietly, but she stirred. He removed his cloak and wanted nothing more than to reach out and touch her skin, but today meant all that was closed to them, one more thing he did not want to see in her face.

      Nyssa sat up suddenly, the fur cover barely above her arm. One breast was exposed. She blinked the sleep from her eyes.

      “Jara?” she whispered and the one lantern that still burned dipped lower. He reached out and dragged his knuckle down the perfect curvature of the inside of her breast. He knew she wore nothing underneath the rest of the fur, the way he’d left his lover, his only woman he’d wanted this way.

      He nodded but just sat back heavily on his rear against a trunk to watch her. His knees were up and his arms rested on the peaks. He was so tired suddenly. He wanted to be with her anywhere in the world but here, but that was not their fate and it was defeating him. He just needed a minute to adjust.

      She noticed something and moved quickly closer, almost in his lap.

      “You’re bleeding!” she said and touched the bandage on his shoulder with light fingers; he took her hand from touching it. She was full nude inches from his face and he felt the heat flush across his skin.

      “It’s nothing, I just had it looked at. Fine,” he said and kissed her fingers but put them down between them. Nyssa was looking at him. Suddenly but slowly, she moved to sit directly in his lap. One long bare thigh reached over to straddle him while her breasts brushed his face as she settled, her hands leaning on his arms. He’d looked up to her face, desperate to keep his mouth from closing on a nipple that was millimetres from his lips. He felt his breath quicken, his shaft stiffening uncomfortably already, but her eyes held his and she was calm.

      She brushed the hair from his brow and he let his head fall back to see her face, his hands moving to hold her body over him, but it was in surrender. He was tired but knew sleep was nowhere near in his future. He had his hands on her back and then moved to her thighs. They were smooth; he wanted to rub them but instead gripped them firmly to keep her from feeling his willingness beneath her.

      He was trying not to see her, her nakedness, her incredibly beautiful nakedness.

      Nyssa pulled something from the blankets and it crossed in front of his face. He tried to grab it.

      “We can’t, Nyssa!” he hissed at her and tried to yank the bottle from her hand. It uncorked, but she ended up with the bottle end. He was about to chastise her when she brought her hand between them and he smelled the juniper in the drops that had spilled on the back. Nyssa dragged her tongue across it slowly, licking every drop and Jara let out the breath he’d been holding in, but it came out a moan. His hands gripped her hips harder.

      “Nyssa,” he started, but she was crying now. Her other arm was held out away from them and he looked to it. She held the vial upside down and it was dripping the last of the tincture into the carpet.

      Nyssa wanted to give something back to him, something only they knew mattered. It felt harsh to pour out her only chance for comfort in the future, but she didn’t want anything else. She didn’t want anyone else. If he could make this choice for them, she could support it.

      Jara held her and watched while Nyssa helped with his laces. She freed him, incredibly hard already, and positioned herself, holding the trunk behind him to brace herself. She watched him as she lowered her body. She huffed once at the start but didn’t stop and Jara sat absolutely still to allow her to settle. He seemed otherworldly. He seemed a dream and Nyssa’s mind swam trying to understand the intense physical sensations mixed with the pain of her broken heart.

      When she was filled with him, she was still with her head against his, their breath between them and Nyssa’s crying had ebbed. She kissed him, lightly at first.

      “I take you, Jara,” she whispered between his lips, “like you’ve taken me. Between us, this last time, I love you!”

      Jara grabbed her mouth with his, crushingly hard and he moved her hips to start her and Nyssa felt the world melt away. He kissed and nudged her breasts where she sat a little raised above him, rolling her hips against the depths of his body, naturally gifted. Their breathing was faster and hotter and Nyssa felt she couldn’t wait for something. Nyssa pushed back against his knees, feeling him deeper and deeper. His hands moved firmly up her stomach and pulled her on her arms, pushed her shoulders, pinched her nipples. And then she was pulled forward by his hands wide against her shoulder blades and his mouth took in nearly a whole breast, but he let it go to see her eyes when she felt him tensing.

      “Look at me, Nyssa,” he said and she felt faint, more riding his wave now than the intense one she’d started. “Look at me when you feel you can’t anymore!”

      “I can’t, Jara!” she whimpered and was leaning back, but he held her forward and grit his teeth.

      “Don’t forget that I love you always. Never forget!”

      Nyssa tried to hold his eyes and managed. Almost. When her pleasure exploded and washed over her, she cried out his name against his mouth and trembled with the strength of it. She was so incredibly hot; she thought her body would burst into flames.

      Gasping, she held his head, her fingers tense and gripping his hair, her eyes on his. She wanted to tell him things, sweet things, loving things, but voices and armour made noise outside. She didn’t jump or hesitate, but it killed the words in her mouth.

      She felt the wet warmth between them; it tickled when he moved. She relaxed her grip and let go of her hold of him.

      His chest heaved and he collapsed against the trunk behind them, his hands finally limp on her thighs.

      She let go of what that wetness could mean for them.

      And then she let go of him forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Princess, the column is ready,” Marvo advised her after she’d just mounted Roan and was straightening her gloves and adjusting her seat in the saddle.  She nodded to him and he moved off again to find his own position. He would lead the large company out of camp today, she and Jara just behind him. Behind her was the wagon carrying her father’s casket draped in his horse's blanket. The large crest embroidered in gold glinted in the weak sunlight. They would be head of a company of fifty more men and horses, their numbers swollen by soldiers volunteering from the region to be honour guard for the king’s returning body. The baggage trains followed a half mile behind even that.

      Nyssa waited for Marvo to finish his inspections and start them moving, but her eyes sought out one more thing to say goodbye. Beyond the large colony, a few hundred feet off the road, was the hill with a tree and the river was down the slope beyond it. Two small headstones had been erected, and the names of ‘Kila’ and ‘Sun,’ the baby she’d named when she’d buried him, were carved into the rock surface.

      Nyssa had spent some time ensuring these were completed before she left. Kila’s brother had been grateful, but she was more interested in getting him to promise to ensure the people of his village did not forget Kila’s sacrifice. If they felt oppressed or in danger in the future, they were to send for help from the barrack’s at once and, if necessary, evacuate themselves if they had no warriors to protect them. That in and of itself she disapproved of vocally and encouraged him to send youths to the academy in the very near future to correct it.

      She knew it was a harsh reality for them to face, that their peaceful and innocent lives were perhaps no more and she had been frustrated that there had been no plan, that no one seemed to know they were there, so no one seemed to miss them when they were gone.

      Likewise, Colonel Rabb and Suni had their work cut out for them. Nyssa had worked out some of the corrections and improvements she expected them to make. Patrols of the area were to be increased, for one, but Brack still had to sign the seal to make them commands, so he suggested she write them all down and after her coronation, she could sign them and enforce them herself.

      Nyssa wasn’t thinking about all that right now though. The crown was an offering at the moment; it still needed to be tabled and voted on and that was all too far away for her to even consider. Her eyes were fixed on the graves, her mind frozen on their faces. She’d remembered Jara bringing her to the gravesite so they could put Sun in the new hole with her standing there. Brack had rewrapped him in her cloak so no one could see his face, but Nyssa had had a moment and she took him back before he was lowered down.

      Jara had felt completely helpless with her. He had watched Nyssa with the baby since they’d left the village and even though she was cool and had given it over to Brack when they’d first arrived at camp, he’d noticed the shift in her from when she’d first took hold of him at his birth. She was dangerously on the edge about the infant. He’d had to let her rock and cry with the baby in her arms even though it nearly destroyed him to watch. He knew she was carrying something personal into it, but he couldn’t say anything or reach out because they were now almost never alone.

      Nyssa was remembering that moment now. Imagining if the baby had lived, that she could have kept him, that she and Jara could have been his parents and who would have stopped them? They’d rescued him from his dead mother in a raid! But Jara had put his hand on her shoulder then and the fantasy had vanished when she’d opened her eyes and seen the hole in the ground. Their baby was dead. Dead like her dream that they would one day have one of their own.

      “Nyssa!” Jara called to her again. This time he’d moved his horse over to bump Roan. She blinked. She looked at him. He fixed her a look and held it until she nodded.

      “Do you think he’ll forgive us?” she asked him quietly. Jara looked at her a bit confused and then looked back at the grave.

      “Who, Nyssa?” he asked her somewhat impatiently. He didn’t want to be abrupt with her, but she had been a rollercoaster of despair and ferocity for the past three days. He’d hardly slept and the fact he could not just go somewhere, pull her into his arms and sleep securely with his body locked around hers, was deeply irritating.

      “Sun,” she added. Jara watched her for a minute. Then he sighed.

      “He has, Nyssa,” he replied evenly to her. “He will always be with you.”

      She nodded, and Marvo started the column ahead.

      They moved rather quickly for a returning force. Nyssa was grateful it was over, but she couldn’t have told anyone how long it had taken them. Jara watched her until she fell asleep and woke her every morning so she’d lost count of the days and the nights.

      The column stopped just at the top of a hill on the road that would lead them down to the academy and beyond to the capital. The cavalry was to push off and go back to the barracks at the academy grounds and a smaller contingent would stay as escorts to the king and his entourage. Word had been sent to Uli of his impending arrival, so Nyssa expected a grand and solemn day. They were stopped now to redress and adjust themselves to be publicly viewed and received.

      Nyssa got down to stretch her legs and readjust her clothing. She walked back to the wagon with her father and nodded to the driver, who was re-securing the blanket. He jumped down to check the tack and the team and to put the black blankets over their backs: call-ups from the cavalry stores. Her father’s own would have his crest emblazoned on them and the horses would be decorated for his funeral. They’d do that the next day when the internment ceremony took place.

      “I’m here, Da,” she said quietly when she saw no one was paying attention. She put her hand on top of the box and wanted so badly to draw strength from it, but it was just a box. She patted it and withdrew it.

      “I always blamed you for not loving me anymore,” she said and looked down to pick at her nail. “I didn’t think you had any more love for me when Mother died.” She took a deep breath and looked away from the box and beyond at the large mass of men and horse milling around. “But I guess you did love me, in your way,” she added. “I did, for my part, Da. I loved you. I will always love you. I tried my best, Da. I really did. I hope you are not too disappointed.”

      “Nyssa…”

      She turned her head around sharply at the sound of his voice. She knew it was Madras’s voice, without a shred of doubt.

      “Da?” she called to him. She waited. It did not come again.

      “Nyssa!” Brack called and she turned around to see him walking toward her. He was annoyed again. She found lately he was always annoyed.

      “We’re moving. Get back on your horse!” he bellowed. She watched him walk past her and just blinked at him. Nyssa looked one final time at the casket of her father, then left him to lead his funeral procession to the centre of the palace and deliver him unto her brother and uncle one last time.

      The rest of the day went much as she expected it. Patrick enveloped her in his arms and didn’t seem to let go the moment she’d left Roan’s back. They’d been greeted by Uli and the three of them were given sanctuary in Patrick’s apartment for the rest of the afternoon and evening. Uli confirmed he had received the detailed account of the battle and the circumstances that still lay ahead of them with regards to Rogun, but then they pushed all that aside and sat the rest of the day either silent or in contemplation of their father and brother.

      Many exhausting hours later, Nyssa reached over and took Patrick’s hand across the table.

      “The wedding. When can we make it happen?” she asked and squeezed his hand, smiling lightly at him.

      He blinked at her a moment, still chewing, but he smiled warmly back, perking up at the change in subject.

      “It’s no big deal, Nyssa. We can wait,” he said and squeezed back. She shook her head.

      “I don’t want to. There is absolutely no reason for it. None. If anything, it should have happened already,” she said and looked over to her uncle.

      “Is there, Uncle?” she asked him. Uli had been following along but now just focused on her as if he were surprised. He shook his head finally.

      “No, Princess,” he said and looked at Patrick. “Depending on the arrangements the couple wish to have, they can marry as quickly or as late as they prefer,” he added. Nyssa smiled and looked back to her brother.

      “Big or small?” she asked him. He was beginning to look worried. She laughed at him and patted him on the hand. “I can discuss all this with Triana if it would make you feel any easier,” she added. He swallowed hard.

      “No,” he said then and swished his tongue in his mouth to clear it. “I can do it.”

      “Then let me know. Soon,” she said and picked her fork back up to take another bite.

      “Going somewhere?” he asked her, a little surprised. She shrugged but waited to finish her food.

      “I have to get this Rogun thing buried, don’t I?” she said but didn’t look up from her plate. She ate another bite. Patrick set his utensils down and gave a hard look at Uli. Then he stared at her until she noticed and looked back at him.

      “Planning on surviving that encounter, or no?” he asked her harshly. Nyssa stopped in mid-chew, her eyes darting back and forth between them. She slowly swallowed, wiped her mouth with her napkin in exaggerated politeness and folded it back on to her lap.

      “When Uli tells me who my commanding officer will be, we’ll discuss it. I would like to think ‘survive’ will be part of the plan,” she said. “But I am not sure if you noticed; Izik and Dascus are really not messing around, Patrick, and they most certainly are not finished.”

      Uli looked at Patrick. Patrick watched his uncle but then just threw his napkin into the centre of the table in frustration.

      “You want to marry me off so you can satisfy yourself that I’m here, safe and happy before you go and get yourself killed on a foreign land, is that it? Did I cover all the bases, Nyssa?” he yelled at her just loud enough. She was still not warring with him. She simply waited and watched him storm.

      “No,” she replied again with patience, “I simply don’t think that anyone in this family should wait for anything else when it comes to their happiness. We’ve seen how short life can be. Both our parents lived hard, loved completely and died young. I’m just saying, don’t wait to be with the one you love because of some…protocol,” she said, waving her hand to find the last word. “Sorry, Uncle,” she added when she realized maybe she’d insulted his office a bit. He smiled at her instead.

      Patrick blinked. He tapped the table a few times and looked at both her and then Uli. Without a word, he rose and left the room, Nyssa looking after him.

      “I hope you’re free tomorrow night, Uncle,” she said and picked her fork back up to resume eating her food. Uli stared at her.

      “We bury my brother, your father, in the morning,” he reminded her. She nodded solemnly to him and swallowed again.

      “And at dusk, we’ll welcome a new sister and niece,” she said and smiled at him.

      He blinked. She thought Uli was a little slow on the uptake regarding all this. After all the funeral of a king was an overwhelming experience and she knew Uli was grieving. She wasn’t trying to make fun light of that.

      “I think you should do that yourself, Nyssa,” he said and looked down at his glass. Nyssa hadn’t thought about it. Frankly, she wasn’t aware her office as princess had any officiating capacities, but if Uli said so….

      “You will be crowned the day after at the latest,” he said in follow-up. Nyssa froze in mid-chew. She stared at him, incapable of movement or speech. He smirked.

      “Patrick was going to tell you after dinner,” he said and she saw he felt more comfortable again, being ahead of the conversation.  “The council met after Brack sent word. They had Madras’s correspondence from before he left, so when we were advised of his demise, Patrick took it immediately to the council and his recommending vote for your name as his successor was read out. I added my name to the list for you and placed my vote for you in addition to electing your brother.”

      Nyssa continued to stare. She felt suddenly very unwell.

      “It was a unanimous decision, my dear. Even Brom and Titus himself voted in your favour. You shall be our next monarch of Orak’Thune. The new overlord and general of the grand armies and Patrick shall be your regent. Congratulations!” He lifted his glass to her and drank deeply.

      Nyssa finally felt feeling return to her face and her hands. She put her fork down gently and removed the napkin from her lap.

      “If you will excuse me, Uncle,” she said rising and he had to catch her elbow at first. “I feel a little unwell. I think I will go and get some air,” she said and forced a smile to him and patted his shoulder when he stood at the table, his expression concerned and helpless watching her go.

      Nyssa made it to the door, but all she could think of was escape. The palace had been her playground but not for many years. In her blind panic, she opened the door, bolted to the left and was immediately caught by Jara, who’d been on sentry duty outside the door.

      “Nyssa!” he whispered to her, but she was violently trying to get away, though hopelessly uncoordinated. “Nyssa!” he called to her again, his arms revolving around her once more when she broke loose, but he re-caught her. He looked up and down the hallway to see who had noticed her or for a clue as to what could be the reason for her distress. Nyssa, though, had stopped fighting or fleeing. She now simply sat on the floor and crammed herself into the corner of the dead end she’d run into. Her knees were pulled up to her chest and Jara saw only her eyes peeking out from the top. She looked terrified.

      “What the hell is going on?” he said to her firmly and very slowly. Her eyes darted up to see him. She was about to speak. Then she shut them hard and shook her head. He put a hand on her shoulder and tried to get her to look at him again.

      “Queen,” she said to him finally.

      One word. Jara waited for more, but when there wasn’t any, he realized what she meant. He stood up quickly and stepped back from her. Shock descended on his own shoulders and he didn’t know what to do either. She pointed at him then; it looked accusing.

      “You too!” she hissed at him. He understood perfectly well what that meant. Brack would be retired. Jara would be her guardsman and he would be the first.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Madras’s funeral began at sunrise; the long light of the sun slowly filled the Crown Hall as it crested the horizon and brightened to fill the stained-glass windows. The throne chairs had been removed and the formal casket, an insanely beautifully carved sarcophagus, held centre focus. Braziers burned high on both sides of it and the heavy crown of the king sat perfectly centre on the top.

      Nyssa had been awoken long before by her maids and led to the bath and the dark dressing corner of her room so they could help her with her hair. It had taken the better part of two hours to get it perfectly right and she was nearly asleep again when they’d finally left it and moved on.

      She was tied into a bodice and Nyssa thought of Sasha at the river. She’d had to admit it gave her feminine qualities she had so long ignored but now realized had potential. Her breast puffed up and out the top a little with the laces and the “basket” was more comfortable than her bindings.

      She slipped into a long and slightly heavy gown, which tied from her bust to her waist and had a back drape. Her sleeves were large bells lined with silver silk on the inside. When they turned her to see her full reflection, they bolted her ceremonial silver and gold inlaid sword to her waist and backed away.  She turned to the mirror. Nyssa didn’t have any idea what to expect, but she froze.

      Her mother stood in the reflection or at least how she nearly remembered her. The sleeves had been her affectation and the long gown as well. The bust line was just feminine and her hair, well, rolls of braids, entwined with silver ribbon had a certain effect in pre-dawn and firelight. The gown was black velvet with a silver lining like the sleeves and two running pleats down the front. The drape was also lined, to reveal the slightest two-tone of the dress.

      As she stood there, her head maid, Sass, laid the ruby on her collarbone to finish fastening it at the back of her neck and the effect was complete. Nyssa thought of her father and how she knew he would have loved to see her dressed like this, just one last time.

      Sass made her sit so she could affix her crown into her hair and that was the end. When Jara was finally allowed in, he was in full black armour already, a demi-cloak of burgundy hung on his one shoulder. She rose to meet him and he stopped dead at the door. She smiled weakly at him, pulling the skirt of her gown to flare it a bit. She’d been in a dress all of one time in his presence and it hadn’t been anything like this.

      “I still wish they had allowed me to wear my own armour,” she said and fiddled with her hands, trying to avoid his eye. He moved up to her and then knelt on the floor.

      “There is no star in the sky more beautiful than you, Princess,” he said low to her. “All of Orak’Thune will know your beauty, it is equal to your strength and both are unforgettable.”

      Nyssa looked down from the casket just as that memory played through her mind, knowing that Jara stood directly behind her. She wanted to give him some sign that she knew it and that she was grateful that he was there. She turned her head slightly but couldn’t see anything but the people in the rows fanned out behind her. She turned back to watch the front but then heard two taps on metal and she felt reassured.

      Uli rose after a quarter of an hour of silent contemplation and approached the podium. He too was dressed in black velvet and looked tired. His eulogy to the king, her father and his brother, was touching and surprisingly to the point. He was followed by the council representative and then by Patrick himself. Nyssa was asked to say something, but she had declined, not trusting her emotions to a crowd.

      At the conclusion, she and Patrick walked at the head of the procession where her father was being carried behind them to the wagons that waited outside. The public would get their view of him now and pay their respects. The cemetery would be visited for months, even years afterward.

      Nyssa rode in the black carriage with Patrick and Uli and she watched the crystal-clear day outside the window, her mind tumbling around, uncertain of how to classify what had happened with her father.

      Was he murdered? A victim of treachery? Was he assassinated? She decided to go with the latter because Izik knew what he was after and killing her father was probably a bonus to his plan.

      She sighed.

      Rogun was a long way from here. Aside from Jara, she didn’t know who else to discuss the makings of her plan. Every day they waited, Izik made headway on his next assault. She knew Orak’Thune required its ceremonies, but she was still unconvinced she was the right person that they needed.

      They exited the carriages and Nyssa thought the entire court had followed them. There had to have been fifty carriages lined up and depositing passengers after them. The king was moved while the family reassembled and began the long walk up the path to the crypt. Nyssa’s mind fell to her mother and the exact same scenario of her funeral that they were replaying for her now. Nyssa had been so sad that day and her father had carried her most of the way. She remembered being draped over his one shoulder while Patrick held his other hand and watching Uli walk behind them, trying not to make eye contact with her so he wouldn’t cry.

      Uli was there again, of course, but this time he walked ahead of them as regent and the highest-ranking member of the court after Madras. He led his brother’s children through the rows of headstones and down the gentle slope to the glen that housed the large stone building that contained several thousand years of monarch and regents and their families. Over the years, it had been added to and Madras and Kara were now to be housed at the nearest to the front, the most recent new inhabitants.

      Patrick held her hand and he squeezed it. She knew why. They were getting close to their mother again and Patrick had never really settled her death, she knew. He never wanted to come here after she was buried and never spoke of her unless someone else brought it up. Nyssa understood his pain because it was how she felt about it too. Her father had shut it out and shut them out after it all and they never went near it again, but the door was getting closer. She saw that it was already open and that her father was already in his position in the middle, where he would stay for one year for visitations before being encased in the wall with her mother.

      Nyssa felt a huge lump rise in her throat and her step hesitated. Patrick gripped her in surprise, thinking she had tripped, but Nyssa had actually wanted to stop. She knew people were expecting dignity, poise. She knew there were hundreds behind them. She looked at his face where his worry was obvious and nodded that she was enduring.

      There weren’t any words to be spoken here, so Uli turned after entering and raised both his hands to the guardsmen and Brack and Jara turned their bodies and effectively blocked the door so the family could have a few private moments. Nyssa stood still holding onto Patricks’ arms, but after only a second of looking at her Da, her eyes went to her mother.

      “Mama,” she whimpered and shuffled over to her stone slab in the wall. Nyssa couldn’t hold it back any longer. She kissed the stone and sank to her knees and she cried, holding her hands on the carved effigies of her mother’s fingers. Patrick came up behind her and held her by the shoulders and she heard him crying too.

      “Da died, Patrick,” she said to him through a few snuffling and difficult sobs.

      “I know, Sister,” he replied and sniffed loudly.

      “They left us,” she went on. “Who does that make us now?”

      Patrick stopped crying and wiped his nose on his handkerchief. He took another one out of his pocket and put it to her cheeks to wipe her tears.

      “Da knew this day would come, Nyssa,” he said seriously. “He prepared us for it. I don’t think it’s a question of what we should do but what we can do.” Nyssa looked at him. “What we can do is what defines us, not who our parents were, loved as they were,” he added and tried a smile. “This is our time, Sis, and I say we make the most of it, whatever we choose that to be.”

      Nyssa eyes fell on Jara, standing sternly at the door. She understood what Patrick said and knew it wasn’t what he was thinking, but it hurt all the same.

      “Do you think I should be queen?” she asked him then. He had been kneeling in front of her, but now he slid to her side and sat down. Now both were leaning against their mother’s coffin, looking at their fathers.

      “Without question, Nyssa, I know you are strong enough and smart enough,” he began.

      Nyssa pulled her knees up and turned her head to lay it down to rest and watch him. He seemed sad, as sad as the last time they were there, but there was more, a weight to his shoulders.

      “But I know I am laying the weight of the world at your feet also,” he said and frowned a bit. “I know that as much as I know our father is dead.” Nyssa didn’t say anything. Patrick sighed.

      “There’s this thing with Rogun. I know you are keen. There is the country itself and I will help you with that. You know I will be your regent, but Nyssa, being queen means following more than your heart. It’s about sacrifice. Real, hard choices.  It’s not that I don’t think you can. I just don’t know if we should be asking it of you. It could mean a lot of terrible things for you, Nyssa. I’m scared for you. At the same time, I know in my heart my baby sister was born to rule but, more importantly, to protect us. It just has to be you.”

      Patrick turned and took her hand.

      “Look, in whatever you do, soldier in our army, sister to a regent, wife or mother…” he let it hang for a minute and Nyssa lifted her head in surprise, “you will be great. But you are young and how the hell can anyone be so sure of what they want at seventeen?”

      “If I choose not to serve, can I marry whom I want?” she asked him pointedly.

      “Sure, anyone but Jara,” he said and he was irritated about it. Nyssa narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Was that your question?” he asked her pointedly, but she didn’t answer. “He is forbidden, Nyssa. So long as he serves as your guardsman, he cannot be your spouse. Are you going to move to a farm somewhere and not go after Rogun?” She eyed him flatly.

      “I didn’t think so. And so long as you plan on doing that, even if you don’t take the crown, neither I, nor Brack, nor Jara himself will agree to his resigning his commission — not with Izik and this Rogun mess still out there. You need him, as he is, Nyssa. We all do. Da was not playing coy when he picked him. It’s probably the smartest thing he ever did for you.” Patrick rubbed his face vigorously with both hands and then just looked at them in his lap.

      “As queen, there is much to be responsible for, but one reason of many why I think it suits you is it’s the one opportunity to be the woman you are. Da said that I was to encourage you to be that woman; he knew you were special and I see it too. I wish I could keep you just for myself, but I don’t think you’ve been that since Mother died. You are a leader and a fighter and right now, that’s what Orak’Thune really needs. In fact, you and her both.”

      Nyssa looked over at her father now. She felt she knew the words he would speak already and they were probably word for word what Patrick had just said. Honour, service and sacrifice. Although he had married the love of his life and produced two exceptional children, he had been an incredible leader and an inspiration to her country too. Two out of three might not be so bad. Besides, she had already abandoned the third option.

      “I will,” she said finally and buried her face in her knees. She felt Patrick take her hand and squeeze it in support.

      “You know I will never leave you,” he said to her. She felt a little tired of that line right about now, but she understood what he meant.

      He was to be her true partner; she would lean on him probably more than anyone else not to screw up. He surprised her when he stood up and walked briskly over to Uli, who had been sitting in quiet contemplation on a stone bench on the other side of the room. Patrick leaned down and whispered in his ear and Uli nodded, sighed and stood up.

      Patrick came back to her and helped her stand up off the floor. They walked slowly to the doors, but Nyssa turned and looked back.

      “I hope they are together,” she said.

      “I am absolutely sure that they are,” he said and kissed her temple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “She has to get this right!” Uli was saying, fretting and starting to sweat in his formal robes. He was fussing over the coronation rites and how Nyssa was supposed to do something that would uphold Patrick as her regent. It was a visual display of acquiescence that Uli felt strongly about. Nyssa had agreed to the display but not to the third rehearsal.

      “She will get it right, Uncle,” Patrick reassured him for the hundredth time. “I know my sister and she knows ceremony,” he added.

      Patrick was splendidly dressed in his own robes. Wide-breasted and floor-length, his were black and accented in their family burgundy, the black being the official colour of his office. His discreet crown was tucked into his blonde hair and soon, he would wear the gold mantle or “Chain of Office” of the regent, which Nyssa would bestow on him and then invite him to stand beside her in the show of pageantry Uli was currently fretting over.

      “Where is she?!” Uli finally exclaimed and he paced around the green room once more. Patrick took a breath to calm his nerves and hold his patience for his uncle. He caught Jara looking at him and rolled his eyes and they both smirked and looked away.

      Nyssa had risen early, which she found annoyingly becoming a habit at the palace, to be bathed and redressed. This time, she wasn’t being prepped to be the handsome daughter of a king. Nyssa was being prepared for the crown of a queen and she felt the difference almost immediately. The gowns, the braids, the jewellery, all of it made Nyssa more nervous and because everyone had been banned from her room like a bride on her wedding day, she was feeling exceptionally lonely.

      Nyssa was dressed in a reasonable three hours, but she was made to wait and study the coronation texts for several hours more. When Uli entered, she was nearly ready to tear the heavy dress, robes, cloaks and throw the jewellery at him. Instead, she stood perfectly still in the middle of the room.

      “Good, you are ready,” he said by way of greeting. She glared at him. “The room is set. Patrick is ready,” he said and fanned himself. “I will preside over the ceremony. I will indicate when you need to say your sections,” he added and she nodded and closed the book in her hands. She’d committed to memory her section. Your guardsman will be present and at your shoulder on the dais. He has points to control the tempo and the crowd.”

      Nyssa almost laughed at that visual. Uli took one more look at her, inhaled deeply and whirled on his heel like a schoolboy. He went to the doors and threw them both open. Six knights in black waited for her. She blinked at him.

      “Come on!” he hissed at her and Nyssa slowly started to move.

      Patrick smiled warmly at her when she arrived at the green room and gave her a long and welcoming hug.

      “You OK?” he asked her and she nodded. He turned and opened the large cabinet, revealing the enormous formal, female crown of the queen. Created five centuries earlier for the last Orak’Thune queen, this crown was something to behold and would not have been seen before by anyone present on this day. She saw the one her father had donned a few times in official ceremonies winking in the background. His personal daily one they’d buried him with.

      Patrick carefully placed it on her head and she nearly swore with the weight of it. He wiggled it until it fit her hair and head to settle securely. He smiled to her. “Wow.” Nyssa looked down carefully and took his hands in hers.

      “If you let me fail out there or as queen with anything to do with our law or our code, I will kill you,” she said and smiled at him. He grinned broadly right back.

      “Deal,” he said and kissed her forehead.

      “Showtime,” he breathed. Uli jumped in front of them and threw open the doors.

      The ceremony lasted three hours and Nyssa walked, stood, sat, spoke, sat, stood, anointed, appointed and swore her oath dutifully, stoically and with pride. Patrick had accepted his ornate Chain of Office and took his place to her right at the chair one step below hers. Jara remained behind her large one on the top, thumping a pennant on the floor at certain times and assisting her up and down the stairs when she needed to move around.

      She accepted pledges of allegiances, fealty and lifelong patronage from officers, soldiers, courtiers, council members and ambassadors of friendly, allied nations. When it all seemed to be too long, Nyssa, still standing at the dais, was completely distracted by the tall and very beautiful man walking last up the aisle. The hall fell quiet and it seemed as though everyone waited for the man to arrive at the front to speak.

      “Your Majesty, Queen Nyssa, I salute you,” he said in a strong, baritone voice and bowed his head from the shoulders. He wore a crown of delicate white metal and was dressed in long flowing green robes with gold leaf embroidery covering every surface. “All of Bough rejoices with your coronation. We honour your commitment to your people, to your country and your family.”

      The man bowed again and Nyssa bowed herself quiet low.

      “King Baro of Bough,” her brother said warmly and stepped down to take the man’s hand. Nyssa tried hard not to look stunned. “We are honoured you have come!” he said. Baro took his hand and smiled at Patrick. He bowed again to Nyssa and went down the aisle.

      All eyes returned to Nyssa.

      “Fellow countrymen,” she began, her voice clear and projecting. Uli nodded with pride. “I will not fail you; I will not lead you astray or leave you in darkness. I am your protector and your voice for the peace and the prosperity that you and all our allies deserve. We go now into a period of uncertainty. A threat has taken citizens, and now our king and our Royal Mother before that. I will avenge those we have lost and I will return to us the peaceful borders of our lands. Trust in me. Trust in your regent. All hail, Orak’Thune!”

      “ALL HAIL, ORAK’THUNE!” the room thundered immediately after her and a bit to her surprise: “ALL HAIL, QUEEN NYSSA!”

      True to her word, Nyssa followed Patrick around until she got the full story from him and Triana. She had actually been holding it as a consolation for all the ceremony and pageantry she’d endured lately; that her first official act as queen would be to officiate over the matrimonial vows of the new regent of Orak’Thune, her big brother. It was slowly making it feel a little worthwhile.

      Trying to understand Patrick’s delay for herself, Nyssa theorized Triana’s parents, who were at the palace all ready for the funeral and coronation, maybe were expecting a formal and large ceremony for their daughter, considering who she was marrying. Still, in the end, Triana herself surprised Nyssa with the truth. After the coronation, during the celebration dinner and ball, which Nyssa endured to say lightly, she approached Nyssa nervously and requested a private audience. Anxious to be excused, she agreed and took Triana to the green room.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said and sighed heavily in the cooler and quieter room.

      “It is probably me that should be thanking you, Triana,” she said and laughed, sitting gratefully in one of the chairs and fanning herself. Triana smiled warmly after her.

      “It was a beautiful ceremony, Queen Nyssa,” Triana said and she walked to a chair nearest Nyssa and, with a hand, waited for Nyssa to agree to her choice. Nyssa nodded enthusiastically. “I am so honoured to have been a witness to it.”

      “A lot of people — none of them me — worked to make it so, but thank you, Triana. It was good to have friends there also,” she said and let her head rest on the high back of the chair, shutting her eyes for a minute.

      “Um, the reason I was hoping I could speak to you, my Queen, is…” Triana began and stumbled, getting shy at the good part. Nyssa opened her eyes again and lifted her head to give her full attention.

      “Go on, Triana,” she said politely. Triana laughed and it sounded like a tiny glass bell, but she quieted.

      Nyssa was delighted by her. She’d never had a woman friend like her. She almost felt she understood why she didn’t carry a blade.

      “Well, Patrick did come to me. He told me you insisted and I am so very grateful, Your Majesty, for your…interest in our nuptials,” she went on and Nyssa nodded. “You see, Patrick thinks we should have a very elaborate affair for our wedding and that maybe we should pick a time of year that is more beautiful, and maybe have it outside, and maybe we’d invite the whole court…” Triana stood up then and Nyssa could see she was growing agitated. She started pacing the room.

      “And…you are not sure of these ideas yourself?” Nyssa added helpfully. Triana looked at her, her face imploring.

      “No,” she said desperately. “I just…I don’t.” She sighed and looked down at her hands. “I just…I am sure it would be lovely. It would be beautiful! Magical! But how long would we wait for the “perfect day outside”?” she said, making the quotations and frankly mocking the words Patrick probably uttered to her. Finally, she threw her hands down in total exasperation.

      “We’ve been talking about getting married for over a year, did you know?” she asked shyly. Nyssa shook her head.

      “When he asked me, officially, that night before you left,” Triana made no indication she remembered Nyssa walked in on them and she was half undressed already, “I thought that was it; the waiting was finally over!”

      “And then things happened and now we’re starting again,” Nyssa offered and Triana sighed and nodded. She turned around and flopped back into her chair.

      “I love him, my Queen,” she said quietly into her chest. “I love him desperately. So help me, I cannot live without him.” Nyssa smiled at her. She believed her.

      “I don’t care for a big ceremony. I want only him,” she said then and looked up at Nyssa, her expression searching. "I told him that when he asked me. I wanted to get married that very night!”

      “He refused?” Nyssa asked surprised. Triana looked a little uncomfortable before she replied but did so.

      “He said he would wait for you. He wanted his sister there, no matter what.”

      “But I was there!” Nyssa exclaimed. Triana threw both hands out in common understanding. Nyssa rolled her eyes and moved to the edge of her seat to work out the plan.

      “What do you want, Triana? What do you really desire?” she asked her seriously. Triana nearly burst into tears but settled on a relieved, ear-to-ear grin.

      “Just him. Night time, maybe. You, Uli and my parents. That’s it,” she said then. Nyssa smiled at her.

      “Do you have a dress?” Nyssa asked her seriously.

      “Yes, I’ve had one for three months!” Triana exclaimed.

      “How does tomorrow night sound to you?” Nyssa said and smiled back at her.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa arranged with Sass that the Grand Hall Balcony be opened for the following evening. It was approaching winter, the nights were very cool, but Sass ordered the large fireplace nearest the platform lit and Triana waved off the objection of the chilly venue by adding a fur stole to her dress.

      Patrick had been taken aback and totally disarmed when the two of them came to him that morning and advised him of the plan. Nyssa took great pleasure in her authority in that meeting. Patrick was both overjoyed and instantly terrified. It was an added bonus that he would be left to his own devices to fret about it the remainder of the day without them.

      Nyssa spent a good while in Triana’s company as she got dressed that afternoon. It was a flurry of femininity the likes of which Nyssa had never seen. Five girls and her mother fussed over Triana, and the whole time Nyssa really couldn’t understand why. The girl was gorgeous climbing out of the tub with her head drenched and water in her eyes.

      The final result was breath-taking, though. Triana had not wasted time in ordering her custom wedding gown and it was laid out and waiting for her when they arrived. Now, Nyssa was witnessing the transformation unique to a bride; the yards and yards of satin brocade that encircled the tiny woman’s body was something out of a dream and her hair piled high but with long tendrils teased her bare shoulders. Her mother placed family heirlooms on her neck and in her ears and the woman even sparkled.  Everyone in the room took a step back and held their breath to see her. She was truly, incredibly beautiful.

      “Your Majesty, we must finish with you now. Will you please undress?” the head maid said to her, not wasting any time. Nyssa even laughed at the thought of getting “dressed” again, so happy was she in how she had spent her day and in anticipation of what was to come. She was in the process of disrobing and re-dressing in the beginnings of a finer outfit when the dressmaker arrived to inspect her creation's final fit.

      “What a vision!” the woman exclaimed and immediately busied herself with hands all over Triana’s body, pulling and tugging in places and flattening and fluffing in others. She took steps back and went in for tiny adjustments just about everywhere.  “Good thing you’ll get this under your hat today too, my dear, or I’d be taking out that waistline and I don’t know if it the effect would have been quite the same!”

      The other maids were helping Nyssa, who needed to get ready considerably quicker and Triana’s mother had left to finish her own preparations, but Triana’s face froze when she saw Nyssa had heard the exchange.

      “Thank you, madam. The dress is wonderful. Would you mind excusing us, now?” she said and it was a bit firm. The woman nodded and bowed to Nyssa, who hadn’t yet taken her eyes off Triana’s. Then she left. Triana looked ready to cry in fear.

      “Are you pregnant, Triana?” Nyssa asked her calmly. Triana’s bottom lip began to tremble and she nodded. Nyssa was surprised. She didn’t think she needed to be angry, nor even if it really was important.

      “Does Patrick know?” she asked. Triana shook her head and her hair bounced all over the place. Nyssa looked down to step into a shoe and pull on her sleeves to adjust them as the maid was tying the laces in the back.

      “I was going to tell him tonight,” she said, barely above a whisper. Nyssa raised her eyebrows at the obvious necessity of that statement, but still, she didn’t really care, except to say that she really was starting to feel it was wonderful. Her big brother a father? Yes, it was perfect.

      Nyssa waited for the maid to nod to her and then stepped away to come closer to Triana. She took her hands firmly and made the girl look into her face.

      “Tonight, I will wed you to my brother, someone whom I hold most dear in this world. I will also agree to support your marriage, which means supporting both of you together and individually. In that, Triana, I accept you as my sister and I am blessed that it is you. Now, if you carry my brother’s child,” she said seriously, but then let show a huge smile, “then this quite possibly is one of the happiest days of my life. I can only imagine what it must feel like for you two,” she added and laughed, trying to hide her tears.

      Triana burst into tears herself and Nyssa tried to urge her to control it so she wouldn’t get puffy eyes, but Triana needed the minute and threw herself into Nyssa’s arms.

      “I was so frightened. I was so afraid you’d be mad, that you’d think I wasn’t honouring him by waiting to say something!” she wailed. Nyssa held her and lightly patted her back. “It was the one time! The night he asked me formally, the night I thought we would marry anyway!” Triana dissolved into sobs again after that. Nyssa heard an uncomfortable cough behind her. She turned her head, still holding onto the weeping Triana, to see Jara standing there.

      “My Queen, a moment?” he said simply. Nyssa nodded and patted Triana again. She helped her sit and asked a maid to fix her face and bring her water. Nyssa pointed to the hallway and she left with him. When the door was closed, Nyssa felt relief, but the smile she’d carried all day stayed easily fixed. Jara saw her dreamy expression and smirked.

      “Did I just hear that right? The future lady regent is already, uh, has already jumped the barn door?” he said and leaned down to say it low and into her shoulder. Nyssa nearly barked out loud at his indelicate reference to Triana’s condition. Nyssa smacked him in the shoulder and checked quickly for other ears nearby. He took it but laughed and she laughed too. Nyssa indicated they should walk to less likely be overheard.

      “What can I do for you, Jara?” she said then, still chuckling though.

      “What am I wearing?” he said simply. She looked him up and down and then stared at him blankly. He rolled his eyes. “What am I wearing tonight?” he qualified.

      Nyssa hadn’t considered he’d need to be there, but then it hit her so stupidly, guardsman or not, he would be. He was her closest friend and likewise quite close to Patrick himself.

      “Obviously some sort of armour for representing you, but Patrick asked me to stand for him. I actually don’t have any idea what that means,” Jara said then and shook his head in defeat. Nyssa laughed. She didn’t either.

      “Just a couple of hopeless army rats, aren’t we?” she said wistfully and they laughed easily together.

      “Armour, for me,” she agreed finally and couldn’t help reaching out a hand to touch his chest but did drop it innocently, though her smile remained. Her eyes were lost in her contemplation of an image for him.

      “Wear the white cloak with our crest, the one with the red embroidery, for him. It’s what I’m to wear if ever I get married. It should be suitable for Patrick as well,” she said and shrugged. Jara nodded slowly, thinking it through, but she caught the dismissing sigh.

      “I’ll see you there,” he said quietly. She met his eyes, smiled and nodded.

      Nyssa arrived at the edge of the stairs and made her way down the red carpet with the royal orb in her right hand. Patrick’s chest puffed out with extreme pride when he saw her and Uli bounced from one foot to the other in his own excitement and happiness. It was a dream come true for her uncle: that Patrick and she had accomplished so much. Behind him stood Jara, dressed as she expected and looking heart meltingly splendid, but his expression was much different. She gave him an encouraging grin and hoped he understood her intended meaning; I’m OK and so are you.

      As she passed Triana’s parents on her left, they bowed deeply at the waist and straightened only when Nyssa turned at the head of the carpet and lifted the orb.

      “Dearly beloved,“ she began immediately, “I, Nyssa, Queen of Orak’Thune, invite the daughter of Lord Kendril and Lady Fawn to come forth and present herself,” she said and waited.

      All heads swivelled to the end of the aisle again. Not to miss her cue, Triana was there and already walking. Nyssa watched Patrick’s face for his reaction and was not disappointed. She saw the love in his eyes and the tears that were pooling at the tops of his lids.

      Triana arrived and stopped after taking his offered hand. Patrick bowed to her and kissed the top of her hand, holding it loftily away from him, old-fashioned style. Nyssa lowered the orb into cradling it in front of her, smiled at both of them and waited.

      “I, Triana, daughter of Lord Kendril and Lady Fawn, present to you my offer of marriage to regent of Orak’Thune and brother of the queen,” she said, her voice as clear as a bell. Patrick smiled broadly at her.

      Nyssa turned to him.

      “I Patrick, regent and brother to the queen and overlord of Orak’Thune, present my offer of marriage to Triana, daughter of Lord Kendril and Lady Fawn,” he added and he couldn’t help but kiss Triana’s hand again. They didn’t look back to Nyssa; they were lost in each other.

      “Do you both swear oaths to accept your offers as a binding agreement, that you shall honour and love each other for all of your days, that you shall never leave the other in darkness or alone in sickness, that you shall support each other, live as one and honour the Code of Orak’Thune, as husband and wife?” Nyssa was proud she had memorized that section.

      “I do,” Triana replied and turned to give her second hand to Patrick so they were facing each other.

      “I do,” Patrick replied and nearly bent to kiss her but remembered it wasn’t time.

      “Do we have the rings?” Nyssa asked and Jara stepped around Patrick to hand them to Nyssa. She didn’t really meet his eyes.

      Nyssa put the rings in her palm and then deposited the orb over top of them. The other hand she placed on top. Uli grinned in delight at her flair for pageantry at this moment; Nyssa was making this part up on her own.

      “By the power vested in me by the High Council and the people of Orak’Thune and represented in this orb, a symbol of the eternal power of the overload, I, Queen Nyssa, bless these rings as they are symbols of your offers and eternal love for each other. May they endure with as much authority, presence and conviction as the orb. May no force separate you, may you find happiness in each other, and may these rings serve to remind you that you are bound to each other, that you are loved, that you are one, no matter the distance you may travel.”

      Nyssa raised the orb and offered her hand between them so they could take each one ring and place them on each other’s hands. Triana nearly bounced with joy when hers was secured. Patrick cleared his throat in obvious excitement.

      “By royal decree,” Nyssa very quietly said and everyone looked up at her in anticipation, “I pronounce you both married. Husband and wife.”

      Triana did squeal a bit then and she launched herself into Patrick’s arms. He kissed her fully and lifted her off the ground. Triana’s parents were teary-eyed and they hugged each other and Uli went over. Nyssa stood proudly at the top and wiped a tear too. She concentrated on keeping her breathing steady and her smile firmly fixed.

      Patrick and Triana both came to her then and hugged and kissed her. Her brother lifted her off her feet and twirled her around twice before depositing her and kissing her again. Nyssa hugged Triana again and saw her wink at her. Her secret wouldn’t be secret for much longer. Nyssa nodded to her and waved them off.

      Nyssa wasn’t really in a hurry to leave with the party. She wanted them to go, so she could have the room. Triana’s parents bowed and thanked her profusely and Uli hugged her and promised he was immediately going to go and record his testimony into the history books of this ceremony, which he boasted was the most romantic and beautiful a monarch had ever delivered. She hugged him and smiled to see him shuffle off.

      When they were gone, she looked at the orb in her hand and sighed. She turned to the railing of the balcony and the freezing cold air of the autumn night. She looked out over the grounds beyond the palace, the courtyard and to her the whole country. Her country. The orb was soon very cold in her hand.

      She was so extremely happy and filled with so much love for her brother and his wife — and their baby! — Nyssa felt overwhelmed and not ashamed by it for once. It was as it should be. An occasion of momentous importance, of undisguised honour for the one you love, of unbridled love. She was reflecting that she couldn’t believe she had been a part of it; what a true honour she felt it was for herself to have witnessed this moment, their beginning.

      The clanking was always a dead giveaway that he was there, somewhere.

      Nyssa felt the fabric of the cloak fall around her shoulders and the biting cold of the wind stopped and she felt she could breathe deeper. She saw her breath when she exhaled. Jara moved to stand silently beside her. He said nothing. He didn’t really have to. They’d said it all. Nyssa hadn’t anything else to throw into the debate, no more hands to play.

      “They’re married and going to have a baby,” Nyssa said.

      “Yes, I know,” he replied very softly. She thought there was weight to his voice.

      Nyssa nodded to let it go in her mind. She turned so they were shoulder to shoulder but facing opposite ways. She reached up without looking and touched his face, dragging it down in her sorrow, to his shoulder and then to his fingertips. She took his hand and he accepted it. After a minute, she nodded again and let it go, walking away back down the aisle alone.
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      “Nyssa, the announcements have been prepared and the envoy is ready to go when you are,” Patrick said softly as he entered her chamber.

      Nyssa didn’t acknowledge him at first. She was lost in the memory of her father when she was six years old. She had accompanied him to the academy for meetings and an inspection when he’d stopped to help teach a string of first-year cadets how to hold a long bow. She remembered it fondly because he had noticed them just as he was walking by, not that the instructor was doing anything wrong. Her father just liked to be among his people back then. Any chance he got, he would pick up the sword, the bucket, the hammer and try it himself.

      “Message?” she said finally, blinking back into the present. Patrick softened his expression and came to sit at the end of her couch with her. He placed a hand on hers.

      “To Bough, Nyssa. It’s time,” he said gently.

      Nyssa looked at him for a time, but he could see the fight wasn’t in her right now. She’d been angry and volatile starting shortly after the joy of his nuptials because Nyssa was finding little support in mounting her responding campaign to Rogun. She’d become unapproachable for most occasions and requests and he was happy to be the relief for her when things needed attention, but this he knew, neither of them could ignore.

      The Bough Treaty was a half-millennia old tradition created to ensure the two countries that shared a continent carried on a deep respect and understanding of each other. It was rather passive by diplomatic standards. It required the reigning monarch to send one, if not all, of their children to the Great Wood, the ancestral home of the Bough, for one year to immerse themselves in the unique culture and livelihood of their people.  The treaty specified children older than ten but younger than eighteen. Patrick had attended at eleven and returned an inspired and exuberant twelve-year-old full of stories and lore and a deep and profound love for his distant kin.

      But Nyssa had been absorbed to the military younger than most, almost seeming like her father had subverted her Bough experience for his instead. She knew, like Patrick knew, he was fully human in their family; their mother had been half Bough, born and raised in the Great Wood herself. When she’d passed, Madras seemed to close all appreciation to that culture. He’d not mentioned anything of it to Nyssa directly in all her living memory. In fact, she’d mostly forgotten them herself until Patrick had nudged her when the Bough king had arrived that it was firstly, unusual, and secondly, the law.

      Several evenings had been wasted on the debate that she even qualified, but Patrick was unrelenting. King Baro had attended the funeral and her coronation — unique in that they hadn’t done that for anyone in centuries. They were introduced to her and so now knew her directly. The message was clear, even glaringly obvious; she was very close to dishonouring the treaty terms. The Bough expected Nyssa to fulfill her obligations as soon as possible, regardless that she was now queen.

      “If you say so, Patrick,” she said quietly. “I’ll leave tomorrow.”

      He was taken slightly aback. He expected her to insist they wait for the message to arrive first and maybe to receive a response in return to formalize it. She had been putting it off at every turn.

      “Tomorrow seems a bit soon, don’t you think?” he asked her, but she shook her head.

      “Send the envoy today, but let them know I’ll be only days behind them. You’re right; it’s time. I need to get on with this,” she said and rose to go to the door. She called someone and came back inside.

      “How long will I be gone?” she asked him and started opening her wardrobes. Patrick watched her suspiciously, wondering if this was the pretext to a new explosion.

      “As you know this, the agreement states one year, Nyssa,” he said cautiously.

      Nyssa swore under her breath but shook it off. She nodded and took a deep breath. Sass came in then and waited for her mistress’ instructions.

      “Sass, please make a list as I dictate it to you. We’ll need to pack items and have them shipped after me to Bough. I’ll travel light, ahead of the rest of it,” she said, and the maid curtsied and went to the sideboard to fetch quill and paper.

      The rest of the morning, Nyssa spent itemizing her list with Sass in tow. At the end of it, she was surprised there wasn’t much she wanted to bring. There was limited formal attire for state events because she wasn’t going to be a formal state official while she was there. She packed only two gowns, just in case. She brought regular daily clothes, fit for a soldier in the field, the clothes she wore every day, in fact, before being crowned and imprisoned in her own castle.

      Nyssa stopped and pinched her nose. She took a deep breath and started the list again.

      She added some outerwear, hoping they would indulge her in some riding and hunting, and her armour but only the practical version and some personal effects. All in all, she had only two trunks. Patrick and Triana would assist her in selecting presents for the royal family and she was ready.

      “You haven’t much, so the trunks and gear will travel with you in the wagon,” Patrick was saying the next morning as they descended the stairs to the stable courtyard. “The envoy left early yesterday so he’s got some miles on you. He should arrive by the end of next week. You won’t travel nearly as fast in a group, so he should arrive at least three days before you. I hope that’s enough warning…” he mumbled near the end.

      He was slightly uncomfortable that Nyssa wasn’t waiting for the response. He knew they were anxious to receive her, but he didn’t want to push it. Nyssa, on the other hand, had stopped listening when he brought it up.

      “Don’t fret, Patrick,” she said, slipping on her leather gloves, “it’ll be enough. Is everyone here?” she asked, looking around at the five other horses and their riders. The wagon was being loaded and the driver was helping the groom with final tack adjustments.

      “Almost, my Queen!” came the voice of someone obviously not used to hurrying downstairs. She waited and saw Moro, a statesman in her court, exit the staircase opening carrying several scrolls and rolled up maps.

      “Moro? Whatever are you doing?” she said, surprised. She looked at Patrick.

      “Moro is our most experienced advisor where the Bough are concerned. He’s handled all our diplomatic relations with them and has travelled annually on our behalf to maintain those relations since Father married Mother,” he said coolly. “Of course, I’d send him with you.”

      Nyssa couldn’t reply. She didn’t doubt Moro’s experience or Patrick’s reason for selecting him, but Moro was advanced in years. A ride like this was likely to be hard on him, though he seemed enthusiastic enough. She nodded to him and smiled so he could continue to pack his belongings, but she pulled her brother aside.

      “Should we have ordered the coach, then?” she said, as discreetly as she could.

      “Would you have let me?” he said and smirked. Nyssa scowled at him. No, she would not have, but discussing Moro might have changed her mind. She turned away from him. Fine, this was her mission.

      “Moro?” she called to him and came up to help him with the final straps of his saddle bags. “Have you ridden much of late? Will this be comfortable enough for you?” she asked as respectfully as she could.

      Moro bobbed his head. He was sweating slightly, but he puffed his chest a bit when he turned to answer her.

      “Fret not, my Queen,” he said confidently. “I still continue my rounds visiting the Bough every year and I do my best to stay in shape to meet my obligations. I am more than prepared for this journey; in fact, I am much looking forward to the added company this trip!” He grinned at her and she found herself surprisingly reassured.

      “We’re off then,” she said and happily patted Moro’s horse’s mane as he mounted.

      “Moro, Jara and your guards will stay with you the year,” Patrick said then, coming up to her and escorting her to her horse. “The driver will double as a courier and make several trips back and forth to keep you informed of things at home and bring you anything you might need,” Patrick was saying.

      Her guards, the wagon driver and Moro were ready. She turned to Patrick and they embraced. They didn’t say anything, but Nyssa could see her brother was emotional to see her go. She nodded and returned to Jara, who held her horse. He had been silent about the whole thing, busy, she’d noticed, organizing their first excursion and she respected that.

      Since Patrick’s wedding, they’d kept mostly to themselves, even though that was always at arm’s length. They circled each other seamlessly, always in synch but actually spoke less and less unnecessarily every day. Her heart was closed to them. His too, she suspected. Though she missed his advice and his confidence in her, his efforts were more proof than anything that he supported her. He was a brilliant and talented first guardsman.

      As far as their friendship, she didn’t doubt it, but it was tucked deep inside and at least it was mutual. She was grateful he was still there, even if she couldn’t say it.

      “Nyssa,” Patrick called to her after she’d mounted and was about to turn about. She halted and waited for him to approach. He reached up a hand and held on to hers where they rested on the pommel, “Be safe, Sister,” he said quietly. She smiled and bent to kiss his forehead.

      “You as well, Brother,” she said warmly to him. Roan started dancing a bit underneath her, as the other riders had already begun to depart out of the courtyard.

      “Take care of that pregnant wife of yours. Give her my love whenever she gets out of that bed!” she called back to him after he’d backed away. He smiled broadly and nodded.

      “I’ll tell her you said that!” he yelled after her.

      She waved and turned her horse to spur him after the party that had cleared the courtyard gate, Jara wordlessly nodding to Patrick and turning the same after her.

      Nyssa could hear the horn of farewell that a sentry blew when her party was visible beyond the outer wall. She would miss the city, its warmth, her family and her bed.

      For much of the first day since they had left the city, Nyssa had been in quiet contemplation. She had entrusted point to Jara, who was entirely in charge of her security detail, and allowed herself to drift in her thoughts. Moro said little and rode silently but reassuringly at her side, slightly back so as not to encroach on her privacy.

      By the second day, and now well into the fourth, she had begun to engage with Moro and seek his council in all things Bough. Naturally, he was a fountain of information and had many anecdotal stories to tell her from his years of visits to the Wood. Through his telling, she began to understand and elaborate on what little she already knew: that they were a subdued and often thought mysterious race. Their history being many millennia older than humans, they had many great legends and it is said that they had learned to “read” nature and the activities of the earth. Moro even said it was believed they could even manipulate matter using this knowledge, but he had never seen anything more than the queen warming the room with a wave of her hand.

      “Wait, the queen can tell your thoughts with her mind?” Nyssa asked, quite surprised. Moro nodded enthusiastically.

      “Oh yes, well, your feelings she can sense, I believe, Majesty and other little things of that nature I have personally seen, but I can only speculate at the breadth of that ability, Your Highness,” he replied.

      “You speak of magic, Moro. That is a significant bit of intel, don’t you think?” she asked with a slightly pained expression and a twist in her saddle to see him directly. Moro didn’t reply right away but agreed.

      “I suppose, my Queen, but your brother is certainly aware from the time he spent there, not to mention your mother must have shown you some things when you were young and so naturally, I just thought you knew,” he said more quietly. He rode on now in silence.

      Nyssa thought about that and then thought about why she didn’t know or had forgotten. She sighed. Much of the warm memories she had of her mother were tucked away in her heart. When she died, Nyssa had retreated violently into herself, vehemently refusing to acknowledge softness or anything loving, in case that reminded her of Kara.

      She thought about her now, though. She had some vague recollection of her on the floor of her nursery and her mother sitting down opposite her, telling her tails of magical creatures and the special abilities they possessed. Her child’s mind had wondered where they came from but let the question go with the wonder and the joy of the moment. She never did get to ask these questions of her mother and shut the memory down with a painful mental lashing. These are the things she was supposed to learn from her. If she didn't know, then it was not her fault.

      But then she thought of Patrick and she tried to remember his return from Bough and did he tell her anything when he returned? She remembered that he was all afire with excitement and stories and regaled her for weeks with little; “The Boughs do this and the Boughs do that.” She remembered now how she had tuned him out. She had been preparing for some finals at the academy at that time. To her, nothing else had mattered.

      She sighed.

      “Go on, Moro,” she said and waved him to continue. “The queen has magical abilities. Anyone else?”

      Moro nodded with renewed enthusiasm and straightened in his saddle. “I believe they all have some aptitude, my Queen, though likely the royal line has some purity to the legends origins. I believe this to be so, anyway,” he concluded.

      Just then, Jara rode back to her and brought his horse up and alongside her own. She watched him reining in and settle his mount, which was strong and tall. Months had passed since Madras’s death. They’d focused on absorbing themselves in their duties and Nyssa had swallowed hard her loneliness and separation from her friend, fighting valiantly never to let it show.

      They were shockingly suited to their new roles now, she’d remarked nearly every day. They moved around each other with apparent ease and formality and for all they were together — which is to say constantly — there never seemed an opportunity or desire to talk about anything that had happened in the year since the academy. She had watched Jara transform into a serious and fastidious guardsman, intensely vigilant and brilliantly organized; he was confident with her but kept all the rest locked away. For her part, all she felt was pride in him and distance, though he was never more than a few physical feet away. Their stolen moment was now nothing more than a dream that she refused to even let replay in her mind. It was time and fate that they move on to what they had agreed to: strictly professional.

      “My Queen, we have activity on the road ahead. Chen reports they do not appear to be normal merchants, but he can’t identify their origins. They are spread out among the road and ditches. I wish to tighten the party and form ranks,” he said firmly.

      “How many?” she asked.

      “Chen counts fifteen,” he replied shortly.

      She acknowledged him and motioned for Moro to bring his horse closer to hers. She slowed them to just in front of the wagon. Jara had ridden back to inform the rear guard and now he too was bringing it in to be closer at her side. If they were attacked, the wagon could be abandoned and the driver, also a highly trained soldier, would fight any way he could. The circle around her and Moro had to stand.

      Nyssa shifted her cloak to expose her sword hilt for easy access. She reached back to her packs and pulled her shin guards from the front pouches and buckled them on. Moro, to her right, had also exposed his sword and his short shield he now buckled to his arm.

      In a few minutes, they came upon a rise in the road that was hiding the activities on the other side. Chen, her second guard, was waiting for them when they reached the crest.

      “They don’t seem to be aware of us, my Queen,” he said in a very deep baritone.

      “Let’s see if we can pass peacefully through, but if we can’t, I’m all for just dispensing with honest justice. No need to announce our identities if we don’t have to,” she said, still looking straight ahead.

      Jara, now on her left, snapped his visor down and the other two did the same.

      The party started out and picked up speed. The intent was to approach with enough speed to be intimidating but not enough to hurt anyone maliciously. Roan’s ears were twitching rapidly and the flesh quivered in its excitement.

      Nyssa could now see the group ahead that Chen had described and why he had refrained from taking a guess at their origin or intent. These were no merchants or village-folk from nearby. They were rag-tag, dirty and scattered. It appeared they had squatted where they were overnight and were simply late getting going, but in which direction, she couldn’t ascertain. Some of the men started to rise as her party’s hooves got louder in their approach.

      They gathered together, talking and pointing. Some were looking back at one man, huge, cloaked and sinister looking, who stood aside from the rest under a tree in the field. He watched them but made no move to indicate he cared. The people who were closest to the road at first didn’t look as if they intended to move, but just before Nyssa was about to indicate they slow down, the lone man by the tree rose his hand and flicked his wrist and the people on the road scattered into the grass.

      The party was allowed to pass unmolested, but Nyssa didn’t feel that was the end. She was determined to just pass, but she couldn’t help but try to look at the man under the tree. There was something definitely wrong about him. She wanted to ask Jara about him, but it wasn’t time for conversation.

      They rode for nearly an hour at the faster gallop that the wagon would sustain before slowing and finally stopping to rest and water the horses. Nyssa was grateful when she looked behind them and saw no one following. She noticed Dorn, the third guard, was dismounted and running low up the last embankment they had just descended. He stopped at the top and dropped into the grass to observe what they couldn’t see at the edge of the stream several feet lower down the embankment from the road.

      “What do you think, Jara?” she asked finally, the first time any of them had spoken since they ran through. Jara was adjusting his horses' tack from the run while it drank in the stream.

      “They’ll be on us soon enough if we linger,” he said.

      “So, you agree they will follow us?” she replied and he nodded. “The question is for how far, then?” she added, but this time he shook his head.

      “I believe the question is; who are they?” he said. “They looked like they were waiting for us, which would indicate they will follow us all the way to the Wood if we let them.”

      “Waiting for us?” she said, surprised. He finished what he was doing and turned to her.

      “They had little camping equipment and they didn’t look like they were heading anywhere, no packs or luggage. They had small cook fires with easily caught rodents on them, half-eaten, and all of them wore long cloaks or robes, which tells me they have things to hide. In our business, my Queen, that’s usually weapons,” he said.

      “I don’t doubt your observations, Jara, but this is a diplomatic detail. We’re not carrying anything valuable. I’m not even returning this way for a long while. Even if I didn’t arrive at Bough, it wouldn’t hurt anything with our relations permanently. In fact, it might spur a call to arms from both nations against anyone who might attempt interfering with such an ancient treaty. Who would want to interfere with us out here?” she said. She was getting agitated the more she thought about it.

      “Did you notice the man under the tree?” he asked and she focused on him.

      “Something was definitely not right there,” she said and he crossed his arms in contemplation. He was thinking something but not saying it. She was going to ask, but they were interrupted.

      “What do we do?” It was Moro who spoke, almost stumbling on the rocks as he was coming up behind them. He was posing the question to Jara, though.

      “We keep moving into the night and don’t stop until morning where we can find some cover off the road,” was his reply. “How far to the border of the Wood, Moro?” Jara asked then, squinting at the sky. Moro answered immediately.

      “Two days, at most. I’d say if we hid the wagon and rode through the night, we might reach it by mid-afternoon tomorrow.” Jara frowned but nodded.

      “But that depends on the condition of the road and the stamina of the horses,” he added and Moro huffed to agree.

      Jara was considering his words when Chen came back. “Dorn says he sees movement on the hill two miles back,” he reported and, without waiting for a reply, turned and went back to his post. Stan, the driver, came over and waited for Jara’s orders.

      “We have three, maybe four, hours of daylight left and the horses have been riding since sun-up,” he said.

      “They can take the three more hours but not the night through,” Stan, the driver, added.

      “Moro, are there any caves in the hills I see ahead of us? Anywhere we can get some cover to our backs if we need to make a stand?” Jara asked him. Moro considered it. Slowly, he started to nod.

      “Yes, I think so. Its heavy brush at the base of the biggest hill. I’ve never been off the road there, but the wall is solid at least,” he said. Jara nodded.

      “Stan, we’ll move with the wagon if Dorn doesn’t spot any mounted men. Please tell Chen the plan. We move out now,” he said and everyone started to move. He gave Nyssa an extra second and then she indicated she understood too.

      Nyssa started gathering herself and Roan. The big destrier had finished drinking and was wandering around the clearing looking for food. She reached in her pouches and grabbed two big handfuls of oats. He gobbled them quickly.

      “Pay attention here, Roan,” she whispered to him. He flicked his ears and shook his mane with a snort.

      The party was mounted and ready to move minutes later and no one said a word. They rode for two hours, Stan working to keep the wagon, not built for speed, in tight control and the drawing horses reassured ahead of the banging and swaying wagon. By nightfall, they reached the hill wall and the two Elite began scouring its face for an entrance. A quarter of an hour later, Dorn returned.

      “We have a crack in the surface about twenty metres that way,” he said, slightly out of breath. “It’s big enough to stuff the wagon in or hide the horses if we can get them in there.”

      “You’ll never get Roan in a hole,” Nyssa said.

      She was tired and sore from an entire day of hard riding. She felt sorry for Roan, who was probably feeling the same way.

      “We won’t have to,” Jara said. “Stan, get the wagon in there so we don’t have to defend it, but we’ll form up in front of it. All I cared about was reducing the number of sides they could come at us. With the wall, that gives us three and we can see them coming now.”

      They moved down the face, and Stan wrangled the horse to reverse the wagon in the hole with little argument. They gathered themselves and dressed in their battle equipment while they waited word from Dorn. Finally, he came back, surprising them with his stealth in the black.

      “I counted ten on the road,” he whispered. “Same condition, robed, so I couldn’t make out how heavily armed they are. They don’t speak and there is the minimal sound of metal when they move. I anticipate there is more coming, the whole group, likely, but they’re spread out. Maybe this is an advance party,” he concluded.

      “Can they track us here?” Moro asked, also whispering.

      “Certainly, the wagon is heavy,” Dorn replied simply.

      “It’s a shame we can’t attack them by surprise and take them out with arrows,” Moro said.

      “It’s a thought,” Nyssa replied and she looked to Jara for ideas. He was considering it.

      “At most, we’d get seven, maybe eight,” he said finally.

      “More than enough. The last two could be taken by whomever is free of their bow first with short arms,” Dorn replied.

      “Do we have time to get into position, Dorn?” Jara asked. Dorn shrugged.

      “How buried are the bows, Stan?” he said, turning to the driver who was now dismounted and fully clothed in bits of armour.

      Stan seemed to take offence to this line of questioning. Without answering, he went to the wagon, which was unhitched and the horse, now wearing a very basic blanket and saddle, jumped onto the front wheel and immediately produced a large, rolled bundle. He brought it back to the group and unwrapped it. Five bows and five quivers, full of arrows, dropped on the ground.  Dorn smacked Stan on the shoulder and grinned.

      “Now that’s a man who knows how to pack,” he said lightly.

      “Lead the way, Dorn,” Jara said, picking up a bow and quiver.

      They hitched their horses to the wagon and Dorn led the way back to the road, keeping to a thicket that ran the length of it. As the road neared the wall, it turned sharply to go around the rock formations that jut out of the ground here. It continued on south and then turned back westerly once having cleared the large hill. The path then threaded its way through the scattered rocks behind it. Thanks to the thicket, the group could at least see the road leading up to the hill. While under cover, they would have to step out of it to be within firing range, though.

      Dorn held his arm up and the group stopped instantly. Nyssa was watching the road now. Some of the men they had seen earlier were now cautiously walking down the dirt path, a disorganized group, not in any file or rank. A scout walking a little ahead of the rest was scouring the ground, likely following the wagon tracks. He stopped suddenly and ran forward a bit to the wall. Looking to the wall and then the ground again, he understood that the wagon left the road there and instead went opposite the road into the bush.

      Jara put his arm up and opened the five fingers on his hand. This was the signal to arm themselves and hold their positions. The scout ran back to join the group and report, which seemed to slow and hang back, grouping themselves into a neat package. Nyssa was watching them but knew time was very near, so she switched her sights to Jara’s hand.

      In seconds, he closed his fist and the five of them walked three paces out of the tree line and onto the edge of the road. Without stopping, they released their arrows and immediately, five men fell, making very little sound. Nyssa, still arguably one of the country’s best archers, had fired and was already re-loading, which was a particular talent. She had felled another of the men by the time Jara and Dorn fell on the last two with their short sabres to their throats. She had a third in the string and was scanning the road and surrounding area before Jara called them to stand down.

      “Chen, check the road for more,” Jara said quietly. “The rest of us need to clear these bodies.” They gave their bows to Nyssa and she kept an eye on every angle she could see around them while her companions dragged and rolled bodies into the long grass of the ditches. She was watching for Chen when they were done and Stan came up and took the bows from her. Her own she held onto.  Chen came back after a few minutes and not in any particular rush, she thought.

      “I see no movement in the glen behind us and the moon is high now. I could see a good mile or so,” he said. Jara nodded, but he looked at Nyssa.

      “We need to rest, but I don’t want to risk six hours or more like a normal night,” he said. “I think we should go back to the wagon, eat and try to sleep for a couple of hours, but we need to be well on our way before dawn.” She nodded her agreement.

      “We should take shifts,” she started to say and Jara smiled patiently at her.

      “Yes, my Queen, this is already arranged,” he said and she caught the extra patience in his voice.

      “No, Jara. I can do my part. We all need rest equally,” she qualified. He looked over his shoulder at her but didn’t stop walking.

      “It’s not necessary. You know as well as I that we are all conditioned for this, but no one is conditioned for queenship but you.” She was considering taking offence to that statement but decided against it. He was right; and Nyssa was tired of arguing about it.

      They had rested for almost four hours when Moro woke her gently. She was exhausted from a long day and the stress of being on the run, but she was instantly alert when she thought of the dark men that were following them. She rose quickly, packed her bed roll and handed it to Stan. He was already packing the wagon, which he’d hitched to the horses and pulled out of the stone opening. She turned to find Jara for an update. He was conferring with Chen and Moro when she came up to them.

      “We have less than two hours before the sun rises. I would prefer to be well clear of the rock outcroppings by the time the sun lights the valley or anyone will be able to spot us there until we reach the border of The Wood itself,” he said quickly. She agreed immediately.

      “Let’s get moving then,” she said, and the group quickly dispersed to their mounts.

      It was very dark in the pre-dawn night, the moon having set already. Jara led them carefully and as quickly as he dared down the road that threaded its way through the craggy rock outcropping from the hill. It was as if the hill had at one time taken stones from itself and thrown them up in the air, letting the boulders fall and lie where they landed. The road had been beaten down to thread through them, but it was not straight or level and following it in the dark took some concentration. It did not help that some of the boulders were taller than a mounted man, so getting one’s bearings was limited to the spaces in between.

      Nyssa was wondering where the men that were following them were. If some had come up so close on them before, why hadn’t there been more? They had expected little delays in between groups, but she thought four hours was excessive. She risked glancing around them as often as she could, trusting Roan to follow his companion's lead, but he was not happy about it and she needed to lend her support.

      “In the daylight, this is nothing more than a slower pace and a careful eye,” Moro whispered to her, trying to reassure her.

      “It’s actually quite interesting to look at,” he went on but stopped when his horse stumbled on a stone.

      The road through the rock pass should have taken a couple of hours but instead took them nearly four, a full two hours past sunrise. By the time they arrived at the edge of the open valley, the sun was warm and rising quickly. They had stopped at the edge of the valley to survey ahead. Chen was long gone ahead of them on foot to root out any potential foes lying hidden in the grass.

      The horses were drinking from stores they had brought with them; there was no stream at this end of the valley. Nyssa was eyeing the large and not insignificant band of forest that stretched as far as her eye could see from the north and nearly as far to the south. At the tip, it rounded a bit and disappeared toward the east. The sun rising behind it lit the canopy and a brilliant green and gold were glittering like jewels in the bright morning light. It seemed a very welcoming place, she thought.

      Moro had come up behind her and joined with her in admiring the view.

      “It’s quite something, isn’t it, my Queen?” he said quietly. She didn’t really know what to say, but she nodded.

      “’The Good Wood,’ some call it,” he went on. She looked at him and he was smiling, his hands behind him, relaxed. She wasn’t feeling as confident about their safety at the moment. Subconsciously, she re-adjusted her sword belt.

      “We are but a half day’s ride from the outer edge of the border, Your Majesty. The Bough will be watching for us. Once we move out from here, I’m sure they’ll have us in their sights,” he said confidently, “if they don’t already!”

      Moro cheerfully took his leave and returned to his horse, patting the mare on the rump and brushing the shaggy mane as she ate her lunch, munching slowly and with care. She hadn’t felt the need to explain to him that she didn’t share his confidence for their welfare, regardless of if the Bough could see them now or not. What good would it do for them to see her and her party from their lofty perches? If they were attacked and slaughtered on the road, their most useful contribution would be to act as witnesses to her brother.

      Nyssa wasn’t sure of the chances they were taking. Her instincts were telling her the valley was not as it should be. She let her eyes wander from the impressive tree line to the valley below. She tried hard to make out Chen but couldn’t anywhere. The road itself twisted and bent and the long grass, now blowing in long waves like unbound hair, was covering the road at its bends, leaving many blind spots and making for many slow corners where they would have to walk the horses to ensure they remained on the road. She had been nibbling on an apple but lost her appetite. She offered it to Roan, who gobbled it instantly, and she left to speak with Jara.

      “This is a trap,” she said firmly. He turned to look at her, his eyes squinting in the bright morning light. He did not answer but instead turned to survey the valley. He watched it for a good while, as she hoped.

      “It is a convenient place for one,” he agreed, “but how else do we cross? This meadow is open for miles in either direction.”

      “Where’s Chen?” she asked. He looked back down the valley road, eyeing Dorn, who was talking to Stan but still waiting for him. It had been a long time, maybe too long, since he’d left on his scouting mission.

      Jara left to confer with Dorn, but Nyssa wasn’t waiting. She went back to Roan and mounted, moving him down away from the rocks and firmly back on the road. The wind was warm and quite fluid, moving in all directions where it swept down off the rocks and swirled across the open plain. Jara moved to the shoulder, almost jumping when she came up behind him.

      “Well? Is he lost, then?” she said, slightly irritated. The waiting was wearing her thin.

      “He is gone longer than usual, but that could just mean he’s being thorough,” Jara said, slightly defensive about her impatience.

      “Or he’s found something,” Stan added helpfully.

      “He knows the drill. Stan — take up his horse. He’ll follow if he’s sniffing about, but we cannot stay here any longer,” she said and Roan stamped his foot in agreement. She could tell Jara wanted to argue, but there was something about her mood that warned him not to. He motioned to the others to move out.

      Jara took the lead, threading them on the road, but the long grass swirled and waved at their horse’s ankles where it blew over the winding pass. He moved them as fast as he dared, but the pace was still agonizingly slow. The valley wasn’t quiet either. The grass was loudly ‘hissing’ with its constant movement, and Nyssa thought, there were little places better for an ambush if she’d ever seen one.

      They were two hours at the excruciating pace when Chen suddenly rose out of the grass a little ahead of them, like a Jack-in-the-Box.

      “Make haste, Colonel!” he yelled above the wind and the constant ‘swish” of the grass. She saw a hand reach up and grab the back of his cloak and yank him back down below the surface. Jara stood up in his saddle and turned to bark orders to Dorn and Stan. Nyssa was stunned, but instantly on fire, she unsheathed her sword and squeezed Roan to control him from rearing and getting loose.

      “Switch!” Jara yelled at her, pointing his sword directly at her. “Take Moro and Stan and make for the border!”

      Nyssa stood up and leaned back to look around her. Moro was wide-eyed and looking from the spot Chen had been and back. Stan was already slapping the reins on the horses’ rump, calling for her to pick up her pace.

      “To me!” she called to Moro, who snapped to and nodded after her. She was just able to kick Roan into a run before Stan passed her with the wagon and Moro fell in at the rear.

      The road was nearly impossible to follow at speed and every few feet, it seemed she risked driving straight into the grass and whatever lay beneath it. Roan was in control and seemed to know the road was precarious; he jumped back several times from the edge, stopping them for leaving it and losing the road from under them.

      There were noises that flittered on the wind and reached her from behind them. She wanted to look back and see but was afraid to risk it. They were halfway through the valley but still really not close enough to know if they could make it.

      Nyssa risked a look back. She could see Jara and Dorn, still mounted, poking their swords into the long grass. In between glances, she thought she saw Chen also on foot but running like a jack rabbit through the grass, bounding every so often to keep from being swallowed by the reeds.

      They were falling behind her, the gap between them getting bigger. She had confidence in Stan and even Moro, but she knew even combined, the two of them were no substitute for her three guards.

      It occurred to her then; better the enemy you can see.

      She held up Roan and called to Stan and Moro to stop. Standing in her saddle, she turned and cupped her mouth to yell back, “Jara! To ME!” she yelled as loud as she could. At first, he didn’t seem to hear her, so she repeated it. Eventually, his head snapped up and he looked after her.

      “To me!” she repeated and waved her sword in a broad arc above her head. At first, he seemed to hesitate. He looked back down into the grass and poked it a few more times, but Dorn left what he was doing after one final swing and spurred his horse to jump out of the grass and back on to a visible patch of the road. Jara followed moments later, still chopping the grass with his sword every few jumps.

      Chen, she noticed, was already nearer to them and she called for Stan to prepare to throw him his sword. As he got closer, Nyssa could see the attackers rising from where they were hidden, now forced to move faster to catch the fleeing group.

      To ensure they kept following, Nyssa urged her group to keep moving, knowing Dorn and Jara would catch up to them. But it took a while and soon a swarm of the filthy people came out onto the road to block them. She saw them ahead and silently begged Roan to forgive her for not insisting he wear his breastplate and mail.

      She kicked his flanks and leaned forward into the saddle, spurring him into a dead run. Her party was startled but got her intentions. Even if they weren’t happy about them, they quickly followed to do the same.

      Roan ran forward, completely unafraid and probably just as mad as she was to be caught in this trap. She still didn’t know its full scope, but she would try anything to throw something unexpected in its design. Running full bore seemed to do the trick.

      Roan smashed into the first person and then the second, sending them squealing into the side of the road to disappear under the grass. The third person was spun, being hit from the side but was trampled by the other horses of her party, now closing in behind her. She looked up at the tree line and knew they were getting closer, but she was willing herself to be there now and she felt Roan quicken beneath her, double stepping as he picked up still more speed.

      To her surprise, Roan didn’t fear leaving the road. She watched as much as she could, but he was moving incredibly fast and all she could see was the grass and every so often the ground underneath it, which was just more grass trampled down. It was spongy, though and that slowed her mount down some, but he bounded where his footing was unsure and bolted when it was. Nyssa made sure to hold on for dear life and expect the unexpected.

      She was crouched, knees locked and arse up off the saddle to give Roan and herself the best ease of movement and balance of weight and she risked a tight look behind her shoulder. Her companions were doing their best to follow her lead, but their mounts were not as powerful as Roan or as brave. They were running, just not as confidently, and they were beginning to lag behind.

      Nyssa made the call to keep going. Someone had to get out of this situation. If she could make for the tree line, maybe the enemies weren’t willing to follow them inside. The Great Wood was protected by the Bough and their reputation for dealing with trespassers was absolute. But she was expected and she was willing herself to believe they would be there now. Maybe she could entice them to help her companions the rest of the way. At the very least, she hoped that the Bough would stop, question and detain any trespassers. She knew no hunting in the Wood was allowed, no random trespassing. It was infamous for turning bandits out or swallowing them whole, never to be seen again.

      She was sweating, despite the wind whipping her face from Roan’s desperate run. Her legs were cramping where she was tucking them tight and her hand, still gripping her sword, just wanted to drop it, but she held on. She was calling to Roan now, urging him in a steady chant; “fast as the wind, strong as the earth. Fast as the wind, strong as the earth.” She felt his muscles working and his breathing strong and measured.

      Suddenly, the grass fell away and the ground was visible. Gravel and scrubby wild grass and flowers, no taller than Roan’s hoof. The road came into full view and she steered him toward it. Here he really picked up speed and she had to crouch up off the saddle just to keep from losing her grip on him completely.

      She was flying toward the Wood now and it loomed ever higher as she got close.

      “Not long now, Roan. We’ve made it,” she said into his ear.

      She was scanning the tree line, more visible now that she was closing in on it. She was looking for people, movement. Anything to indicate help when she would cross through, but there was nothing. She dared another look behind her and she saw her companions were still running through the long grass, two of them engaged with dark figures on the ground. Stan was kicking someone off the wagon, but at least it was still moving.

      She turned her head back to look straight at the trees again. This time there was a figure standing on the road that entered the Wood. Her heart surged for a second, but then immediately, it sank. It was no Bough; it was the huge dark figure from under the tree. The leader, she suspected, and he was blocking her way. She was no more than a quarter of a mile away from him, half a mile from the tree line and closing fast.

      “What do you think, Roan?” she asked herself and her mount, though his ears twitched between strides.

      The dark figure moved and flipped his cloak off. He raised a very large and ugly looking crossbow to his shoulder and started walking toward her, confirming her in his crosshairs. Nyssa was alarmed; a crude and powerful weapon like that would kill Roan, maybe even instantly. She pulled back on his reigns to slow him out of his run and make him somewhat manoeuvrable. In the chaos of rider and horse attempting to read just their understanding of one another, the dark man fired and she heard the tight rope “thwong” as it released its heavy wooden bolt.

      “Roan!!” she screamed in alarm and yanked on the reins to make him turn a sharp right. She had to duck as the bolt sailed over her head and missed them both, but she felt it pass over her, centimetres off its mark.

      The dark man discarded the bow and started to run toward her. In her effort to outmanoeuvre the bolt, she’d lost all speed and was desperately trying to reset Roan on a trajectory, but the dark man was unnaturally fast. He was upon her, drawing a long broad sword as he approached. Nyssa was instantly transported to another battlefield and she was stunned beyond believing whom she faced — her father’s killer grinned and readied his stance.

      Just in time, Nyssa pulled her own sword to his attacking side and she blocked the blow while Roan danced and clomped beneath her. Several blows vibrated up her arm and she understood the strength behind it was formidable. She couldn’t defeat this man while mounted, but up close, he was impossibly large and she was overwhelmed by trying to think of a way to defeat him on the ground. She could see his face now: heavily scarred with deep-set eyes that burned with rage. The intent was clear on his face and she felt this. Her defeat, like her father's, was his only mission.

      Luck finally gave her an opportunity and she was able to get a foot into his chest and push him backwards between swings, which gave her the split second to kick Roan, who lurched so enthusiastically she almost fell out of the saddle. He was at blazing top speed before she could consider turning around to see if he was following her. She tucked her sword into the leather straps of her tack, not her sheath, which was impossible while holding on to Roan at this speed and finally risked a look back. Her companions were free of the valley now and descending on the dark man and a few of his accomplices who had materialized from the grass as well. To her utter dismay, she saw he had his crossbow again, reloaded by one of his men, and was once again aiming it at her. She ducked low and held on; she set her sights on the tree line and waited. In seconds, she and Roan would cross the first line of trees and the shade and the shadow would envelop them. Just a few more seconds…

      Roan burst into the tree line and immediately left the road. He kept it in sight, running alongside it, but bounding around trees and obstacles to make them more difficult to follow. His hooves thumped on the deep undergrowth of generations of leaves, fallen to the forest floor over countless seasons, and he nearly made no sound save for his weight on the ground. He ran for what seemed like hours, but eventually, he slowed and finally trotted, having finally run out of strength. He continued to walk slowly, uncomfortable in his new surroundings and, having no direction from his mistress, he was anxious. The wind shifted and he smelled blood. He stopped dead in his tracks and stood tall. He was listening for anything that could help him. Any friend, any human. He was lost.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Roan started to move again after he could hear no pursuers and no friends. He walked cautiously through this strange new forest, listening for anything interesting. He found the sound of a stream and made for it directly.

      Roan was taking long drinks from the stream, his skin flinching almost constantly from the sweat that was running down his body and legs. He huffed and moved forward a bit. A cool dip in the water would feel so good on his legs… He stiffened. A man was approaching, but he didn’t recognize his scent. Roan lifted his head and made eye contact with him. He seemed not to be hostile. But he was not dressed like the ones they were running from. He was not armed, except for a strung contraption he had on his back. He’d seen his mistress wear one before. She killed small animals and big men with them.

      Roan snorted in warning. He wasn’t comfortable with this man, but he had no reason to run. The man sat down on a stone and waited. Roan’s mouth was still dripping from water and he chewed the bit while he watched him.

      “I am a friend to your mistress, Big One,” the man said finally. “I think she may be in need of my help.”

      Roan flicked his ears and snorted again. He swung his head around to look across the stream. There were more men now, dressed like the first, coming up to the edge but keeping their distance. He sniffed the air. It was now filled with man-scent.

      But it was also filled with blood. And he deduced it wasn’t himself that was hurt, which meant only one thing. The weight of his mistress was still on his back; she was not active. She must be hurt. Roan turned from the stream to face the man on the rock. He tried his best to give him a warning stare. The man smiled at him and nodded. He stood slowly, held both his hands out where Roan could see and approached him, his feet making almost no sound.

      When he was beside Roan, he patted him in reassurance. “You did well, my friend,” he said. “We will see to her now.”

      The man pulled Nyssa gently off Roan’s back and she slid down, landing in his arms. On the ground, Roan turned to smell her and, to his dismay, she was not moving. He snorted, bumped her with his nose and stamped a couple of times.

      “Treo, please lead our big friend back. He needs care and to be shown his new home,” said the man. Another man, smaller than the first, came forward and gently put a hand on Roan’s nose. He smelled nice, like acorns and apples. He spoke some foreign words, but they were soothing and Roan was tired. He let him lead him away. He hoped for the promise of acorns and apples.

      “She’s been shot,” Hedir said, holding the blood-soaked cloak back and assessing the wound.

      “That bolt is not from Orak’Thune,” said one of Hedir’s men.

      “We have to move her. Right now,” Hedir interrupted.

      The group of men who had come closer and huddled around him started moving quickly. They made it back to the road and a wagon was brought down from the front of the group. Hedir placed Nyssa on the back and then climbed up himself. He repositioned her so he could hold her and put pressure on the wound around the bolt that was still sticking horribly out of her shoulder. The jostling had wakened her somewhat and she’d stirred for the first time. She tried to open her eyes, but the pain was like lightning bolts in her whole body. She squinted at the man holding her but didn’t recognize him. He didn’t seem threatening though. Instead, he was incredibly beautiful, so she reached up and touched his face, which was nice because she believed she was dreaming, and then she drifted into unconsciousness once more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nyssa awoke in a very soft bed, with her arm wrapped tightly against her chest and a large bandage lump on her left shoulder. She couldn’t remember anything right away and lay dazed and staring at the beautiful room she was in. It was lit with many soft glowing wicking lanterns, all covered in crystal globes of dizzying designs and hung or placed all over the room. The walls were rough lumber but expertly carved and chinked together.

      There was a large bay window at the end of the room, a couch and chaise lounge underneath it and another one opposite her on the other side of her bed. Opposite the door, a large and well burning fireplace, with a lovely writing desk and bookshelf. Both windows were open to the soft breeze and the air gently flapped the light linen drapes which hung at their sides. It must have been early evening. The light outside was hued and fading.

      Nyssa could feel her left arm was immobilized. She tried to move it. It ached in the spot it was bound and she felt the shooting pain from her shoulder instantly. She winced and her ordeal came flooding back to her. She sat up and called out, a bit frightened.

      In seconds, a smallish girl who looked to be no more than fifteen came into the room and crossed to her bedside. She curtsied.

      “Greetings, Queen Nyssa. My mistress will be with you shortly. In the meantime, how can I be of assistance?” she said and quietly waited for an answer.

      Nyssa could feel her pain was getting worse the more awake she became. Her arm was truly burning her and she began to panic.

      “What has happened? Where are my men, my companions, my guardsman?” she rushed to say and curled in on herself in agony, the sweat beading on her face. She was breathing hard now. The young girl looked worried and bowed again.

      “I shall fetch for you my mistress, the healer,” she said and didn’t wait for an answer. She floated across the room and vanished behind the door.

      “Father forgive me,” Nyssa whimpered.

      She had failed her companions. If they were dead, it was her fault. She should not have run away from them but stayed and fought. Moro, damn him, what happened to him? she wondered. Strong for his age but ready for a battle? She didn’t think so and she slammed her right hand down on the bed in frustration. Tears were streaming down her face, mixing with sweat and she was angry about losing, angry about the pain. What kind of an Orak runs from a fight? Certainly not a queen!

      The door to her room opened and an older woman entered. Her hair was white as snow and tied loosely in plaits around the crown and down the sides. She was elegantly dressed in long robes of ice blue and a long belt of silver hung from her slim hips. She had her hands together, hidden in the oversized cuffs of her sleeves. When she was close to Nyssa’s bed, she halted and waited with respect.

      “Please,” Nyssa said quietly, trying to hold back her tears. “Tell me what’s happened to my companions?”

      The woman smiled and Nyssa thought she could see sympathy in her eyes.

      “Peace, Majesty. All but one of thy companions is safe. Your guards are yet here and your advisor too. The driver of your wagon, however, has succumbed to his injuries. Though he delivered your belongings and did bravely to protect you, as was his charge, he died only yesterday, from the extent of his wounds,” she said and lowered her head at the news of Stan’s demise.

      Nyssa stared at her. Dead? She said nothing and looked away.

      “May I?” the healer asked, now hovering over her and reaching for the bandages. Nyssa nodded and closed her eyes. She wanted to be alone but understood nothing of her situation, so she felt compliance would be more diplomatic.

      She felt the healer gently removing the top linen that was holding the gauze down on her wound. She hadn’t seen it herself and wondered what the extent of it was, what was causing the excruciating pain. She opened her eyes to watch, catching a glimpse of the angry red, black, purple and green bruising around the edge. Her entire shoulder and half of her chest were covered as such. What she couldn’t see was the entry wound at her back. The soft centre between the shoulder and her ribs was an obliterated mess of angry red flesh, with a gaping crater in the middle. She gasped when the healer rolled her gently to see to it, fixing them on the linen canopy over where she lay.

      The healer replaced some of the gauze and rewrapped the wound after applying a salve that carried a heavy, herbal and tangy musk. After a minute, the pain began to dull, but it did not disappear. It was dull enough to think, though, and that was a huge relief.

      “The salve will aid in subduing the discomfort,” she said softly. “Though it might not look it, it is healing well. And quickly,” she added and bowed. Without a further word, she left the room.

      Nyssa felt lightheaded and nauseous. The smell of the slave was soothing, but it was strong. She wanted to get up, at least sit up, but with only one hand, she felt too weak. She concentrated on breathing in hopes of not throwing up on herself. She drifted off.

      When she opened her eyes again, the sun was streaming through the bay window, leaving dancing shadows on the floor where the leaves, caught in the rays, were fluttering in the wind outside. Nyssa was watching them, mesmerized. The room was warm but not stuffy. The air was so clean . She breathed it in and felt better.

      “My Queen?” A tentative voice came from the door. She looked up and saw Moro peaking around the edge. His face was drawn and he looked tired.

      “Moro,” she smiled. “You’re all right, then?”

      Moro opened the door and entered the rest of the way. He was dressed in his long pants and robes, relaxed fitting and warm. He came up the bed beside her and sat down on the large armchair that was beside the end table.

      “And you, my Queen?” he asked gently. She could see his concern.

      “I am…mending,” she said and tried to smile. “The Healer said I am mending well and quickly,” she added, trying to sound reassuring.

      Moro brightened at that, sitting back in the chair and folding his hands in his lap more comfortably.

      “Well, now. That is excellent news, my dear, excellent news,” he said. They were silent for a while. Nyssa still felt a little slow-moving, a little out of sorts.

      “Stan?” she said quietly. Moro’s eyes fell a little and a frown creased his mouth at the corners.

      “He has fallen, my Queen,” he replied. “We tried to save him, but they swarmed the wagon. The Bough saved him, initially, but he was already mortally wounded. I am so sorry.”

      Moro bowed his head with respect to her. Nyssa felt the tears well and let them fall. She hadn’t known Stan long, but he was one of hers. A defender and a friend.

      “Where is Jara?” she asked him.

      “He has taken a hunting party to find the leader, my Queen.” Nyssa considered that and liked the idea.

      “What do we know of the attackers?” she said, changing the subject to change her mood.

      Moro lifted his head and hesitated. He looked her over, as if he was concerned to over-tire her. She glanced at him, one eyebrow questioning and he nodded.

      “Nothing much, unfortunately, My Queen. The Bough chased after them, but they scattered. When they caught them up, the enemies attacked and fought them to their death. Several took their own lives,” he said and seemed quite surprised himself.

      “Were any Bough hurt?” she asked softly. He shook his head.

      “The leader?” She asked pointedly now.

      “He escaped, my Queen,” Moro said apologetically. “After he shot you, Chen and Dorn tried to ride him down, but he ran and jumped off the bluff at the southern edge of the valley and into the rapids. It’s likely he’s dead, but Jara hasn’t given up. When he caught up to you here and secured us, he made his next plans. He’s taken a hunting party to scour the river’s edge and has been gone ever since. Dorn and Chen remain and guard you in turn, my Queen. They were injured themselves but not severely. They are here: following Jara’s orders to protect you, though the Bough have you well protected themselves. Not a natural force of nature could affect you here. You are well and safe,” he added reassuringly.

      It occurred to Nyssa she knew nothing after being shot. She remembered the burn of the bolt hitting her shoulder and falling forward on Roan. She blacked out after that.

      “How long have we been here, Moro?” she asked. Moro rubbed his hands together.

      “Four days, Majesty,” he replied simply. She widened her eyes in surprise. She’d been unconscious for four days?

      “Of course, the king and queen are anxious to meet you, but they are insistent on that event occurring at your discretion,” he said a little more happily.

      “Four days,” she said again, more to herself. She must look like pig in a pen and probably smelled like one also. She said as much to Moro, who brightened at the idea of positive improvement.

      “I can call for your handmaiden, oh, yes. The Bough have assigned you one. She will prepare a bath of some sort and perhaps arrange your bed to be more…receiving,” he was saying, but she waved him down.

      “A bath would be lovely and some assistance to the privy. We’ll start there,” she said and patted his knee. “Come see me when I am resettled and we’ll talk about meeting our royal hosts.”

      Moro nodded and immediately left to fetch her maid.

      Her maid, Magdara was her name, was the fifteen-year-old girl who had helped her the first time. Nyssa was happy she remembered her. Painfully shy but highly capable, she assisted Nyssa in removing her rumpled bedclothes and partaking in a very refreshing sponge bath. Nyssa’s legs were wobbly but aching and she took her time walking about the room, one hand on Magdara’s shoulder until they felt strong again. Dressed in fresh clothes and with newly washed hair, Nyssa was repositioned upright in the bed with masses of pillows behind her. She was very comfortable indeed until Magdara insisted on wrapping her arm up again. She protested at this, but Magdara only shook her head and kept wrapping. The healer had been in when she was fully undressed for her bath and replaced all her bandages this time. She had hummed and nodded and repeated her pleasure with her healing progress.

      “The arm in free movement pulls on the wound,” Magdara said and she kept up with the wrapping.

      It was full evening and Nyssa was quite hungry. She asked Magdara if she could eat and if Moro could join her. Her petite maid curtsied and shimmied out of the room, taking an enormous armload of linen with her. Minutes later, Moro returned. He smiled from ear to ear to see her refreshed; in fact, there was a tear in one corner.

      “Better!” he exclaimed and moved smoothly to her bedside. He knelt by her side and kissed her hand. “Handsome and healthy as it should be.” Patting her hand, he got back up and resumed his place in the chair.

      “I must confess to you, my Queen,” he said and his face fell again. This time she was alarmed to see a trace of fear in his expression.

      “Moro, what is it?” she asked quickly. He looked at her, but it seemed he didn’t want to.

      “I…I have not yet written your brother, my regent, to warn him or advise him of the recent events, least of all your near-death experience,” he said and she thought he would hit himself. “I just didn’t know what to say! I didn’t want to alarm him and I did not have a prognosis of your recovery to tell him until only yesterday. Jara has not returned, so I had nothing to tell him of our attackers, I...my Queen, I beg your forgiveness for my weakness at this extreme time. I just didn’t know what to say!”

      Moro sat quietly for a moment, rubbing his hands.

      “Moro,” she said gently, “I am not angry with you. In fact, I am glad that you have not advised the regent,” she said. “Patrick would have sent the army, all of it probably, and that would have seriously confused our mission here. Don’t you think?” she asked him.

      He agreed.

      “We don’t have anything close to enough facts to do anything right now. You did well,” she added and patted his hand. He smiled weakly at her and began to rise.

      “If I had died, however, I would expect you to send word, posthaste,” she added and he halted in mid-sit. “But I did not die and I will re-assume the duties of communication with my brother, as usual.” Moro nodded weakly.

      “Now then, you tell me I have been out of sorts for four days and that Jara has left to hunt down this assassin and his men,” she said, starting from the top. Moro cleared his throat and nodded. “Chen and Dorn are recovered and in full fighting shape,” she added and Moro added a side-to-side head bob. “What?” she asked him.

      “Yes, Chen and Dorn are recovered. Minor sword wounds, I’m told and all patched up, but aside from guarding your door, the Bough take security detail now. Should an enemy enter here, it is to their leadership we would need to look,” he said and swallowed. Nyssa considered his words. She had to agree. It was how she would expect a house guest to act.

      “Of course,” she added to Moro’s relief.

      “Is it late now,” she asked, eyeing the window that had grown dark. The door opened again and a young man with a large, covered tray came in. He set it on the long table near the window, bowed and left. Moro rose immediately and uncovered the tray. He began building a plate and answered her as he brought it back.

      “It is near dinner-time but not quite evening,” Moro replied and handed her the plate. It was piled with steaming bread and warm spiced beans. Her mouth watered as she took it and nearly forgot he was there after her first bite.

      “I think we can reduce the formality of the visit, due to the circumstances, but we should try to receive the royal hosts as soon as possible,” Moro continued, now returning with a plate for himself.

      She nodded to him, her mouth too full to reply. She drank the drink he offered her and set it down.

      “Is tonight too soon?” she asked, and he halted in mid-bite to stare at her.

      “Are you up to it, my Queen?” he asked surprised. Nyssa shrugged her good shoulder.

      “If Magdara can make me presentable. Maybe I can hide under one of my robes and she can do up my hair so I can wear my crown. I think so,” she replied and shoved another bite into her mouth. Moro chewed while he considered it and swallowed.

      “Alright then, after we finish, I’ll send for the maid and you and I can prepare for the formalities,” he said. She agreed and smiled.

      Magdara was a wonder with hair and did a beautiful plaiting job that pulled all but one long and hefty braid up around her head. Her small crown nestled neatly in the braids and Nyssa had chosen one of her more ornate robes to wear over top of her bed clothes. She couldn’t put her injured arm through one side, but Magdara pinned it discreetly and it was no longer an issue. Nyssa wanted to sit on her chaise to receive them, or at least stand when they came in, but Moro explained, this wouldn’t be the formal greeting between kingdoms. Simply, an introduction of people. The king and queen of Bough were concerned after her and the bigger, formal ceremony in the throne room could wait.

      Nyssa, therefore, was repositioned upon her mountainous bed and tried her best to look regal and not still in constant pain. When the door opened, Moro was standing beside her but out of the way so as not to block their view and he bowed low.

      The king and queen of Bough were regal, ethereal and beautiful. Both of them, light skinned and fair-haired, both of them with an air of ancient wisdom and calming confidence. King Baro, whom Nyssa had met only briefly at her coronation, had deep and very dark blue eyes, which were a startling contrast to his fair skin and hair. His lips were full and he was tall but not bulky, with broad shoulders and long fingers. He smiled gently when their eyes met. Wordlessly, he swung behind him and took the hand of his wife to move her to stand in front of him. Much shorter, Queen Keerie was the example of beauty and grace. Her eyes were as light as Baro’s were dark and her features were fine and perfect. Nyssa felt her throat tighten slightly. She expected grace from the Bough, but the pair before her was humbling perfection. She was starting to doubt her decision to meet them only half prepared.

      King Baro bowed his head deeply and Queen Keerie curtsied a short, respectable dip.

      “Your Majesty, Queen Nyssa. We are so very pleased that you are recovering. We have been so dreadfully worried for you,” Queen Keerie began and rose up to stand straight again. Nyssa saw genuine concern on her face. She didn’t realize that she had held her hand out to her, until the queen moved to take it.

      “Your Majesties, I am in your debt,” she began.

      King Baro moved closer to the bed also. “This attack is felt by both our people. You are a daughter of Bough anywhere you go in the world; we will aid you in finding who is behind it,” he added firmly. She smiled at him and back to Keerie, who was still holding her hand.

      “You are feeling better though, Sister?” Keerie interjected. She was worried and Nyssa was grateful she was there. She nodded.

      “I am grateful to your very competent healer,” Nyssa began, “though I am afraid I have not yet learned her name.”

      “Naya,” Keerie smiled at her. “Naya is my niece. She is a healer and a guardian of my family. She is honoured to assist you,” she said.

      “Naya,” Nyssa repeated, “it is I who am honoured.”

      Nyssa requested they all sit in the chairs she had asked to be provided and they did so, making her feel a little more comfortable. As Moro said it would be, it was only lightly formal and the conversation circled around next steps and expectations. Nyssa was informed that an official welcoming of her to the Bough Wood was what would usually take place, but the royal couple was concerned because it was a ceremony meant to welcome an innocent, or juvenile, and not a fully accredited queen. Keerie especially was worried about the potential insult to Nyssa if she was asked to partake in it while not wearing her crown and without the Bough using any of her titles. Nyssa looked to Moro for insight, but he was unsure himself. To him, she was his overlord and queen. The decision would have to be hers to have the authority that her Orak witnesses should follow her decision.

      Nyssa made the decision easily. In all the time it took to travel there, before the violence, she had been contemplating her approach to her duty here. She had referred to the treaty and it was very clear;

      Any offspring of the ruling royal Orak’Thune, between the ages of twelve and eighteen, are to be welcomed by the Bough and indoctrinated into its culture for a time of no less than one year. During this time, the Bough pledge that the child will learn of the ancient ways of his ancestors, the need for understanding of nature and the earth that sustains him and how the Bough and Orak shall continue their existence through shared understanding and brotherhood.

      Nyssa knew she had come very close to violating the treaty by not agreeing to come until she was already nearly eighteen, but Baro and Keerie were very fond of her father and mother; they had accepted her delay after his death without hesitation. But that was then and this was now. She didn’t doubt the Bough would not treat her as a child, but she was in their world now and essentially, she felt it as if it were a need to put away her crown, just this once, if she were really going to participate and learn anything.

      As a sign of her agreement, Nyssa reached up and removed her crown. Keerie was wide-eyed and Baro still as an oak.

      “I am here to learn and to hear the Bough and all that they have to teach me. I accept, not as queen, but as Nyssa, daughter of Kara who was a daughter of Bough herself and Madras, a king who honoured his brothers.”

      Keerie stood and curtsied deeply with subdued joy and Baro nodded proudly.

      “Welcome, Nyssa,” Baro said and leaned forward to grasp both her hands.
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      Nyssa was allowed to get out of bed and walk around by the next day and she took the opportunity to leave her apartment, with the assistance of Moro and the ever-present Dorn at her back. In addition, two Bough guards followed them at a respectful distance, always vigilant. One she thought she recognized from somewhere, but every time she tried to sneak a discreet look at his face to explore the idea, she found him intently watching her, so she startled and would look away.

      She learned that her apartment was high in a tree, linked by several skyways that were joined to other rooms and facilities. Each was lit full time by the little glowing lanterns, mounted on posts along the skyways, which made them look like floating miniature moons from the ground.

      Long staircases or rope pullies lowered stairs for access on invisible mechanics and Nyssa was in constant awe over the simplistic beauty it lent to their village.

      Boughfolk went back and forth around her area and she was always pleased to bow and give thanks for their well wishes. Every single one of them knew exactly who she was. She was escorted to the royal hall and shown its beauty and design. It was the very next day for when she had agreed to be welcomed here and she was a little bit nervous about that. She wished Jara had returned.

      She was shown to the marketplace, where Bough from other regions in the forest brought specialties like syrup and different game. Moro explained that the Great Wood was so vast, its ecosystem changed from one end to the other, allowing for different fauna and flora to flourish independently. So, here in the capital, these were exchanged as commodities. Nyssa was particularly intrigued by the furs of a white, long-haired animal and the Boughfolk with whom she spoke explained it was from the frozen region to the north. This animal, whose meat was rich in protein and fats for long winters, was camouflaged in the snow. She touched it with wonder and it was incredibly soft. She mentioned to him she regretted she didn’t have anything worthy to trade. The hunter offered it to her freely and winked that when she did, she could find him there. She bowed to the Boughman in humble gratitude and he seemed genuinely delighted to have met her.

      Next, she was mounted into a plain but very comfortable open top carriage and slowly driven beyond the settlement and into the outer area just beyond the city limits and its bustling centre and royal complex. Here she was introduced to the stables and the farmsteaders and tradesfolk whose professions were not likely conducive to the quiet contemplation and more confined boundaries of the inner centre. She was delighted to be reunited with Roan, who was well brushed, clean smelling and restless in his joy to see her again.

      “Alright, you big oaf,” she chided him while he nudged her roughly a few times, trying to nip her. “Soon, my love. I’ll be well enough to ride you soon and I promise you and I will take a full day to run it out. How does that sound?”

      Roan snorted proudly and stamped; swishing his tail, he caught her in the face. She laughed and pulled his mane a bit. She took a moment, even though they were not alone, to stand in front of him and hold his great head in her hands and lie her forehead on his long snout. Roan stood absolutely still, basking in her affection.

      “Thank you, my friend,” she whispered to him. “Thank you.”

      She patted him again and gave him two extra carrots. She warned him to be good for his groom and she’d see him later. His groom had reported a dark few days in his care. Roan had been moody and refused to be handled, save the removal of his saddle and tack. After that he’d wanted only to be left alone in the paddock. On the second day though, he came up to the stables and allowed one of the captains to talk to him and he’d introduced the master groomsman, who was relieved so that he could help him. Only then was the groom able to lead Roan inside where he was bathed and rubbed down. He fed Roan well and said he was a lot more responsive after Hedir had visited him.

      “Hedir?” Nyssa asked. The groom nodded.

      “Yes, Captain Hedir. He is the Bough Security captain who brought you in after he found you,” he explained and was looking around her for someone.

      “Roan knows him now and he’s visited him regularly since after we saw they had an understanding,” said the groom with complete seriousness. Nyssa nodded and looked back at the destrier, happily swishing his tail in the new stall. It was large and well-built with lots of open air and fresh straw on the ground. She actually hadn’t seen any manure since she arrived. It was very clean.

      “Well, he’s happy here and that is always a relief to me. I thank you, sir, for your kindness to Roan and your patience,” she said with a bow. The groomsmen bowed even deeper.

      “It is my great honour, my Lady,” he said quickly. “Roan is a magnificent animal, smart and loyal, a true companion. I am happy to serve you both.”

      By the time the sun was streaming through the canopy at a low angle, Nyssa was starting to feel the strain and the pulsing pain of her wound: the fatigue of being not quite back to herself. The carriage driver obediently turned them around and, on her order, slowly took them back to her apartment.

      The Welcoming Ceremony was a grand affair. All Bough were welcome to attend and by the looks of it, most of them had accepted the invitation. Nyssa was standing on a private balcony in the rear, watching the Bough arrive and take their places in the hall. More kept coming and she was beginning to fret about her performance. She was wearing a very plain but well-made, floor-length gown in off-white linen, with only a brown sash tied at her waist for adornment. Her hair was exquisite, thanks to Magdara, and flowers were interspersed with her curls. She was self-conscious about the bandage, which they had done everything possible to hide under her dress. Reluctantly, Naya had agreed she could forgo the sling only for attending the ceremony but warned her she would feel pain in her shoulder again and would need it replaced directly after. When Moro entered her dressing room, he gasped in delight.

      “The child of Madras and Kara stands before me, the girl I knew and the woman I know, all in the same picture. You are a vision, my Queen. All of Bough will agree tonight. I am sure of it,” he said admiringly. Nyssa smiled her thanks to him.

      At precisely the time, Nyssa stood before the enormous doors that were shut against the hall beyond. She was admiring the carvings on their face. Leaving no space untouched, they were like tapestries with intricately carved figures in scenes of intense action and adventure and she wondered what legends they were telling now.

      Suddenly, they both began to swing open and when they stopped, she proceeded through. Hands at her side, Nyssa slowly walked through the doorway and began the long walk up the middle of the hall. There was music playing somewhere, faint and dreamlike but beautiful, and the lights were dancing in the air above her. More of the little lanterns now hung on hundreds of strings above the hall.

      Nyssa was not nervous, even with so many eyes on her. This was something she had experienced before. Her own coronation was a ceremony of such weight and importance. Still grieving her father’s death, she’d felt she might be crushed by the time she reached the dais. Here, she felt light as a bird and refreshed in the night air. She felt like she was coming home from something and that what awaited her was not responsibility and worry but belonging and support.

      She arrived at the bottom of the dais and waited. Two guards were there, staring back down the aisle behind her. Clearly, they were royal attendants, but she noticed they were not heavily armed. She recognized one of them, the same from before. Then the singing subsided and she glanced up to see Baro and Keerie descending together, she with her hand resting lightly on his, both of them heartbreakingly beautiful in their ceremonial attire. They stopped a few steps above her and Baro lifted his arms to the crowd.

      “In this, the Orak’Thune have shared with us this gift, their child, precious among all things, the blood line of two great people. We accept this gift into our hearts, rejoice in our brother’s good fortune and we accept this daughter as one of our own!”

      “We welcome her into the Great Wood. We bid unto her: Hear the Wood, child! Listen to Her lessons, to Her wisdom. Hark Her words and heed Her wisdom. Do as your ancestors have done and one day rise, rise above all those who have come before you. Lead with the knowledge you have learned, teach with the wisdom you have gleaned and live with the heart you have filled.”

      Baro now bent to look straight at her.

      “Do you, Nyssa of Orak’Thune, willingly accept your place among the Bough?” he asked, his voice booming in the enormous hall. Nyssa shuddered at the immense noise but stood fast.

      “I do,” she said clearly. He smiled at her.

      “And do you, Nyssa, vow to honour and protect Bough and her wisdom, all of her people and their home for all of eternity?” he boomed. This was a big one and she understood more now their earlier apprehension of her presenting herself not as a neighbouring monarch. This pledge, if it weren’t already agreed to and long protected in a treaty, would be impossible without a royal decree and that took her council to admit. But it is and it’s not.

      “I do,” she said clearly again, and loud enough she hoped all could hear.

      “Daughter of my sister, I bid thee—" and he turned to face the crowd once again, “Welcome home!” the last he kept on an even note, not descending like a conclusion.

      The crowd stomped their feet twice in unison. Keerie descended the stairs while her husband looked on. Magdara appeared as if out of nowhere at her elbow and held a small pillow with a simple flowering headpiece upon it. Nyssa bowed, and Keerie placed it on her head. She then placed her hands on either side and offered a blessing.

      “Daughter of my sister,” she began, but not so loudly, “we honour thee and welcome thee. Thou art thine and thou art home.”

      Nyssa looked up and Keerie had tears in her eyes. She made a switch of her hand and Nyssa turned to face the crowd again. They didn’t clap but hummed. It was startling to her at first: all different tones but in a beautiful harmony. Nyssa bowed low. She noticed the guards had turned and were looking at her. The one she recognized from earlier was among them. Instead of looking away, she stared back this time. He smiled.

      She made her way down the long aisle and nearly broke out into a run when she reached the doors, but Moro was there with tears in his eyes and embraced her.

      “Well done, my Queen,” he whispered into her ear. “Well done!”

      After the ceremony, there was a large celebration. The royal couple had an enormous tent set up in the middle of the dwellings and the food and dancing began immediately afterward.

      Nyssa ate her fill but only drank the Bough wine as much as she dared, even though it helped her shoulder feel better. Moro was in his element, regaling Boughman with stories of great hunts and challenges her father had organized. Beasts like elephants and rhinos the Bough had never seen. Some of the younger children were laughing at him because they believed he wasn’t telling the truth.

      Alone for a minute while her hosts were engaged talking to someone else, Nyssa was having a drink and taking the opportunity to look around the table. She noticed a somewhat familiar pair of eyes watching her and was startled. She coughed into her drink. When she looked back, the eyes were gone.

      “Nyssa,” said a soft voice behind her chair and she jumped. She looked quickly over her shoulder to see the familiar eyes again. She blinked.

      “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Hedir,” the man said and bowed deeply before her. Nyssa was frozen in her chair. There was something about his voice or maybe his eyes...

      “Captain,” Baro said and stood up to put a hand fondly on his shoulder. “I see you have come to finally make the acquaintance of your ward,” he said and laughed lightly.

      Nyssa’s cheeks burned a bit at the thought of someone being in charge of her that way. She was wondering why he would put it so. Then her memory clicked. She had seen him before. In a fog of pain and then she kept remembering. He’d been with her nearly constantly since she had awoken from her ordeal.

      She stood quickly from her chair and bowed her head to the captain.

      “Well met, Captain,” she said somewhat awkwardly. “Are you the man who found me and Roan in the Wood, then?” All formality had dropped from her conversation. She was excited and interested all at once.

      “I am, Your Majesty,” he said finally, deciding to forgo the night’s events for the more permanent reality. Baro nodded in acknowledgement of Hedir again.

      “This is chief of the border, Captain Hedir,” Baro said formally. “He is a ward to our Western Wood, an invaluable and accomplished soldier and trusted leader of our border security. He found you and your steed wandering the Wood after the attack. He brought you home safe to us.”

      “Well, Captain,” she said, and stood straight to be presentable, “please accept the thanks of a very grateful queen and her people,” she said. When she looked up at him again, he stood calmly, not having moved at all, and the eyes, now somewhat familiar to her, seemed to be saying everything at once. Nyssa felt her cheeks colour.

      “Tis my duty to be vigilante, Your Majesty,” he said after a brief pause, which made her doubt her answer but he smiled finally. “I am glad to see thou hast fully recovered and that Roan has accepted his new home.” Hedir bowed to Baro and to Nyssa and quite simply left.

      Nyssa looked after him, worried she had offended him in some way, but Baro just beamed and led her back to the table. As quickly as he’d come, Hedir was once again gone.

      Jara returned nearly two weeks later, much to her great relief, but he was furious with regret to report he had lost the assassin when they’d followed the river to its delta in the southern sea. She was not surprised to hear this man had survived. There was something not right with him. Her father had said so himself and she had agreed. She reminded Jara of that conversation, but she could tell the failure he felt  weighed heavy.

      His pain was deepened when he learned of Stan, who like her, he felt personally responsible for. That very night, he made a pilgrimage to his grave site and paid his personal respects. Nyssa had a lot to catch up on with Jara and when he got back, she explained her Welcoming Ceremony, her new role among the Bough, that her training had begun and they were expected to live as one of the Bough now. He was to wash up and stand down and she felt he needed some time off before resuming his duties anyway.

      Jara didn’t take all of it in stride, though.

      “You had your Welcoming Ceremony? Without me?” he said and she was surprised he was upset.

      “Jara, our roles here are very different,” she explained gently. “I couldn’t wait and, besides, you were doing something important. Don’t worry about me here. I’m doing what I am supposed to be doing,” she said, trying to reassure him. He was still rather stiff about it, but he huffed and let it go.

      Before he left, he asked if the regent had been informed. Nyssa understood the question. As a soldier, he wanted to know if they were covered and if Patrick knew the queen was being hunted. She reassured him that she knew and that she had taken her time to carefully draft a letter after Moro’s panic about it.

      The return message was of deep concern for her and her companions, sorrow for Stan and the reassurance of the care of his family, that the army had been alerted and was now scouring the region for anyone matching the description of the bandits and their leader and reaffirmation to her to continue in her duties to the Bough. The goal for all of Orak’Thune right now was to support her in the fulfillment of her role there and that meant him too. Jara considered this but only briefly. He nodded and Chen followed him out.

      As the weeks passed, Nyssa was haunted by the visions of the assassin. He haunted her dreams, often and with strange embellishments she couldn’t quite explain, but she kept them to herself. She threw herself into her Bough lessons and, except for the infrequent correspondence with her brother, seemed to all but forget Orak’Thune for the time.

      She learned much from Naya, as her own wound continued to heal. She was frustrated that her strength was slow to return. Despite Naya’s reassurances, she had difficulty accepting it. She tried to resume her training but felt the shoulder weak and unreliable. It was painful after she worked it and try as she might to hide it from Jara, he knew she was vulnerable. When it was offered that she could travel to the north, she jumped at the chance. Anything to take her mind off the daily training she was not performing. It took three weeks in the forest to get there and three more to return. When she did, she was wide-eyed and reborn, having experienced something so totally alien, she wouldn’t have believed it had she not witnessed it herself.

      Rejuvenated and elated, she was surprised when she found Moro waiting for her in her apartment. This was unusual since he had one of his own and if he wanted to talk with her, he usually sent a request first.

      “My Queen,” he said formally, though the rule was now to refer to her by only her given name. This piqued her interest and her recent euphoria fell slightly.

      “Moro,” she said in greeting but continued toward her dressing area where she was going to set down her travelling gloves and cloak.

      “There are disturbing reports from the borders, my Queen,” he rushed to say. She turned to look at him.

      “Does Jara know?” she asked him, but he shook his head. Jara had been travelling with her.

      “I came straight here when I heard you were returning. I wasn’t told directly myself. I overheard it in the marketplace,” he said and she noticed he looked quite nervous. She crossed the room to the door and asked someone passing by to send for Jara.

      “What is the rumour then?” she asked him seriously, after she had reclosed the door.

      “Men. Unidentified men. Dressed in black. They’ve been breaching the tree line borders by the way we came in and all up and down from the sea,” he said and now she knew he was nervous.

      “Any successful attempts?” she asked.

      “Not that I know of. The Bough refer to it as a nuisance, a disturbance. Nothing more,” but he frowned at her.

      Nyssa wasn’t sure what to do here. The Bough were within their rights to keep the information from them. If it was the group of assassins that chased them into the Wood, then there might be a connection. Maybe the king might think they were responsible. But if the Bough were handling it without difficulty, she should leave it to them.

      Jara entered the room. He’d removed his travelling cloak too but was clearly not much past the cloak and gloves. She motioned that Moro should fill him in.

      Jara listened intently to Moro’s description of what he had heard. When he was finished, he immediately turned to Nyssa and spoke. “You must let me go to the border, my Queen,” he said. Nyssa was expecting that.

      “It’s not our affair, Jara. The Bough haven’t exactly told us of these events themselves. Don’t forget. It’s likely they don’t need or want our assistance,” she replied, trying to seem soothing.

      “Your Majesty,” he said firmly, “it is my duty to protect you. You.” He pointed at her. “I honour the treaty and what we are doing here, per your request, but those assassins are here because they are after you. The Bough need to allow me to assist them. We cannot be kept in the dark about them,” he said, barely meeting her eyes in his frustration.

      Nyssa was careful not to let show her own emotion. She replied evenly, “You honour the treaty because you are Orak’Thune and you are bound to it as closely as I am.”

      It was a statement she needed to make clear. Jara adjusted his posture, standing straight.

      “Yes, my Queen,” he said quietly and clearly wasn’t going to say anything more until she did.

      Moro shifted uncomfortably in the corner. Nyssa was still considering it all and she had to agree with Jara, to a point.

      “Jara is right, Moro. These assassins are after us, me. Which is something Orak’Thune should be involved in,” she said and finally turned away from Jara. “While I have every confidence in the Bough to protect their own borders, we do have to leave here eventually and I’d rather not be surprised by a group of bandits hiding in the grass.”

      “The Bough would not abandon you at the border, my Queen. Baro would fully report to you on these activities, so we could prepare ourselves, send for an escort, etc.,” Moro said, rather defensively, she thought and she smiled.

      “Moro, please send a courier to His Majesty. I would request an audience at his convenience,” she said and moved to pull a small rope by her dressing table to call Magdara.

      Without waiting for her to arrive, she began to strip down to her skin, preparing for the physical and personal change from Bough traveller to queen. Moro, not expecting to see his monarch’s bare backside, spun on his heel to stare at the other wall. Nyssa noticed this and rolled her eyes. Jara, accustomed to the co-ed dorms of the army academy and barracks, and the unfortunate reality of their lost relationship of which he’d seen it all in its full glory before, simply averted his eyes respectfully.

      “Moro, the message,” Jara confirmed. Moro raised a finger and nodded. He skidded out of the room quickly.

      In just a few minutes, Nyssa was dressed in a lovely gown of green and broad gold leaf. Subdued for Orak’Thune but maybe dressy for Bough. The messenger had returned with a welcome invite for Nyssa to speak to the king and she left immediately to see him with Moro and Jara in tow.

      He greeted her warmly, taking both her hands, and kissing them.

      “How can I be of service to you, dear Nyssa?” he asked politely. He eyed the dress she wore and Nyssa wanted to be sure to tread lightly. She wore the dress to be sure the point was clear on whose behalf she was talking, but she still didn’t wear a crown in honour of her agreement.

      “Your Majesty, my advisor tells me of some rumours he’s heard in the marketplace,” she said freely. Baro’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but he let her finish. “Is it true your borders are being harassed by men fitting the description of those who chased us when we arrived?”

      Baro didn’t respond right away. He looked from her to Jara, then Moro, but finally, he sat down and motioned for her to do the same.

      “It is true, Nyssa,” he said and eyed the gown again. “But we wished not to trouble you with such minor news. I hear your life here is quite active and that you are enjoying your lessons with us,” he said. “My captains keep me well informed with daily reports and no fatalities or serious skirmishes have been reported.” Nyssa nodded and smiled with gratitude.

      “And I appreciate your concern on my behalf, Majesty,” she said warmly. “I am here then, with a special request, and I beg your forgiveness if it is unconventional.” Baro regarded her but indicated she continue.

      “Will you allow Jara to join your front forces?” she asked plainly. “He will serve under the command of whichever captain you see fit and he will report nothing to me that he won’t report to your captains first,” she confirmed. Baro seemed unsure and hesitated.

      “Your Majesty,” she hurried on and moved a bit forward in her seat, “if these bandits are after me, had the circumstances of my reason for being here been different, it would be a state matter. The truth remains, the target is me. If Jara can assist as a very capable soldier, shoulder to shoulder with your own, then he can represent Orak’Thune in this arduous task, without interfering with my activities in any way. We still don’t understand who they are, Majesty,” she added.

      “You should know, I would make this offer even if I were not still here in the Great Wood, Majesty,” she added, softening her tone in hopes of conveying her deepest respect for what she was asking.

      Baro leaned back in the chair he was sitting and exhaled deeply. His eyes moved to Jara and he studied him for a long while. Jara stood absolutely still, used to close and scrutinous inspection by drill sergeants and generals, careful to make no eye contact with anyone in the room.

      “I accept your request, Nyssa,” he said finally. “But your man must move to the front and stay there, barracked with the troops we have stationed there, under the full command of the captain who will receive him. Moro can ask for proper updates on the situation from my military advisor at any time, no need for rumours, but I agree to this on only one condition, Nyssa,” he said and leaned over the table to lay a hand flat on its surface and look straight into her face. “He must keep those reports from you, unless they identify something that requires the attention of Orak’Thune directly,” he said firmly. She nodded without hesitation.
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      Jara left the following morning. Nyssa had stood with him briefly and realized this was probably the first time in their seven years they’d ever willingly taken a mission apart. He was apprehensive about leaving her person, but they both knew only he had the skill and the background knowledge to observe and fight simultaneously.

      He seemed content to be moving toward ending this, though. Maybe he was happy to be returning to military life. Some soldiers are happiest in the field. Nyssa envied him more than a bit.

      “Do I need to say it?” she said.

      She was standing with her cloak wrapped tightly around her in the very early hours. Jara smirked at her.

      “I’ll be careful,” he replied and turned to mount his horse. She looked up at him and, sometimes there was no way not to, admired him. He waited, endured her long look because he was doing the same, and smiled briefly. She touched his thigh once and he bumped his horse’s flanks to move on.

      “Be good, my Queen!” he yelled back to her. She rolled her eyes but laughed.

      True to his word, Moro would not tell her the name of the captain to whom he was assigned, though he admitted he knew and promised nothing by way of reports unless authorized by Baro. She frowned at that but was interrupted by a young hunter, assigned to take her on her first deep excursion since going into the north.

      Chen came with her this time and the Bough thoroughly enjoyed showing them everything the Great Wood had to offer. Chen was as much a sponge as she was, taking to their weaponry with great interest and committing each animal name they taught him to memory, practising every day.

      In addition to the trapper and his family, they were joined last minute by Captain Hedir. Nyssa was surprised, to say the least, but she was soon put at ease. Hedir proved a gentle and patient travelling companion and she was fascinated to learn his family profession was as ward of a western region of the Wood by royal decree. He was, therefore, a woodsman, hunter and conservationist by blood and by trade. He taught her much of the Wood’s treasures and he was quite positive about her quick study. He even improved a bit of her archery technique, gently suggesting small adjustments for better targeting of smaller game.

      Nyssa found herself stealing long glances after Hedir when she thought he wasn’t looking. He was beautiful to her, but she reproached herself for that and she felt the irrational anxiety instantly ignite when the thought occurred to her. He was simply a man, certainly not a man for her but a friendship and she needed to keep it at that. The last one hadn't worked out so well.

      With effort, she controlled the outward expression on her face, but he did catch something of it because she caught his perplexed look before she got it completely under control. She forced a smile and looked off in the other direction.

      They camped and travelled a great distance, following animal trails. Nyssa always made her bed in the best spot, directly in the middle of the group by habit, and she noticed quickly that Hedir was always on her opposite side to Chen. Sometimes, she awoke to find she had rolled over and was now sleeping in the warmth of his body, which is something she always did when travelling with Jara. But when she would wake and find herself embarrassingly trying to explain, he always just smiled and greeted her warmly, never acknowledging anything strange about the occurrence.

      By the time they had returned nearly three months later, they had amassed a healthy wagon of skins and meat to serve the community and were welcomed with much enthusiasm and appreciation. Nyssa was surprised and oddly stressed when Hedir bowed to her and departed after they’d arrived at the stables, not a word as to when she might see him again.

      On a rare day free of companionship, Nyssa decided to venture to the stables and see Roan. She felt the desperate urge to be alone with him, to ride in the peace of his presence, feel the power of him but with no real destination. The groomsman greeted her warmly and though Roan had been with her hunting, she hadn’t seen him now in three days.

      “He’s been missing you, Nyssa,” he said happily, coming out of the stable to greet her.

      “He’s spoiled; he was with me for months,” she laughed. But she missed him too. Something about travelling with him made her feel a little more secure.

      Roan was stomping and shifting heavily in his stall when she came up to him.

      “Want to go for a ride, Roan? Just you and me?” she said to him quietly. The big horse scratched at the ground and “presented” his best foot for her. He’d been shown this for parades, but she knew he was stubborn enough that he’d do it only if he wanted to. Luckily for her, Roan was a showboat. She laughed and smacked his broad neck.

      “Let’s get to it then,” she said and started the routine of dressing him.

      An hour later, Nyssa and Roan were reunited in the forest among the trees. The day was bright and shafts of sunbeams shone down from the canopies in long lines of white light. Leaves fell all over the place, though it was mid-summer, and the air smelled richly of vegetation that was not unpleasant. She walked Roan for a good few hours until they found a stream and she watered him and fed him oats and carrots. Back on the road, she could see ahead for a good long while and leaned over to challenge her friend:

      “You up for a run, Roan?” she said behind his ear. Roan shook his head and his eyes widened in excitement. He snorted. She leaned forward just a bit, as he picked up speed, and at the final stretch, she urged him on; “Go!” she cried to him and laughed in sheer delight.

      Her hair flew behind her, fallen from the pinning Magdara had done for her that morning, and she laughed and encouraged the big destrier to run his fastest and jump his highest, totally trusting him to follow the path. She just held on and revelled in his joy. She stopped him again for a drink and a snack and this time lay down on the ground to look up at the sky. Roan snorted at her, almost as if he were poking fun at her, but she ignored him. With him slowly walking around the little gully she found for him, she dozed off in the warmth of the afternoon.

      She awoke in the dark. Roan snuffling and snorting at her ear, making a mess of her face with hot breath and dead leaves. She giggled and patted him.

      “All right, you overstuffed pony, I’m up, I’m up!” she laughed and swatted him away.

      She surveyed the area once over and then stood, wiping the leaves off her clothes. She called Roan over and mounted, straightening his reins in her hands, and looked for the direction she should take. She made it five paces and back onto the road surface before a line of Bough emerged from the bushes and trees, all weapons at the ready. Roan reared in surprise and she barely had time to grab the pommel to keep from being thrown.

      “Stand down!” she yelled at them. “It is me. It’s Q- it’s Nyssa!” she said, in surprise and frustration. Roan continued to dance in a circle, agitated and unhappy about being surrounded by aiming troops.

      “Nyssa?” came a voice from the back of the line. The troops parted, but the man did not completely emerge enough for her to see him.

      “Yes, it is Nyssa,” he said abruptly and without ceremony. She was rather cross at being surprised and drawn upon to begin with. To be completely dismissed was salt on the wound.

      “Excuse me,” she said, irritated. “What is the meaning of drawing upon one of your own?” she asked after the captain, who had already turned away from her. He was indicating that his men lower their weapons.

      “None of our own would be out here at this hour,” he replied, his tone just as irritated. Nyssa was trying to place the voice. She felt she ought to know it.

      “I suggest you make all haste, Roan, and return your mistress to the safety of the village.” Hedir finally did push past the last of his men to come stand out in front and glare up at her. “In case you have forgotten, there are bandits near these borders and unless I should have to escort you back once more with a life-threatening injury, I suggest you do not linger here!” he barked at them. She had gained control of Roan once again but just barely.

      “Hedir!” she said, totally surprised. She felt the happiness in seeing him bubbling to the surface, but the storm on his face cut it abruptly off.

      “I shouldn’t think that necessary,” she said defensively.

      He had turned from the troops, who were melting back into the bush like shadows. His arms were crossed and she could still see he was irritated with her, but he waited, probably bracing himself for whatever rebuttal she was preparing.

      “It’s that way,” he grumbled, pointing down the road when she came up with nothing. She closed her mouth and glared back at him. She kicked Roan’s flanks and he jumped ahead, leaving the fuming captain staring after them in the middle of the road.

      Nyssa arrived back at the stables several hours later. The groomsmen appeared from his hut, the shaft of light from his door casting a long line on the ground, and it looked as though he’d been sleeping.

      “The hour is late, Nyssa. I had begun to worry,” he said but tried not to be upset about it.

      “No need to worry. Captain Hedir made sure we were turned around abruptly enough,” she said haughtily. He regarded her for a moment but nodded and took Roan’s reins to lead him away. Nyssa patted her old friend and sighed in frustration at the ruin of her day.

      “You’d best head back. I’ll put him to bed,” he called after her. It was full night, late evening at least. She wasn’t tired and fully agreed with his suggestion. The walk would do her good.

      By the time she’d returned, she was somewhat calmer, the memory of Captain Hedir’s angry face fading in her mind. She was pleased to find her apartment dark and quiet, the fire banked for the night. She slipped into her nightclothes and into her bed, satisfied and renewed from the day.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “The army?” Nyssa asked between bites of her breakfast. Moro nodded enthusiastically. She got the impression he had been saving this one. He was bubbling with anticipation.

      “Certainly, Nyssa,” he said, “the army with the Bough have just as much importance as ours does to us,” but he stopped and wobbled a hand above the table, “more or less.”

      Nyssa had raised an eyebrow at this statement and halted mid-sip the drink she was drinking, which was what caused him to retract it somewhat.

      “But they take it no less seriously,” he continued. “Of course, you would be assigned there eventually, as most Bough choose to serve for part of their life. You are being called up under a Captain Fenda. I’m told he’s a thirty-year veteran of the guard and a very highly respected leader. He’s currently deployed on the border, north of the crossing we arrived at. Apparently, King Baro has activated all of his security troops to the safety of the border and I’ve heard his reservist army is also on high alert.”

      Nyssa considered all this while she finished her breakfast. She hadn’t thought much of military service or training in recent weeks, but the more she thought about it, the more uncertain she became.

      “Do you think they’ll be happy to see me?” she asked Moro finally. He smiled reassuringly.

      “No Bough is in complete ignorance of you and who you are and no Bough is at all in ignorance of what an Orak’Thune is capable of,” he replied.

      By mid-morning, Nyssa was mounted on Roan, wearing Bough light armour that fit like it was new, so slightly uncomfortable, especially around the edges but surprisingly snug because it was custom-made for her body. She shifted continuously, trying to settle it on her torso, and she cursed under her breath about the full day's ride ahead of her where she would be effectively “breaking it in.” She was particularly pleased that she had been allowed to wear her own weaponry, as she normally carried more than most.

      “Ready?” said a bright and very young corporal, who had been sent back to collect her, Dorn and three other newly graduated recruits. She nodded and the other three just looked nervously between them.

      “We’re off then!” the corporal cried enthusiastically and spurred his horse out of the stable yard with a flourish.

      Roan galloped smoothly at a comfortable, laidback pace set by the corporal, but he was easily two-thirds bigger than the Bough mounts, which were huffing and snorting behind him. The corporal was riding a large grey, which was a bit stronger than the other horses of his compatriots and she felt it might be a bit large for his skill, but he was enjoying himself.

      By midday, Nyssa was definitely feeling the new edges of her otherwise exquisitely hammered breastplate, particularly under her breasts and rib cage, and was busy stuffing padding on one of their rest stops. One of the younger recruits came to sit close to her, shyly nodding in greeting which she cheerily returned.

      “Lady Nyssa,” he began nervously and she could tell he was very curious about something.

      “Oh, it’s just Nyssa,” she said happily, trying not to be authoritative. She felt older here, but she herself was barely eighteen. How old was this young man? she wondered to herself. The boy smiled at her and bobbed his head.

      “Um, Nyssa?” he began again. “My cousins and I were wondering about something,” he said.

      She eyed the two other boys, who stood somewhat back and nodded he should continue but got back to her stuffing. Dorn smiled and walked away to gather some of the horses who had been allowed to wander along the stream.

      “Your weapon,” he said, pointing timidly at her sword lying on the ground. She turned to look at it “and there” and she followed his finger to point at her twin blades stuffed in her luggage behind her saddle, her rapier, dagger and the short knife in her boot. She cleared her throat and stopped stuffing to look at him.

      “Yes, what about them?” she asked encouragingly. He seemed to grow more nervous, swallowing thickly, jutting out his chin so she could see his Adam’s apple bob.

      “Can you wield all of those things?” he blurted out finally. She smiled broadly at him. She brushed the leaves off her hands, brought her legs up to her chest and opened her lunch packet beside her. She lifted out some cheese and bread, offering him some. He stared at it for a minute and then took some, with a nod of thanks.

      She could see his two cousins hovering behind them and wordlessly offered them something from her packet as well. They stood up almost immediately and joined them.

      “Of course,” she said finally between bites. “Can you wield those?” she asked, pointing to their lighter but no less deadly long rapiers and full quivers and bows packed behind their saddles.

      “Oh, yes!” the speaker said at once, “we’ve all been hunting our whole lives and we’ve just finished our training with the swords,” he said proudly, but then his face went reserved again.

      “But we spent a lot of time on those swords because they were new and we had really good teachers. Our sergeant said we should never assume to carry a weapon we didn’t understand,” he added and looked around at her small cache.

      “He said we could learn more if we liked our duties here. He said that Captain Fenda would teach us all about whatever weapon interested us, so long as we learned our basics, mastered how to protect ourselves and our fellow soldiers and how to follow orders,” he said proudly, obviously reciting some wise training officer’s advice.

      She found herself listening with great enthusiasm and remembered a time where she was freshly out of basic training herself, feeling ready for whatever challenge she would face. She remembered the same advice from her instructors — master one weapon at a time, build on your skill and your strength — though in Orak’Thune, it wasn’t if you wanted to. The more senior the soldier, the more extensive his training was to be in a variety of weapons and techniques.

      “That’s the same advice I had as a new recruit,” she said to him and the three of them looked at each other with big smiles.

      “So, you’re not newly graduated, then?” the bigger brother said finally. She shook her head.

      “No, I completed my basic training, well, a little bit ago, but I continue to learn and master my skills. It’s a lifelong pursuit,” she said proudly.

      The cousins seemed surprised by this. They looked at each other and then back to her, confused, she thought.

      “So, you want to be a soldier, then. Forever?” the youngest asked, wide-eyed.

      She thought about that. For her, her life was already determined. A monarch and a warrior. She would go wherever her country needed her and rule it however it needed her. She shrugged.

      “It is my duty to protect and to serve,” she said simply. “As any citizen,” she added and looked at them now for a reaction. They sat still for a moment, contemplating this. Then the youngest grinned again, apparently satisfied with this answer. The other two followed in agreement.

      “What is the point of different lengths in the blade?” the big cousin in the back blurted out.

      “Why the two alike? Do you hold them at the same time?” the second one interrupted.

      “Do you always carry your weapons on you like that?” the youngest added, pointing at her dirk, which was tucked tightly under her breastplate at her hip.

      “Recruits!” the corporal’s voice, returning from a scout to the road, boomed from behind her. “We continue on. Mount up!” he said.

      They collected their food and belongings and started back toward the horses. The youngest, more confident now, ran up beside her and whispered beside her shoulder, “So you’ve mastered all these then?” he asked and she turned to see him smiling.

      “And much more, my friend. Much more,” she said, just as quietly.

      Captain Fenda looked to be in his fifties. He was taller than any of his men and gave Nyssa the impression he was accustomed to looking down on everyone with a distinguished, authoritative glean. She had been watching him discreetly since she and her small band had arrived, trying to see if she could get a sense of him before they were introduced. He didn’t seem a tyrant; his officers appeared to have freedom of speech and were relaxed around him. That was something. But how would he feel about being forced to take her on, a foreign monarch parading around as something else? Because let’s face it, in the army, you’re either one of them or you’re not. Useful or a burden. That was what she really feared to know.

      The corporal steered them toward the centre of the camp where the captain was conferring with a few of his officers. He saluted when Fenda looked up at him but didn’t dismount. Nyssa hid her disapproval of this but waited behind him.

      “Captain Fenda, I return with the new recruits, sir,” he said smartly.

      Fenda looked at the small group behind him, completely expressionless. He was about to say something to the corporal, but Nyssa jumped down off Roan and motioned to the other recruits to do the same. They did so without hesitation and lined up beside her. The corporal was about to chastise them for doing something without being ordered but stumbled on it. Instead, Fenda turned on his heel and came right up to them. He made to inspect them, lightly noting their dress and condition, but she noticed he was not too particular. The corporal, confused, was still on his horse.

      “Corporal,” Fenda began, but when he noticed it was awkward to talk to a man three feet above him in the air, he turned back to the line of new soldiers, completely ignoring him.

      “Your service is appreciated,” he began simply, “and your timing impeccable. The corporal here,” and he waved unceremoniously behind him, “will show you to your billets. You will be required to report to your stations for patrol starting this evening,” Nyssa saluted quickly when she saw he was done and the other three followed. The captain, eyes on her, returned the salute and dismissed them.

      They turned to look at the corporal for direction. Flustered, he jumped down. He refused to speak except to tell them to follow.

      Nyssa was not surprised that their billet was high in the canopy. A network of skywalks was arranged among the high branches and she noted that even in the day, it was difficult to see them from the ground. There were small platforms where huts were erected, four bunks per hut. She was delighted to see that she and her new travelling companions would be billeted together. Dorn protested, but she insisted. Unlike Jara, Dorn seemed to appreciate the delicacy of their situation and Nyssa’s intention and, while he was visibly protesting, stood down from expressing it. He was thus assigned to a billet in the next tree and resigned to seeing her daily and having quick access, should she need it.

      They were afforded a brief rest to unpack and sort out their arrangements, but by nightfall, the five of them were back before the captain, among nearly thirty other soldiers, who were all waiting for a briefing.

      “We’ve seen activity on the outer border all week. I will expect extra vigilance at all times. Know where your corporals are and report anything that you see,” were his instructions.

      They saluted and he did in return. Immediately, corporals came at them, dividing them into teams. Nyssa was grouped with the cousins and Dorn with his billet-mates and understood that likely they would remain a team, or perhaps were expected to form one, if by four, patrols were assigned.

      Their corporal, a different one than before, led them to a high platform facing the eastern horizon. From here, Nyssa could see the vast valley below and the hilltop in the distance. The breeze was cooler here and the night sky, though still mostly covered above, somewhat more visible than she had seen in months. She was so pleased to see it again; she was distracted.

      She felt a tug on her sleeve and looked down to see the youngest cousin pointing across a skywalk. Evidently, they were assigned to that section to keep watch. As the four of them arrived, she noticed the boys line up with their backs to the forest. She was directed to the corner of the outer edge and her view was spectacular. Her perch was slightly out from the canopy, easily sixty feet in the air, though she was sure she must still be well covered.

      “Don’t move too much,” the youngest said to her low; he had been watching her. “Your clothes will help you blend in with the canopy but only if you stay nearly still. Move only your head and your eyes,” he said. Nyssa nodded very slightly and went back to picking her position and adjusting her eyes.

      The valley looked quiet, but it was surprisingly difficult to be sure. The grass still moved constantly, as she remembered it, even in the lighter breeze of this evening. It had the odd effect of confusing her and she would have to look away and focus on something else every so often. On one occasion, she looked around at the trees, noting the other sections where four guards or more were stationed, watching the border for movement, divided to guard sections like her and her team.

      Eventually, one of the corporals came around and asked for an update. The largest cousin replied that they had seen nothing to date and the corporal nodded and left. At around midnight, they were relieved, and the four of them returned to their billet. Exhausted from the day, they were all immediately asleep.

      Nyssa was on the watch for three weeks, learning the names of her fellow soldiers and the routine that went on there. She was impressed by the efficiency of the watch, from timetables to support. Everything ran smoothly. No one went hungry or cold and the weapons were always sharp.

      For some time, though, she had been considering their position here. From the first night, no activity had even remotely given cause to the reason Captain Fenda was keeping sixty soldiers supported here. She wanted to ask, but she’d yet to speak to him directly and the corporals didn’t like to share information in both directions.

      Throughout her entire service to date, she’d been kept appropriately busy, sharing and exchanging duties from day to day to equally partake in the work. She got the impression that that was the purpose for her to be there and nothing else. Obviously, Jara was far away from here, likely in the most active location, she, in the least.

      The seasons were getting on; autumn was fast ending. The heat of the day was cooled at night and she could smell the change in the air. She had just arrived for her patrol and was glad she had double layered her clothing, as the wind on the outer shelf was biting this night. Nyssa bent to adjust her boot knife when she saw it: a small, very small movement in the grass. One advantage to the grass was if someone stood up in it, it parted. Though the figure disappeared almost as quickly, Nyssa was sure of what she saw.

      Slowly, very slowly to cut down any movement that could be seen, she took an arrow from her quiver and readied her bow; kneeling down on one knee, holding it to the last spot, she saw the disturbance and she worked to steady her breathing. The cousins were alerted she had seen something. The youngest, Bran, ran off without a word to warn the corporal. The remaining two followed their training and kept their eyes open to continue to scan for anything else so Nyssa could concentrate on her query.

      She held her position for nearly a quarter of an hour, her hand beginning to cramp. Finally, she let loose the arrow. In seconds, she had reloaded and loosed the second. She caught the movement from the platforms around her but never took her eyes off her target. When it moved again, she readied another arrow, but the middle cousin, Brost, put a hand on her arm to delay her. He nodded to the ground and she could see Bough soldiers approaching her downed target already. She let go of the string and sheathed the arrow.

      “Do we stay?” she asked then, unsure of what she should do, still not taking her eyes off her target.

      “We stay,” he said calmly and they all went back to watching their areas. Bran returned after a bit, carrying two fresh new arrows for her quiver. She accepted them and he grinned excitedly at her.

      “Corporal says, ‘nice shots,’” he whispered to her. She smiled back and winked.

      It was two days later when she was returning with a hunting party before she heard any more news. Something was going on in the captain's command area; visitors had arrived. Four new horses were loosely tethered outside the stables and she recognized one.

      “Jara,” she said under her breath and her pulse quickened. She wanted to go to the tent, but her corporal stopped her.

      “They have not sent for any of you, Nyssa,” he said dismissively, “and you have tasks to accomplish.”

      She looked back at her ‘task,’ which was to help carry the three deer, fourteen rabbits, eight pheasants and a racoon to the camp's cookhouse. She hesitated but checked her rising urge to pull rank on him, which she wasn’t even sure would work as her anonymity was a bit more realistic out here. Instead, she nodded and returned to handing off Roan and helping the rest of her party, the three cousins who were waiting for her at the cart.  She shot Dorn a curious glance, though, and he returned it. The corporal rode off. Some she noticed helped and some didn’t.

      “Do you know someone in there, Nyssa?” Bran asked her when the corporal had left.

      Dorn had moved to work more closely to her, but he remained silent. They were walking the cart together. She nodded and looked back, but there was no way to see or hear them from where she was going.

      An hour before her patrol, a corporal came to the hut and gave her a summons to the captain's quarters. She was about to go immediately, but the corporal issued a stern warning to be sure she was perfectly dressed. He didn’t wait for her, but he didn’t hesitate to look at her with disdain before he did. Nyssa scowled after him. She was never completely unpresentable, but she had been living in the field for a month. Still, she took his ill-delivered message and had the cousins hold a looking glass so she could inspect it herself before she left.

      The captain's tent was glowing in the dim evening light and she could tell many bodies were crammed inside. She approached the guards to the entrance and patiently announced herself. One politely nodded and disappeared. Before he returned, six officers exited the tent; all said nothing to her. When the guard returned, he opened the flap for her to enter.

      “My Q-, Nyssa,” stumbled Jara, who was about to stop himself from bowing, but in the end, just stopped himself from kneeling. Nyssa was very pleased to see him as well. She crossed to him and took his hands in hers.

      “You’re well, then?” she said quietly, trying to keep the concern she’d had contained for him from spilling all over. She hadn’t realized she had been so worried about him. She thought of him every day, though, wondering if it was quiet like where she was or if they had more activity, more danger.

      “I am, Nyssa. With thanks,” he said again and touched his brow with her hands, but he carefully and purposefully released them immediately after.

      They turned to the others in the room. Captain Fenda was regarding them, a curious look on his face, but said nothing. One of his officers just looked confused. Captain Hedir stood silent and totally still beside Fenda. Her heart rose for a moment at the sight of him, but then she remembered their last encounter and it just sank.

      “Nyssa, reporting as requested,” she said, resigned but with confidence to Fenda. “How can I be of service?”

      Jara looked awkward, but Captain Fenda moved forward.

      “We sent your wounded target to Captain Zestra, two posts down. The man was questioned, but he divulged nothing other than he was part of a larger group and that they would not stop until,” he hesitated, cleared his throat and fidgeted. Then Jara chimed in.

      “…’the foul beast of a whore queen is vanquished from this earth,’” he said helpfully and smiled humorously at how the statement sounded out of context.

      Fenda looked at him with a weak frown but turned to face her again. Nyssa’s eyebrows were raised and she was watching Jara, who had a tight pull to the bottom of his mouth. The others shifted uncomfortably, but he obviously saw something of a humour.

      “Zestra was about to send the man to Hedir, who has seen the most activity in his assigned area and therefore has the most experience, but he took his own life before we could do so,” Captain Fenda said finally and with a deep sigh of exasperation.

      “Is that so?” she said very quietly. Nyssa smiled broadly and shrugged.

      Nyssa looked from Fenda to Jara. Jara nodded, cleared his throat and looked at Hedir.

      “Have you ever spoken to them?” Hedir said now, walking slowly toward her, out of the shadow, his expression serious, his body tense.

      “No,” she said simply. “But the leader, the one who shot me, is the same man who murdered my father.”

      The room went silent. Hedir stood now with his shoulders squared back in disapproval and studied her and she didn’t waver from his gaze.

      “Who are these men, Nyssa?” he asked her, his expression now more intense. He was taller than she was and standing close enough. Nyssa wasn’t the type to back away from a breach of personal space, but she was wondering why the bravado.

      “Jara and I have seen the leader that one time when my father took troops to the Eastern Highlands to meet a Rogun invading force, but we have not seen this rabble before. Assassins, dressed uniformly, meant to disguise their original nationality. We have no idea, but then we saw him,” she said evenly. Hedir was watching her.

      “We haven’t caught any either, so that would make you more experienced than I, in this case,” she said, slightly dismissively. Hedir did back up a step. Nyssa decided to quicken the conversation.

      “I have not seen them before, but Rogun is looking for me,” she said, a little of the queen tone back in her voice. The captains shifted at the switch. “My troops are patrolling all our borders as well, looking for more of these vermin and any information that might help, but I’ve not heard anything as yet,” she said firmly.

      She had been still looking at Hedir, but now she included Fenda. He blinked and stepped back.

      Jara came forward this time, breaking the tension that Hedir had created. “So Regent Patrick has no news?” he asked gently. Nyssa shook her head and he continued.  “It’s why we came. Moro said he hadn’t heard anything, but he mentioned that the regent’s correspondence goes only to you and you send back what you want, so we had to check,” he said, almost apologetically.

      Nyssa nodded but turned to face the two Bough.

      “Well, if you have nothing further, I’d like to request a few minutes with my friend and then I must report to my patrol,” she said, looking only to Fenda. He nodded and she saluted him. She and Jara left.

      “Jara, what do you make of this now? Please, speak plainly,” she was saying low as they walked farther away from the tent.

      “It is a great concern, Nyssa. The Bough are excellent warriors. They have not lost one man to this ordeal, but the loss of life to the assassins is troubling. They keep coming,” he said in contemplation.

      “I should be with you now,” she said, slightly irritated and restless all of a sudden. “You have need of my sword.” Jara looked at her and smiled.

      “Any man, patrol or brigade is extremely fortunate to have your sword, my Queen,” he said with sincerity, “but we’ve kept you here because it’s occurred to us, they don’t know where you are exactly. They’ve been testing the borders randomly for the past month, with no real concentration to any one area except the main road. If they did get in, they’d make for the main village and its best for everyone that you not be there,” he said.

      “That is where you are stationed?” she asked then, changing the subject. He nodded.

      “Hedir’s patrol, yes.” She rolled her eyes but let it go.

      “He’s an exceptionally accomplished soldier, my Queen,” Jara chided her.

      “I have no doubt of that, Jara, but he could learn a thing or two about his manners to a lady,” she rebuked. Jara was startled.

      “You find him rude?” he asked, mild surprise in his expression and maybe a bit of amusement.

      “You don’t?” Jara immediately shook his head.

      “He’s abrupt perhaps, but I find that common here. But where you are concerned, my Queen, he is most aptly concerned,” Jara said.

      She regarded him for a moment. She couldn’t fault him for finding attributes to admire about his commanding officer, especially after spending so much time with him. She decided to let it go.

      “Where’s Dorn?” Jara asked her.

      “He’s in the patrol next over,” she said and Jara stopped walking. Disapproval was turning to rage on his face. She was never to be left completely alone. Never.

      “I said it was fine,” she said, waving him down off the proverbial cliff he was about to launch himself. “The hut could fit only four and I wasn’t going to split up a family of very young cousins so that I could bunk with Dorn,” she said it out loud and it sounded just as ridiculous as it had a month ago when she’d explained it to Dorn.

      “And I say it’s not,” he said firmly. She stopped now too and looked back at him. Beyond him, something caught her eye.

      “My Queen, Dorn is there to protect you, no matter what. He cannot do that if he’s in a different section!” He was mad now. She could not stop that. She put a hand up, but the disturbance she’d heard before caught her attention again.

      “Jara, I see him every d-…” but she cut off and moved to see around him.

      The horses’ paddock was well away from them, but there was commotion coming from the area. She thought she’d heard Roan whinnying the first time and now she was listening harder as more horses were beginning to get upset.

      “What’s going on?” she asked but didn't wait for a response. She turned from Jara and started running toward the animals. As she got closer, she heard Roan for sure and picked up her pace.

      “Nyssa!” she heard Jara yelling from behind her, but he kept his voice low. He was following, though, and that’s all she would need.

      She approached the paddock and crouched down behind some feed barrels. Jara was beside her seconds later. She carefully looked around the edge of the barrels to see what she could see. The animals were there, but Roan was obscured. He was there, though; she could just make out his large rump behind other horses. He was upset about something; of that, she had no doubt. He was still carrying on, but she couldn’t imagine it being about someone mistreating him.

      She looked out from where she was crouched. The captain's tent was a hundred feet across the main square and several stores’ tents were between it and the paddock. The soldier’s mess was on the opposite side of the captains’ tent, too far to call for help.

      “Are you armed?” she whispered to Jara.

      “Always,” he whispered back and she felt him leaning out to survey the scene again. She was disappointed to have to ask, but for the first time in her life, she was not. Except for her boot knife, which would give her only one good shot, she was forbidden — or “not required” — to carry her sword or other daggers when off duty.

      “See anything?” she asked and he crouched back down and shook his head.

      “No, but the animals are disturbed. Maybe a skunk in the paddock or something?” he offered.

      She thought about it, but Roan didn’t care about small animals. He cared only about two things: spoiled groomsmen and enemies. Nyssa knew all Bough to be excellent horsemen and she had gotten to know the groomsmen who were here now and Roan was good to them. That left one thing.

      “No, something’s wrong.  Its’ something or someone,” she said.

      Nyssa got up and moved to try and get closer to where Roan was facing. They came up against the fences and tack storage, but cover was getting harder to find. The paddock was a half-roofed area with two walls meant to break the wind. Everything else was open fencing.

      She waited and watched. Suddenly, she saw it. A figure moving closer, doing the same as she was, crouching and moving up the side of the fencing but on the opposite side. She could see Roan now. He was stamping a foot and snorting and he was watching the figure, turning his body to face it. “He’s not exposing his sides to it. He’s keeping eye contact,” she whispered to herself. Roan was feeling threatened.

      The figure had stopped now and she thought he was looking out at the square. It was near mealtime, so the grooms were all at the mess tent. If this person knew this and it was planned that way, then his reason for being there was less than honest. Either way, she was determined to find out.

      She motioned Jara to follow her and got up to move against the figure from behind. She saw his head move behind him and she froze. When he got up to move again, she and Jara followed. Eventually, she caught up to where Roan was standing and he snorted at her, making to move to come up to her, but she waved him back. He stopped, one hoof lazily raised and swished his tail.

      Then the figure stood up, still low, but started running for the square. Without warning to Jara, she grabbed her boot knife, got up and followed. She was about to throw the knife into the leg of the running figure when he turned and threw something back at her. He’d known she was there and instead was prepared.

      Nyssa swore profusely and decided to run him down. She ran full bore to cross the paddock and leaped effortlessly over the feed barrels, bouncing one foot off a post to give her height, landing on the balls of her feet on the opposite side, so she lost almost no momentum. The figure was no less fast but far less agile. She caught him up because he had to slow to get away from the paddock.

      Nyssa jumped and kicked out both feet to land in the middle of the fleeing man's back. He was thrown forward and landed on his face and chest, skidding over the dried, packed earth for a short distance. Nyssa, who’d landed roughly on her hip, came up before he could get to his feet and pushed him back down off his hands from where he’d been trying to stand. Now she could see it was one of the assassins. All dressed in black rags, stinking of old sweat and piss.

      “Who are you?!” she yelled at him and she leaped back a short distance so he could turn to look up at her. This man had made it inside the forest undetected. He was more successful than any of his brethren to date and she wanted to know more.

      Nyssa was walking a half-circle in front of him. If he tried to run, she was close enough to catch him in an instant. Jara had just caught up to them and positioned himself only to keep back but ready to action her command.

      The grubby man got up on his knees. He was breathing heavily, but she didn’t believe he was so winded. He lifted his face to look at her and he smirked.

      “Have you nothing to say?” she asked him, still walking but more slowly now, feeling her composure return. She rolled her shoulders a few times, feeling the adrenaline coursing through her system and working hard to control it.

      “Seems like a waste of effort if all you’ve accomplished in getting here was to lose your life,” she continued.

      The man knelt back on his knees now. His hands hung at his sides and he lifted his face up to the sky; he was taking deep breaths of air. He laughed.

      “To cleanse the earth of the scourge that is the whore queen of Orak’Thune,” he said and tried to laugh, but it came out a horrible hacking cough.

      “Mission failed,” she said matter-of-factly. But the man continued to hack and laugh.

      “My master controls my fate, not you. I have already given my life to him. If it ends now, it means nothing to me. I have already lived and given of it freely. He benefits from it all,” he said and lowered his eyes to glare at her and laugh mockingly.

      Nyssa crossed her arms while she regarded him. She glanced at Jara and then moved toward him, holding out her hand. She flicked her chin. He took out his sword and threw it to her. She caught it neatly by the handle and whirled it twice in the air in a neat circle, getting the feel of it, holding her shoulder where it had been injured, but it felt good. Where the last few steps should have taken five, she took one, so she was on him faster than expected and the sword edge was against his throat before he could cry out.

      “How many of you have crossed the border into the wood?” she asked calmly. The man, his eyes slightly wild, tried to spit on her, but she saw it coming, leaned back and punched him hard in the mouth. Blood spurted out and she could see she’d caught him with the edge of the handguard. The man bent and spat out a few teeth.

      He looked up at her and she made no indications either way, just simply waited.

      “You won’t need them where you’re going. But if you say you belong to your master, that big putrid beast of a thing all dressed in black that I already defeated once and shall again, I’d be happy to mail those back to him.”

      The man spat again, this time aiming it at her, but she was well out of his ability.

      “Tell you what,” she continued, “you tell me how you got past the security here and I’ll ship you back to your bastard master in one piece. Dead, of course, but I won’t bother to disembowel you or dismember you alive first,” she smiled at him leaning on the hilt of the sword, which she’d stood up with the point in the ground. Jara would disapprove, but she was trying to keep this idiot’s attention.

      She saw the man swallow hard.

      “Ah, so you know my reputation at least,” she said and smiled. “Let’s learn then that I am a woman of my word.”

      When the man didn’t offer anything else, she flipped the sword up in the air and caught it smoothly with the tip pointing skyward.

      “Well, seeing as you lot are bent on causing trouble for my friends and me, we will simply keep exterminating the nuisance until it is fully dissolved. Shall you hold out your hand so I can get started or would you rather I ask someone to tie you down like a starfish?” she said and turned as if about to make a request for help from Jara.

      Suddenly, the man jumped up and she saw the berserk look in his eye.

      Death by suicide then, she said to herself.

      Just before his outstretched hands could reach her, she batted his hands away with her sword, then caught the man in the throat with a kick that sent him sailing backward and he landed hard on his back. She was on him nearly as soon as he landed, one foot on his chest.

      He had two hands on his crushed larynx and was gasping for air. Wide-eyed and clearly asphyxiating, he just stared at her. She held the sword high above him but poised straight above his heart. With all her force, she drove it down and felt it merge with the squishy centre. The man’s two hands jerked up and grasped the blade, cutting his palms, but then they weakly flopped down and she saw the hate, and all life, leave his eyes.

      Nyssa stepped back but didn’t move for a minute or more. Jara stood waiting for her. She realized she was breathing heavily and she wanted to get away from this stinking man. She felt bile rising from her stomach. She watched the sword wobble from the impact where it was still stuck in the man’s chest.

      She looked up finally to Jara. He was standing perfectly still, at complete attention, waiting for her request. No criticism or judgement of her decision, just loyalty. Whatever she needed, his expression read.

      She nodded to him, telling him she was alright. He visibly relaxed. When she didn’t move beyond that, he took charge.

      “Captain, you have a breach on the line,” he barked and she noticed only then they had attracted the attention of anyone who had been within earshot, which was almost everyone, considering the full mess tent at that hour.

      A large circle of Bough had assembled and witnessed the whole thing. The dead assassin lay in the middle, a testament to her ability to inflict violence. She felt a tiny fear that this would alienate her more than what she wanted. The Bough, while capable when necessary, did not advocate violence. Orak’Thune accepted it as a fact of life. She would never have chosen to have taught them the difference this way.

      Captain Hedir pushed his way to the front of the group, a storm on his face. She saw it and her mind registered maybe she should brace herself. He came straight up to her but, instead of yelling, simply grabbed her by the arm.

      “Are you alright?” he asked fiercely.

      She blinked at him and nodded. He looked her once over, let go of her arm and turned to Jara and then to Fenda. He lifted his hand to signal the other captain and she heard Fenda take up the idea and start barking orders, which his officers started following by running in every direction.

      Hedir turned to Jara, leaving her standing alone again.

      “She comes with us,” he said to him and swept past him to make his own arrangements while her captain nodded. Jara moved to the dead man and retrieved his sword. He walked back to her, calmly starting to wipe it with a cloth from his belt.

      “Get your things, Your Majesty. We’ll leave when you’re ready,” he said but didn’t stop walking toward the paddock.

      Dorn was back when she returned. Roan was dressed and he, Jara, Hedir and six heavily armed Bough were mounted and waiting for her. There was no time for goodbyes and when she saw them ready, she simply walked quickly to get a good bounce, hitched her stirrup and jumped into the saddle. Roan shivered and shook his mane. She nodded to Jara and Hedir, who led them down the road at a run.
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      The next few days felt chaotic compared to the usual ebb and flow of the Bough territory. The trees themselves seemed to be more rigid, more obscuring. The air felt thicker and Nyssa felt fatigued.

      She had gone to Hedir’s post for a few days, but there was no more activity there than usual. Two assassins made attempts to cross the border, but both were caught and succumbed to their injuries in their desperate attempts to escape.

      After a week, Jara, Dorn and Hedir himself escorted her back to the Bough village. She was relieved to see it and looked forward to a moment to herself. Moro wasn’t that patient; naturally, he was extremely upset when he received the news that she had apprehended an assassin herself.

      “You were supposed to be far from danger,” he was saying.

      Nyssa was undressing, once again not caring if he was still in the room. Magdara was nearly finished drawing her bath. “Jara told me Fenda’s posting was the least active,” he said again. She turned to him, clearly disappointed.

      “I thank you for your concern, Moro, but I am thinking perhaps it was a mistake to keep you here so long,” she said darkly. Moro stopped in mid-stride. He tucked his hands in his sleeves and his expression turned concerned.

      “Have I disappointed you, Majesty?” he asked. She turned to him, wearing only a thin fabric.

      “If submersion in Bough culture was the objective, then yes. You were not supposed to interfere in anything. If I were killed in my time here, you were not supposed to interfere in anything. I am Bough. For one year, I am Bough,” she reiterated harshly. Magdara looked up at her, startled. Sensing the growing discomfort, she rose and left the room.

      “You expected me, in good conscience, to put you in harm’s way?” Moro said and there was an edge to it.

      Nyssa didn’t miss it. She had been testing the water with one toe, but now she turned on him and moved quickly to cross the room and face him directly. Exactly at the same moment, Jara and Hedir entered.

      “I expected you to believe in me,” she seethed. “If I die in battle, in the defence of my friends, my countrymen, then I will have fulfilled my oath to Orak’Thune AND the Bough. And, no, being Bough does not mean taking risks, Moro. It means honouring the true meaning of the intent of that treaty. YOU have forgotten that.” She was more than agitated.

      “Yes, there is a threat! Yes, I am a target!” She continued and threw her arm in the air to emphasize it. She turned to look at all of them. “But let’s not forget who I am. Who I REALLY am, shall we?”

      Jara looked apprehensively at Moro. Hedir was completely silent. She waited. When it was clear no one was going to reply, she turned back on Moro.

      “I am Queen of Orak’Thune! Who else would be this target but the one elected to be so?! But I came here to honour a treaty with Bough as Nyssa, Daughter of King Madras and Kara, and how can I do that if my own countrymen don’t understand the spirit of the agreement? The Bough didn’t ask that I be queen; first, I was supposed to be a child, an innocent. YOU have brought them the difference,” she said and thundered inches from his face. “Now get out!”

      Nyssa refused contact with Moro after that. Jara was allowed in to see her, but she didn’t mention her earlier speech and what it could mean. She had been disappointed that her staff had not understood the treaty and its meaning, not for its diplomatic worth but to her. She’d spent a year with these people, grown to love them, began to understand them and she’d felt they had accepted her as herself. A rare feeling to a princess and newly crowned queen. And here, in a desperate hour, she could have helped them, using skills that she knew best, bringing something of value, the skills of training. But her own staff manipulated their way to protect only her. Like some delicate pet. She could think of no further insult. Her father would never have interfered, daughter or not.

      She had grown up learning what it meant to be Orak’Thune; training with generals, Jara, her brother. When she was made queen, being a warrior was what she so far in her life had excelled at; being a queen was what she needed to learn, but being a soldier was her upbringing. It was against their culture to deny her training accomplishments or the ability to use it. Orak didn’t flaunt it. It wasn’t a showcase, but Nyssa had long felt considerable confidence in her abilities. She thought she was among the best, that she had earned that skill. She thought she had understood her oath at the coronation.

      “As queen and overlord of all Orak’Thune, I swear to protect with my own flesh and sword those who cannot protect themselves. Stand for those who cannot stand for themselves, speak on behalf of those who have no voice. I am the vanguard of peace, the shield maiden of justice and I swear to serve my people and my allies with my life’s last breath.”

      “I am the vanguard…I serve my people and my allies,” she whispered to herself when she was alone, staring out the bay window at a setting sun.

      Jara knocked softly and entered. She motioned for him to come to her, which he did, coming to hand her a paper. It was from the king and queen. They’d requested a supper the next evening. She crossed the table, wrote her response and handed it back to him. He went to the door and handed it to the waiting courier, but he turned back to the room.

      “My Queen,” they had all reverted to her title since her speech, but coincidentally, the day after her return to the village, her year had been up. She was now waiting for her army from Orak’Thune to arrive to wage an attack on the assassins hiding in the grass and bothering the Bough and to escort her home. She was listening to Jara and sat down by the window.

      “Moro is requesting an audience,” he said. Every night since the week before, the night she blew up at him, he’d been asking.

      “No,” she said with finality. Jara was about to protest, his first time since, but she stopped with him with a look. “No, Jara. If I could have returned him safely that night, I would have.”

      Jara regarded her, but in the end, he nodded and excused himself from the room.

      Hedir entered a few minutes later. Nyssa had gotten used to him acting closely with Jara, but she hadn’t yet spoken to him directly or alone since their now distant hunting trip. Days and nights of that trip warmed her when she was alone. She felt he had been her one friend that she had met there, but always her reveries ended in sadness or frustration at their last parting words. Now, he appeared when he had business to discuss with her. She closed off her heart and mentally put on her crown, trying to hide her bruised feelings from him.

      He closed the door but waited for her to acknowledge him standing there. She was not in the mood to play games, but she was curious to know why he was there. Hedir had been helpful since her return. He had been very useful working closely with Jara. She stood up and walked closer to him.

      “Majesty,” he said and bowed lightly. “I am hoping you will do me the honour of accompanying me this evening,” he said. She was quite surprised and stopped her advance abruptly and blinked at him.

      “Accompany you? Where?” she replied, genuinely shocked.

      Hedir remained calmly in the centre of the room, regarding her confidently and with no sign of any rigidity or impatience the likes she’d seen before. Even if he’d been polite and efficient in her presence of late, he’d spoken very little to her directly.

      “It is somewhat of a surprise, Majesty, but I promise the view will be worth your trust in me,” he said and smiled at her. Nyssa didn’t notice her heart stop beating when she saw this.

      Nyssa hadn’t been overly social in the last week. She hadn’t gone out of her apartments for much more than a short walk. She wore her traditional Orak garb, complete with light armour and yes, her crown. It was clear that her time with them was over and she felt she had let them down. Her staff had made her a puppet in a play and she no longer wanted to be that puppet and all she’d felt since was out of her element.

      She couldn’t think of a reason not to go, except that she still wasn’t quite sure how Hedir regarded her and she felt desperately irrational about that. When she’d first arrived, she’d felt a very special bond grow deeply and intensely with him. But after they were separated, when her duties had changed, he’d been so different with her. Then he had been cross with her, followed by a long stint where she simply didn’t see him again until he’d arrived unexpectedly with Jara at her camp and then it had all been just business. She hadn’t stopped thinking about him though, and just seeing him there — she was suddenly desperate for him, for a friend.

      “Nyssa?” he called to her when she’d gotten lost in that last thought a bit too long.

      She blinked and moved only her eyes to meet his. She really couldn’t think of what else to say. Deep down, she just wanted to go; she needed the reprieve.

      Her hands wrung a bit in the fold she’d tried to maintain in front of her, betraying a bit her control.

      But Hedir remained calm and lightly smiling, which broadened somewhat while he watched her.

      “Yes,” she said finally and had to clear her throat. “Alright, if it’s important to you,” she added.

      He nodded, bowed and offered her his hand. She gave it and he straightened, tucking her hand neatly in his elbow.

      “Now?” she asked in surprise when he started them toward the door. He chuckled very lightly and quietly; it was pleasant, but he didn’t reply.

      Hedir walked them all the way to the horse’s stables, the evening fine and the air smelling clean. When they’d arrived, Roan was dressed and splendid with braids in his tail and mane. Nyssa had to stifle a laugh. No one was allowed to braid Roan except his very own groomsmen in Orak’Thune. But he did look so nice when he let them. She patted him sweetly, accepting an apple discreetly from the groomsmen and offered it to him.

      The groomsmen brought out another horse for Hedir and he mounted it immediately. Nyssa took the hint and mounted herself.

      They walked the horses gently in the forest for several hours. At dusk and now evening, the trees whispered in a light breeze and her eyes adjusted to see almost a new world in the shadows and moonbeams that gave just enough light that they could travel. It was a lovely, and she had to admit, very relaxing way to spend the evening. She felt the anxiety and anger of the last week ebb away from her, allowing her to breathe a little deeper, and think of something else even for a short time. She closed her eyes and lifted her face to breathe deeply. Hedir remained silent but close at her side.

      “We’re here,” said Hedir suddenly and she snapped back to herself. They’d said almost nothing since leaving the stables hours ago. Nyssa looked around her and Hedir had dismounted and come to take their reins. She stepped down and let him lead both horses to tie them to a sapling on the side while she waited and watched after him.

      Nyssa noticed then an enormous tree and at its base a beautiful reflecting pond. Its waters were incredibly still and seemed very dark; the moon was no longer visible. She went to its edge and stood to admire the reflection of the shadow of the tree within it. She bent and put one finger to the mirror-smooth surface. Ripple upon ripple echoed out from her and she sighed in the peaceful surroundings.

      “It is said, these waters are a collection of the tears of the moon,” Hedir said from just behind her.

      She felt a shiver run down her spine instantly from his voice. She closed her eyes, trying to hide it; she turned to watch him. He moved toward her and stopped when she was facing him.

      “Please hold out your hand,” he asked. She did.

      She felt him place something inside, but he tucked her fingers back closed before she could see it. Butterflies stirred in the pit of her stomach when he touched her. Something sparked and she could smell him so close to her. His hands were so warm.

      “When you’re ready, blow gently into your hands. Then you may open them,” he added quietly and close and he released both her hands.

      She watched him for a moment and then she did as he instructed. When she opened her hand, she saw a curled leaf and as she opened it more, the leaf unfurled itself and then it began to glow.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed softly, not expecting it. She looked at Hedir and he was smiling warmly at her.

      “Happy Birthday, Nyssa,” he said and stepped back so she could enjoy it.

      Nyssa had completely forgotten it was her birthday. It occurred to her she had no idea how he would know, but for a monarch, it probably wasn’t hard to find out if you knew someone to ask, like Moro, for example. She was so genuinely touched, she felt tears well in her eyes.

      She was eighteen.

      Nyssa watched her leaf, glowing a brilliant yellow now. Her eyes had watered, but tears held back. More than a year had gone by; a year during which she had graduated, fought in a war, lost her father, become a queen and moved to a new land. And now, in the stillness by the reflecting pool, she felt it was over.

      She looked to him, eyes still brimming; “Thank you,” she whispered again.

      Hedir bowed his head slightly and then indicated she should release the leaf over the pond. She did so and the gentle breeze took it only a little bit toward the centre. When it touched the surface, however, she saw the most amazing thing. Where the reflection of the tree was just dark, one by one, its leaves began to glow, lightly at first and then brighter and brighter. When she looked up at the tree, the whole thing was beginning to glow for real. As the breeze blew again, some leaves fell and danced and floated on the wind, making fluttering fire-lights in the air and dancing ripples in the reflection pond.

      “Thank you,” she whispered again, not wanting to take her eyes off the beautiful scene.

      Her tears fell softly and openly. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. She reached out slightly behind her until she felt his hand. Tentatively, she crooked the tips of her fingers into his palm. She was immensely relieved to feel him take the rest of hers warmly and strongly into his own.

      “The leaves of the Ceestra tree,” Hedir explained just behind her shoulder and close to her ear and after a long while where they’d stood together in silence. “The leaves glow when the breath of a good person requests it of them,” he added.

      She turned abruptly and looked at him directly. “You think I am a good person?” she asked him.

      His eyes searched hers and his other hand lifted and wiped one tear track away with the back of his fingers.

      “Without question, Nyssa. Of this, I have no doubt,” he replied softly. New tears fell. “If you have doubt of this in yourself, maybe the tree could help you with the proof you might need. I have to admit, I have never seen it burn this long or this brightly before. It senses something in you, something worthy and wonderful,” he added. She cocked her head and looked down, shy but appreciative and not trusting her responses at the moment.

      “It is beyond beautiful and I am grateful, Hedir,” she whispered. When she looked at him again, she saw gentleness. She saw his happiness in her delight with his surprise, his comfort being there, but she saw something else; he was happy to be with her.

      Hedir’s hand lifted again, wiped the new tear, but this time went behind her ear and lifted her hair back. He held her there. His thumb rubbed the line of her jaw and Nyssa remembered this feeling, the heat, the intensity, the adrenaline; she’d missed it, so desperately she’d turned away from it once. The light from the leaves still lit all around them and his blonde hair glowed and lifted lightly in the trickle of wind. His eyes sparkled with their reflection.

      “Hedir…” she whispered when he moved a bit closer, but she watched his mouth now.

      Nyssa leaned against it, totally unsure how else to show him she thought more of him than she knew how to say. She waited to see if he would resist, step back, but he didn’t. She didn’t open her eyes again until she felt his finger and thumb under her chin, lifting it to angle her to receive his kiss.  She leaned slightly up to meet him.

      Nyssa felt the slow burn she hadn’t felt in forever. Unlike last time, it was completely new, he was new, and she was excited and scared all at once. But Nyssa felt something else odd in her chest and it spurred her to continue kissing him, to add a bit more passion and warmth, to open her mouth. He was special to her. She wanted him, and she wanted to bring him into her heart and into her life. She felt protective of him, even right then, at this earliest of moments; she knew — no, she felt — there was more to this man. It was as if she heard it carried on the winds; He was for her.

      Nyssa moved her hands free of his and brought them to his face. Gently but firmly, she held him. She felt his warmth and tasted him, and Hedir pulled her closer against him.

      They kissed for much of the rest of the evening and rather than interrupt them, Hedir had gently guided them to the forest floor at the pond's edge where he wrapped her in his arms and pulled her against his chest, himself leaning against a tree. It was comfortable enough to last them forever. Certainly, Nyssa was not eager to see it end.

      Long past midnight, the moon returned and the pond glowed as if lit from underneath. They broke and watched each other’s eyes, which should have been uncomfortable, Nyssa thought fleetingly — it certainly had been over the past year that they had tried.

      This time, however, it was like seeing love for the first time. She was learning his face, memorizing the lines and with her fingers, she traced his jaw and the line of his nose and around his brow. She pushed the hair away from his face and tucked it behind his ear.

      “Now that you know I am here, I will ask you to consider me for yourself. What you think is best,” he said quietly to her. Nyssa’s hand stopped where it was and her eyes sharply re-found his. She was confused; she thought she understood what he was saying, but she was unable to accept it as true.

      “Hedir,” she said, rising from his lap to be level with him. He shook his head and held a hand to fold her gently back down.

      “It’s a lot to consider, I know,” he said softly to her. “You more than most, which is not lost on me,” he added and kissed her hands, “but I want nothing. Nothing but you. If you can give me that, I’ll be here, always.”

      When Hedir gathered them up, a good deal of time later, the leaves were all dark and the pool undisturbed, still and calm as before.
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      “My Queen, the scouts have arrived,” Jara said, having just burst into her apartments. He’d been in a rush; that was clear. Nyssa stood quickly and moved to grab her formal robes.

      “Where are they?” she asked quickly. He nodded as she made to follow him and they rushed down the hall and to the ramps that would lead them below.

      “The messengers just sent word that they’ve crossed the ravine to the south,” he said. She looked at him sharply.

      “The ravine?” she said, surprised.

      “I’m guessing they had to take an alternative route. I’m hoping to have the real answer as soon as possible myself,” he added. They both went on in silence, almost running to the royal conference rooms.

      When they arrived, they were immediately admitted. Hedir greeted her from the left seat of King Baro. Rising, he bowed to her but said nothing more and did not reach to touch her. She smiled very briefly in return, unbothered by it; she knew no one knew of their evening or conversation. Jara stood behind her and held out her chair. Baro was serious and Keerie just as much so; they were as anxious for news as she was.

      “Hedir just arrived, after the messengers,” King Baro began. “He says the scouts have been met and are being escorted here as quickly as possible.” Nyssa sighed with relief.

      “I’m curious to know the reason behind the alternative route,” she echoed Jara’s previous statement. Baro and Keerie nodded together.

      “As am I,” Baro said seriously. “If the army cannot pass through the Sun Valley, the situation is far more serious than I thought,” he added.

      “It could be a cautious tactic,” she offered. “Patrick may be considering his options with what we know, which isn’t much. He may simply not want to engage a larger enemy than he’s planned for.” Baro considered this and agreed.

      “If it’s the same scourge of rabble we saw before, though, Regent Patrick will have no issue cutting his way through and, hopefully, exterminating them along the way,” Jara said. It was a bit more crude than Nyssa would have put it and she frowned, though he couldn’t see her.

      “He needs information,” Nyssa interjected. “He’s being cautious. That’s all.”

      A quarter of an hour later, the door to the conference room opened and two heavily armoured Orak’Thune captains entered the room. They were dirty and sweating, obviously having made every effort to reach her quickly. She was grateful for their efforts.

      “Thank you,” she said, standing in front of them now. She was at her tallest and her most attentive. Both men bowed deeply to her.

      “My Queen,” the one on the right began, “we have arrived with news from the regent.” She indicated that he should continue. She moved back now, so Baro and Keerie were in full view.

      “Continue, Captain,” she said to him, “please advise us of your message, but first, were you attacked, harmed?” The same captain shook his head. She nodded and waved her hand for him to continue.

      “The regent has arrived at the head of two hundred soldiers, My Queen,” he began. Nyssa was silently impressed. Her brother had taken this seriously. “They have arrived at the far side of the Hilltop Pass,” he said.

      “His Highness holds the mass of his troops there while he sent my brother and me out to tell you this. Our original route was through the Sun Valley, but it was writhe with black-robed mongrels and the risk that we would be caught and delayed was great. His Royal Highness advised that we should take a slightly longer route, but safer, if we could manage it. We came around the valley and up the south-facing ravine in hopes the Bough scouts would see us and aid us through.”

      “And manage it you have, Captain. Well done,” she congratulated him. He bowed again.

      “The regent has not announced the full number of his forces to the enemy by keeping them back and assumes that he has brought sufficient to deal with the scourge in the grass but wanted you and His Majesty’s opinion on that. More than likely, a combination of attacks will suit the situation best here. But he stresses we make our plans quickly. A force his size can’t be hidden for long,” he concluded. Suddenly, his face looked sick and he rushed to add, “Those were his words, Majesty. Forgive me!”

      Nyssa smiled reassuringly to the captain. “Is that all?” she asked him and he nodded. “Where is the regent camped exactly, Captain?” she asked and walked over to the window, thinking to herself.

      “He is camped along the front wall of the largest rock face, Your Majesty,” he replied. Nyssa remembered the face she and her men had used as partial cover when they first came through there. It felt incredible to her that that was over a year ago.

      “I know it,” she said to no one in particular. She turned back to the room. “Please go and get some refreshment and rest, Captain,” she said. “I will require that you be ready for a return route.”

      “I will send Bough with you on the return, also,” Baro added. The captains saluted and left. Jara followed them out and Hedir moved to close the door.

      “So, Patrick is aware the Sun Valley is infested,” Nyssa began. Baro nodded and returned to his seat. “This is good news.”

      “Yes, he will not move on it without us,” he added. She was considering her question and made a point to slowly return to her chair.

      “Patrick has two hundred men facing the Wood. We could bring some around the way the scouts made it through,” she began but left it unfinished, using the time to sit, but Baro was there. Much to her relief.

      “Bough will ride out to meet him, from the Wood. We will group them in the middle and we will end this,” he said very quietly.

      But she was concerned also. She had seen Bough’s military preparedness, much more than she ever expected, but wondered how he would commit to this fight. The Bough had not left the sanctuary of the Wood for several millennia. She was grateful for her experience now and she was filled with every confidence in their ability, but the Bough never joined their forces with others.

      “Baro, will you permit me to request one squad of my own to join us on your front?” she asked gently. He looked at her, she thought with a surprise, but it faded quickly. He studied her longer, though. She didn’t understand why.

      “You may,” he said simply. She bowed to him gratefully.

      “And I put myself and my section at your discretion,” she added, but his expression stayed the same. Finally, his expression broke. He stood up and held out an arm indicating Hedir.

      “Captain Hedir will coordinate our combined positions, Queen Nyssa,” he said. She nodded but was still watching Baro. Was he upset about something? Had she angered him? She wished Patrick were here now. He was always better at reading people.

      “Well then, we have preparations to make,” she said and bowed, about to leave the room.

      “Nyssa,” Baro stopped her. She came back toward him. He took her hands and held them. He studied her face again. “Thy time here,” he began in formal speech, “has it been more than educational?” he asked and she was surprised. She hesitated, her eyes darting to Keerie and back again.

      All at once, she felt a great desire to unload all the emotion she felt about the Bough. Her tenderness and fierce respect for them was fast turning into a loyalty she felt alike to her own kinsman. She felt desperate about protecting them now and even though she knew them to be as capable as her own, she wanted to protect them from the battle that lay ahead. Preserve them in their peaceful life. It felt foolish, of course. They were thousands of years older than her kind on this earth. Many more battles had they experienced, lives they’d had to sacrifice in the name of peace, but she couldn’t help feeling it was unfair. She wanted to leave knowing it was exactly as she had found it. Instead, she felt she was leaving a swath of violence in her wake.

      She opened her mouth to reply, but nothing came out. She couldn’t find the words to express herself. She felt embarrassed and moved to look away, but Baro caught her chin in a fatherly way and smiled at her.

      

      “Go on, child,” he said almost in a whisper. She stood still, but she felt her heart swell. She swallowed, feeling just like a little girl again, standing in front of her father.

      “I have found a rhythm, King Baro,” she said simply and he waited patiently for her to go on. Nyssa looked to Hedir and suddenly the words flooded her brain and her heart swelled, her words came in a rush. “I have found the sound of the trees and the secret of long life among them.”

      He smiled and held on to her hands again when she looked back to him, gently but with warmth.

      “Bough have taught me what it is to be self-sufficient and part of a family at the same time. Bough have taught me to be proud of my beginnings,” and she smiled slightly, “and to remember my goals.” He nodded again.

      “But above all, I have learned that who I am is as important as the symbol of what I am. All that I am now is what I have to give of myself and to this, my Lord Baro, I say to you: my oath may be fulfilled, my time here come to an end, but I pledge a new oath,” and now Baro did register some surprise. “I pledge on my honour as Queen of Orak’Thune that I am forever Bough, as my mother was before me. If you will have me,” she added quickly, and bowed low, “and on my honour, I will endeavour to be both Bough and Orak in all ways, borne on the ever-present wind, a servant of no destiny but that of our love and respect for each other, for all the days of my life.”

      Baro’s smile grew broad and warm, and he leaned forward to raise her up and wrapped her in his arms.

      “Thou hast always been our lost daughter, Nyssa, daughter of Kara,” he said quietly to her. “It is with a full heart that we have you back among us again. Kara’s heart sings with joy in the wind that endlessly sighs in the canopies,” he said and chuckled.

      She had closed her eyes when he’d embraced her. She opened them a bit and noticed Hedir standing at the door, now smiling at her. Without pulling away, she did the unexpected; “And I have found love,” she almost whispered.

      She felt Baro freeze but not tighten. He slowly backed up, taking her upper arms gently in his large hands. He looked into her eyes directly.

      “Oh?” he said and looked at Keerie. Keerie had been openly weeping with joy by her smile and now she seemed likely to burst, but Baro seemed concerned.

      “Love, Queen Nyssa?” he repeated now, turning back to see her.

      Nyssa instantly regretted her statement. She hadn’t been prepared, but she hadn’t lied either. She was wrapped up in the moment. Declaring the decision Hedir had posed to her that night at the pond just seemed the right thing to do. She nervously looked up at him. She wondered about her anxiety. It was her choice. That’s what he’d said, was it not?

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” she replied, trying to sound confident about it. Baro blinked and waited.

      “A Bough, then?” he asked, seeming a little more surprised himself.

      Nyssa nodded. She wanted to see Hedir’s expression, but he hadn’t moved an inch since she spoke.

      “Well,” Baro began, moving back a little so she could continue, “it is your decision, of course, Majesty,” he was saying, thinking quickly. “Your brother might have opinions, however,” he added and moved his hand to indicate it could go either way with Patrick.

      But Nyssa understood where he was going and smiled to relax him. It was her choice. Ultimately, there was no law preventing a royal member from marrying a farmer or farrier, soldier or diplomat, but obviously, the high court would expect someone at least experienced in certain things. Command for one. High-level diplomacy for another. She had that covered.

      She looked now directly to Hedir. His eyes were intensely blue where he watched her. He looked worried and blinked in total surprise at what she was doing. She felt suddenly that she knew she was going about this backward — she hadn’t actually spoken to Hedir about this — and while his king would need to approve of it, it should have been in private between the two of them first. She waited, hoping he could see the indecision in her eyes.

      He did, she guessed. He nodded, blinked and nodded again, looking shyly down at his hands to hide his excitement.

      “I am in love with Hedir,” she said simply and looked back to Baro and Keerie.

      Baro and Keerie looked at each other, at Hedir, then back at her. Baro motioned that his captain should approach. Hedir moved smoothly closer and stood beside Nyssa. She noticed he was trying very hard to control the expression on his face. He looked down at her briefly, though now it looked like his smile was more of a smirk.

      “Is this true?” Baro asked of him. Hedir took a very deep breath, but he looked at her and she melted.

      “I declared myself to Her Majesty and asked that she consider me,” he said simply. Nyssa was watching him. When he didn’t continue, she nodded and turned back to Baro. It was that simple.

      Baro turned to her. “And your intention with this man?” he asked her pointedly. She blinked at that.

      “If he will have me…,” and now she felt the insecurity again. What if Hedir had meant a long courtship and not marriage? Doubts tightened her throat closed. She opened her mouth to answer again, but no sound came out.

      “It is recent, my King,” Hedir interjected for her, but she felt his hand reach out between them and she grasped it hard when she felt his fingers trying to find hers.

      “We were discussing intentions…” he said and turned to face her and her jaw nearly dropped when she saw he was giving her an exit. “But if she will have me, I offer myself to her, in eternal marriage, if that is her wish. If it is simple companionship, I willingly go wherever she will be.” He took her hands and Nyssa felt her stomach knot and then drop through the floor.

      Nyssa’s brain flooded with a million responses, none of which were any she thought she could have. Since Jara, it was not allowed, by her own self, she would never wed, never mother, never be that woman to share companionship with another man. Jara was not allowed, but her heart hurt, every day he was denied and Hedir made it now feel healed.

      “Mmmmarriage,” she stammered at first. She cleared her throat and tried again and the idea was taking flight in her mind and looking at him, deeply at him and seeing him doing the same, Nyssa thought her legs would give out; she wanted him.

      “Marriage. I will wed thee, Hedir Bough, and take you as my eternal companion in this life,” she said and new tears welled. She was so overwhelmed, she felt herself shaking. He smiled at her and put his free hand on her cheek to wipe a tear.

      Baro, who had been standing in front of them still, put his hand on both their shoulders. This broke their staring at each other and they turned to see him. He was beaming; his expression was joyous.

      “I am delighted, for both of you,” he said and cleared his throat awkwardly. She laughed a bit and sniffed, still in awe of the moment.

      “Let not the seriousness of the times diminish the joy thou hast both found between you,” he continued. “A great celebration will be held, a wedding of two nations, of course,” he said and winked at Nyssa, “and time enough for that. In the interim,” he said and his tone went serious, “I, King of Bough, ancient keeper of the Great Wood, ask you Hedir, Captain of the Bough and Ancient Ward of the Western Wood, do you take this woman as your eternal companion, bestow upon her the ultimate commitment of your soul, vow to protect her with your life and seek her out should ever she be alone in the darkness? Do you claim her as your wife?” he asked, and Nyssa was shocked. Without hesitation, Hedir replied.

      “I do.” Hedir had bowed his head to Baro, who touched his brow lightly.

      “And you, Nyssa, daughter of Bough, Queen and Protector of her people, do you take this man as your eternal companion, bestow upon him the ultimate commitment of your soul, vow to protect him with your life and seek him out should ever he be alone in the darkness. Do you claim him as your husband?” he asked.

      Nyssa blinked. She looked at Hedir and back again to Baro. Her mouth was slightly open and it went dry. She looked at Hedir again and she saw the answer she was looking for: Peace. In him, I will always find peace.

      “I do,” she replied but continued to look at him when she said it. It mattered that he knew she was certain.

      When she turned back to Baro, he touched her brow lightly and ended it.

      “By the grace of the Great Wood, as King of Bough, I declare I recognize this union,” he said softly. “Let the bond grow and fulfill you both,” he said in blessing.

      Without anything more, he turned and held his hand out for Keerie, who rose quickly, came over and embraced Nyssa and then Hedir, then took her husband’s hand. They left together, leaving the newlyweds alone.

      Nyssa was still in complete shock. Hedir coughed lightly, but she didn’t move. He waited, their hands tightly gripped between them.

      “Are we married?” she whispered. She was still staring forward, shaking a bit.

      “In Bough, the king’s blessing is absolute and not entirely necessary, actually,” he said quietly. She looked at him then, confused.

      “Others can be married by whom they choose. The king doesn’t preside over every marriage,” he explained. She nodded stupidly.

      “Nyssa,” he said and lifted her face gently to face him, his body still standing close. “Are you disturbed by this? It was sudden. It was what Baro understood you meant by your declaration,” he said gently and she looked at him, feeling slightly faint.

      “In Bough, a declaration of love is a commitment,” he explained. “We marry for life, we marry for love and we marry for the promise of companionship throughout a very long existence,” he said, watching her intently. “I meant every word, Nyssa. I have loved you since I first saw you and you have grown in my heart every day since. When I took you to the tree, I would have understood if you did not feel the same way, but when you kissed me,” he stopped, closing his eyes for a second and brought his forehead to rest on hers, “when you kissed me, my world was complete. There was no other thought in my mind that you were for me.”

      She was listening intently. She was nervous but starting to calm down. In settling, her feelings were showing her something else. Love: pure, reciprocal, supportive, true love, and it was spreading to her heart.

      “I love you, Hedir,” she said and bit her lip. “I meant every word of it also, but I — ” She was cut off when he kissed her. It was firm, warm and desperate at first, but she returned it. She needed it and felt strength in it; she moved to wrap her arms around his neck and felt their bodies line up against each other and now there was heat. When they broke, he was warm too.

      “It’s all I will ever need to know, Nyssa,” he whispered to her. She moved her hand to touch his cheek.

      “But haven’t I done you an injustice?” she asked then, a note of panic rising in her voice. He looked at her but didn’t seem concerned. He cocked his head in interest. She pulled back from him a bit, gathering her thoughts.

      “Hedir,” she began, “I love you,” she said and pulled back more, letting her arms fall away from him.

      She moved to the window and looked out. A gorgeous view of the tall trees, the sun streaming through in shafts and the golden and green colour sparkling in the morning dew. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes briefly.

      “You have just married a foreign monarch,” she said simply and suddenly she wanted to cry.

      Hedir crossed his arms but didn’t say anything. Nyssa waited, but without any interruptions, she had to continue. It was hard and she felt overwhelmed to say it.

      “You will not be king,” she said and she felt breathless.

      “And thank the eternal winds for that,” he said quite seriously. She looked up quickly and stared at him.

      “You are concerned about what I think this marriage is about,” he offered. She wobbled her head slightly. He smiled again. “Nothing but us, Nyssa. Whatever my role, as your husband, I accept it. I have thought about it, as it would have been grossly inappropriate for me to offer you something you could not accept,” he added. “Obviously, the Bough accept your selection in me and that I accept to represent them wherever I go with you.”

      Nyssa was thinking quickly. She nodded in agreement with this.

      “Are you worried your people won’t be as likely to accept me in return; your brother perhaps?” he asked then and this time there was a line of concern on his face.

      She thought about Patrick and her mind was racing to contemplate what he might think of Hedir. But her heart had no doubts and the more she considered it, the less anxious she felt. Patrick was going to be ecstatic about this. His sister, her Bough exchange completed, married at the ripe age of nineteen, no drawn-out courtships, no treaties and no chance of her not being married at all. He was going to be thrilled. She shook her head and told him this.

      “Then, what is it?” Hedir asked her, moving to come around and stand once again closer to her.

      “You will have duties,” she said, “regent or consort in some way. Patrick and I will have to discuss it. You will have to nominate an ambassador to live in Orak’Thune. Mother’s died ten years ago,” she said and shied at how blunt that sounded.

      She was suddenly nervous in front of him. She felt everything she was saying sounded wrong. Like the life that lay ahead of them was not going to be pleasant. She took a deep breath.

      “I just mean that to be with me is to serve,” she said and when she felt calm, she looked straight into his eyes. “And I am so grateful that it will be you beside me,” she added because really, that’s all she wanted to say.

      “Yes,” he touched her cheek again, tracing the line of her jaw and up again. He kissed her forehead. “I am with you,” he said finally and wrapped her warmly in his arms.
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      Nyssa stood in the middle of her apartment, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. She’d tried to be clear about what had taken place with Hedir and Baro and Keerie, that it just sort of happened, but it sounded weak, frivolous. Jara had no idea what to say. He stood a full minute just staring; at first it was at her and then just into empty space.

      “Say something,” she begged him in a whisper.

      “Did you bed him?” he asked. Nyssa gritted her teeth and looked at the floor. Jara moved and grabbed her arm hard; he was so close he had to look directly down at her.

      “Did you?” he demanded. Nyssa endured his vice grip.

      “No,” she replied sternly. “But I am not going back on my decision.” Jara let go of her arm, but it was more he threw it back.

      “Jara…” She tried again, getting her own temper under control.

      This was agony for both of them. When he’d been commissioned and she’d been elected, she’d surrendered to see only duty, only sacrifice - of her life indentured to the law and Jara would serve alongside her.  But Nyssa had had the epiphany with Hedir at the pond. He was different, he was not Orak’Thune.

      Now, in Bough, she’d met someone as just a woman, someone new she could learn about, and it had startled her that she could. She only needed to take the chance. She had been surprised to find it, but it was there and she’d needed this chance. With Hedir, it had felt like her heart had started beating again. Now in Jara’s presence, it felt like it was stuttering to a stop; she couldn’t have him, not now and not ever.

      “Jara, he loves me.”

      Jara was unable to speak, but he nodded his head. Nyssa finally couldn’t hold back all her frustration and fear.

      “What would you have me do?!” she yelled at him. They both were very familiar with the question. There was no answer. Not for them.

      “Do you love him?” he asked finally.

      Nyssa moved back to him, but he was still stiff and didn’t turn to look at her. She shoved her arms around his chest and ducked into his shoulder while his own stayed straight. She squeezed him tightly.

      “I think so,” she whispered to him but didn’t let him go.

      Jara reached around and she felt the pressure of his hand on the back of her head as he sort of hugged her back. “Please don’t hate me,” she begged him. Jara moved his body around her more fully then, nearly crushing her in a proper embrace.

      “Not a thing you could do would ever make me hate you, Nyssa,” he said and she heard him sigh and felt his body release some of the tension of his pain. “I meant every word I’ve ever said to you. Nothing will change that.” She sighed and he heard her sniff back the tears.

      “Patrick will be upset, will he not? The council, they have to approve these things; I don’t know how he’ll introduce the idea that you want to be married when you already are,” he said, swallowing hard but stoically changing the tone.

      “It will come as a surprise, for sure,” she agreed and turned to smile a bit at him in relief, “but the decision is mine, therefore, it won’t matter what they think in the end. Father married Mother after meeting her away from home; I’ve simply repeated the process.”

      “What if someone thinks you were forced? Brainwashed? Or-or that it was youthful attentions that made you do this? They will think this rash, Nyssa,” he said, clearing his throat, still visibly upset, but he was mastering it. “Rash, and perhaps they will blame Hedir for forcing himself on you or Baro,” he said, crossing his arms and firmly nodding his head.

      

      “No one forced me to do anything; in fact, Hedir was taken completely by surprise today,” she said and Jara’s mouth thinned in more disapproval.

      

      “Hedir declared his feelings for me a few weeks ago,” she said, stepping back a bit now that they were relaxed and she wanted to tell him all of it. “He asked me to consider his offer and I did, Jara, carefully. Baro today asked me for my feedback on my time here. It just sort of tumbled out that I had found him…love,” she said and awkwardly shrugged her shoulders to indicate the snowball she had created in that conversation.

      “Before I knew it, he had bestowed marital blessings on us and left the room. I didn’t really have the chance to protest and now that it’s said and done, I don’t want to. I am fully pleased with my choice and my decision, Jara. If I can have this, I mean, I am happy!” she said, almost pleading for him to understand this, but she was watching him.

      Up until this day, Jara had been her first and only love and it had ended for them both over months of painful emotional separation. She’d felt since then as if she had been robbed of her happiness, like she hadn’t deserved it, that love simply wasn’t for someone like her because up until then, Jara had been everything and worth everything, including the pain. He had been perfect. She saw in his face now though, the pain of all the times they’d had to tell each other it was over. The night of his confirmation, the night of her father’s death when they’d made love for the first time, knowing all the while it was also to be their last. She saw that look she’d seen when she’d taken him inside her and they were one, in that final moment they had allowed themselves; all the passion, the love, the heartbreak, the grief and the rage.

      Nyssa felt the pain in her heart snap like when it all had happened. She stared at him, her love for him — constant and always strong — making her angry, always having to hold it back.

      She had never expected Hedir. She had never expected her heart to react to another as it had once for him. She now realized she needed to see Jara in a new way and he her. She waited.

      “Yes,” he said and stopped to clear his throat, “yes, I can see that you are. It’s just…a little unorthodox, perhaps.”

      “I agree,” she said, forcing civility back into her voice, trying to convince him now that this was the right thing. “I agree fully with that and yes, Patrick will be surprised, but all will be well! Hedir is completely suitable. He’s a highly trained, well-respected veteran of his forces, a confirmed member of his royal court and a high-level advisor to his king. There will be no contestation of his credentials to fulfill any of the roles he will receive as my royal consort,” she was saying but turned back to her packing.

      “Consort?” Jara interrupted.

      “At the least, yes,” she said without turning around.

      He looked at her sharply.

      “I’m not expecting you to be happy for me, Jara,” she said gently and went back over to him and took one of his hands. “No one will ever be you for me, no one. And if I were in your place, I’d not be happy either, but I would understand. If I have the slightest chance to have someone, Jara, shouldn’t I take it? Wouldn’t you?”

      Jara stood, rubbing the tops of her fingers with his own and despite it all, it would forever make her body tingle. He nodded.

      “I don’t know about me, but I know that you should. It’s in you, Nyssa. Be a wife,” he agreed.

      He lifted her chin with his fingers and kissed her warmly. It was meant to be light, easy, but she leaned into it and Jara pulled her strongly close and committed all he had to likely the last time he’d taste her this way. Nyssa did nothing to stop it.

      Nyssa would not have stopped this kiss for anything in the world. Not even if Hedir walked into the room and saw them himself. It was Jara’s words, his way, his expression. To Nyssa, as she told him, there was no one like him for her and there never would be. Hedir was facing the realities of his wife having a live guardsman living in and out of her daily business; this kiss was Jara’s final way of saying he accepted her decision and before she went on her marital way, he was still hers and he would cherish it.

      When they broke, she was another man’s woman, but at least they both knew it and why.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      That evening, Nyssa was extremely restless. The plans she’d sent off with her captains were well on their way to Patrick and if he concurred, a smoke signal would be lit by midday the next day. They would start their attack an hour before dark.

      

      But Nyssa was restless about other things. She was a queen again, recognized, in control. She was happy with her relationship with the Bough, rejuvenated by her confessions to Baro. She was a new wife. Jara knew and though she still felt mildly confused about it, it was unsettling and exciting at the same time.

      She thought some more about how her announcement should have gone. Consulting Patrick first, allowing him to bring it to council, even the war council, who on occasion were required to assume diplomatic duties when the heads of state were both on campaign. Then there would have been dates set for both weddings. Even though King Baro took it upon himself to graciously marry them in private, she figured normally a large state wedding in Bough was proper and then a similar one in Orak’Thune.

      It all sounded lovely, but she groaned when she thought of the consuming weeks that would take. It felt so incredible to have been married in a moment filled only with love. And she remembered fondly then her brother's own wedding. It felt right and she would have loved to move on but, she thought reflecting on it, she would always have it. When the others come and go, the little ceremony with her and the Bough would be the one she’d hold most dear.

      She and Hedir were finally alone, eating their evening meal together. The afternoon had been filled with messengers, news, updates and even the odd well-wishers as the news slowly spread. Now, she was in the only place she wanted to be. He had told her stories of his home and what they would do when they visited there. She was enthralled to hear he lived about two days’ ride west of the capital in a smaller settlement. He had a permanent home. It was attached to the one he had shared with his parents before he left to train with the military, which was just as well. He explained his family were game and forest wardens and cared for the forest and its creatures in their area by appointment of the king and queen. A noble and ancient appointment bestowed on his family that was at least as old as Baro and Keerie themselves.

      “So, you and your family have served closely with King Baro and Queen Keerie for a long time?” she asked. Hedir nodded.

      “How long do Bough live?” she asked finally, taking a bite of her mouthwatering steamed greens. Hedir regarded her for a moment, a soft smile.

      “A Bough’s lifetime is tied to his service to the Wood,” he said simply. She narrowed her eyes at him. He coughed a bit to realize his vagueness and continued. “Bough live their lives in service to the Wood. If a Bough has fulfilled his role, the Wood will let him take up his path and travel to the mountains in the north and the everlasting lands of the Pass,” he said.

      Nyssa stopped chewing for a moment as she considered this. Politely, she finished and swallowed before speaking. She knew of the Pass. It was an Orak belief as well, but lifespans were mythical when it came to the Bough.

      “How does one know if your service is completed?” she asked cautiously.

      “There are many ways,” he continued, shrugging lightly and took a bite himself. He nodded in appreciation.

      “The Wood may be satisfied with your successor,” he said and looked up at her. She didn’t interrupt. “The Wood may consider your service to be long enough,” he added and ate another mouthful.

      “And what happens? Does it send you a signal somehow?” she asked, but Hedir shook his head.

      “You just….know,” he said quietly. She hadn’t moved since swallowing. Now she sat up a little straighter, a little unsettled that that was all there was to the reply.

      Hedir was watching her discreetly over his plate. “A Bough rarely lives longer than his mate. Did you know that?” he said, trying to move the conversation along. Nyssa looked back up at him.

      “No,” she said but then frowned. “My father lived a decade after my mother passed,” she said skeptically.

      “He was not Bough; she was,” Hedir pointed out. Nyssa considered this but just nodded and went back to her plate.

      “You are already part Bough, Nyssa. Likely you will live much longer than the average human,” he continued, and she agreed,  this not being new information to her.

      “Being married to me will mean you will likely live even longer than that. I hope this doesn’t frighten you; it shouldn’t,” he said gently. “I will never leave you.”

      “I am not afraid,” she replied, but her mind was slightly reeling with the thought. “My mother told me this when I was very young” and she looked out the window.

      She was missing her mother now, more than usual. “She told me of the richness of life and how important it was that I take the time to listen and learn and experience it. That it was a gift and if I were lucky enough to find love…that it be cherished above all else,” she said, but the last was very quiet.

      She turned back to smile at him, feeling like she might cry. He was watching her intently and he reached across the table to take her hand.

      “Your mother was well-loved by the Bough,” he said to her. “She was an inspiration of courage and vivacious spirit.” He smiled at her.

      Nyssa smiled back at the compliment. His words were true and she felt them as if they were also for her.

      “All of Bough rejoiced in her marriage to your father, and especially in the birth of you and your brother,” he said then and, letting go, leaned back to continue eating his meal. Nyssa picked up her glass and sat watching him for a minute.

      “You remember that?” she asked him curious. He nodded, still chewing.

      “Yes, her births more than her marriage as I was still in training up north when she got married, but yes. They were each grand celebrations,” he said. She counted quickly. Her mother was married twenty-two years earlier. She was born nineteen years, her brother twenty-one. Hedir didn’t look a day over twenty-three.

      Nyssa was flattered but thought it was a bit odd. Obviously, her mother being half Bough, it would be important to her mother’s Bough side that she have heirs. But to celebrate here, away from them, on a national scale, was unexpected. Hedir seemed to chuckle now. She cocked her head in question and waited for him to continue.

      “All children are special to Bough,” he began. “They are rare among our kind.”

      “Rare?” she said, startled. “Why?”

      “A near immortal race needs not replenish itself as often, I assume, is the natural reasoning,” he said then, non-plussed. “And so, it makes the arrival of a new child all the more special.”

      Nyssa was thinking now about how often she had seen children in the village where she’d lived nearly all the past twelve months. Certainly, she remembered a few, maybe six or so that played often in the market. The head groomsman had a boy, shy but strong and tall, who worked alongside to help him. The hunter who’d taken her up north had had a boy and a girl, she guessed in their early adolescence, but was that really all she’d seen? In Orak’Thune, the streets were filled with children running and playing, working with their parents, and there were four education centres that taught ages five to fifteen and that was just what the city contained. Of course, children were cherished by her people too, but childbirth was not rare; it was a common occurrence.

      “Describe rare,” she said to him now. He was about to take a new bite but hesitated.

      “Any Bough blessed with the gift do not normally have more than two, though I have met one man who had three children, but it is extremely uncommon. One is the most common and still yet many never have any at all. If you live for three hundred years and you have fewer than five children born to your village in all that time, it is a special thing, is it not?” he asked her and watched her chew on the question.

      “Why is it so limited? Is there a tincture?” But he interrupted her with a light chuckle and a shaking of his head. “Then how?” she finished pointedly.

      “Nature again,” he said, shrugging and wiping his mouth with his napkin. He was smiling at her, his eyes shining in the firelight. She felt love for him when he looked at her like this.

      “Again, the Wood intervenes on our behalf,” he said, “but if a Bough couple are chosen for the honour of parenthood, it is cause for celebration and supported throughout Bough. The couple do not separate for the one year of gestation and take the time away and for themselves to nurture and care and all are certainly pronounced when the child arrives. A birth is a highly spiritual event here,” he said and she thought he sounded awed. “Nature herself speaks to us with every new child. Even with animal husbandry, every life is cherished here, but a new Bough child, that is something coveted above all else. You should know,” he added and looked down to the bottom of his glass, “fathers are affected as well. Like an extra-sensory event, males are in tune with the mothers, physically as much as emotionally. Unlike full humans or so I’m told.”

      When he looked back to her, she could only swallow and nod that she understood the words because the feeling of it was all so overwhelming.

      Nyssa was listening and trying to absorb it all. She was imagining these intense relationships and felt sympathy for a low birth rate, that parenthood should be so revered and yet elusive. It wasn’t something she was immediately looking into, but she thought, maybe…one day, but then her eyes fell on her armour, hanging beside the dressing screen on its rack behind him. Her reality said something else of her destiny and these maternal feelings were likely not for her. She was about to share this with Hedir, but then she saw him looking at her and she had to change her mind. Maybe a discussion for another time.

      “Wait, one year?” she said, trying to keep the conversation going. He nodded in affirmation, more relaxed now, and leaned on the table over his arm but reached for his glass again. His expression remained softly on hers.

      “Bough are slow aging. Gestation for Bough infants is twelve months, not nine or ten, as is for humans,” he replied calmly.

      Easy for you to say, she thought, but didn’t say anything out loud.

      “But as I mentioned, it is a very spiritual time for a pregnant couple. They often retreat from normal life and seek solitude for a time. This is very common,” he continued. She was interested now; she was not aware of this practice.

      “They leave their family? Their duties?” she asked curiously. He said yes.

      “They leave everything and seek only each other’s company during this time. A child in the womb is believed to be both a natural and magical thing and the parents take all the time they need to reflect and enjoy on this as part of the gift,” he continued. “It is believed the teaching of a child begins during this sojourn, that a child learns the love of its parents and the love for another while alone with them; that it will come into this world gifted with this knowledge.” Hedir sat back with his own glass now. He felt she was hearing what he was saying but wondered how well she understood it.

      “For the parents, it is also a time to clear one’s mind and consider the life about to begin and how the parents will adjust and provide for that child. How and what they should teach the child for what it will do in its life,” he said, “but mostly, it’s a personal time between the parents to enjoy each other and the gift they have received,” he concluded and smiled wide.

      Nyssa was imagining as he was describing this for her. What would they do? Where would they go?

      “And when it’s time, they return to a centre and the baby is born,” he added finally. Nyssa’s eyes flicked back to meet his now. She gulped a little. That prospect terrified her; her experiences had been graphic and traumatic and she’d long practised shutting them out of her mind when they came up. She cleared her throat nervously but tried to nod encouragingly.

      It was a subject that always made her uncomfortable. Her brother had had his first baby by now and a second was on the way by the last of his letters; her sister-in-law being of the highly fertile full human-type, they had been married only fifteen months. She knew she had missed all the excitement of that event, but she felt only a tiny bit of guilt that she had. While motherhood sounded noble, birthing sounded and looked terrible. She used to see her mother in her nightmares, dead in childbirth, but it had always been a faded bad dream, she so young when it had happened. Now she saw Sun and his dead mother whenever the idea surfaced and she felt extremely traumatized and afraid.

      Nyssa’s mother was passed away a decade by the time her grandchildren had arrived and when she was young, Nyssa hadn’t felt curious about the subject, so she hadn’t really discussed it.  She wasn’t involved in those circles growing up anyway, having devoted most of her time to shadowing her father and his various campaigns and then she’d spent puberty at the academy. Girl soldiers stupid enough to break their oaths and get caught by finding themselves pregnant were simply shipped home.

      Certainly, people poked her in the ribs in jest at Triana’s baby shower before she’d left, making jokes about when the queen should “deliver us an heir,” but that was just court talk and was expected even if her brother was producing enough heirs for consideration to the family house for both of them.

      Now here, discussing it openly and with no other implication of exactly who would be pregnant and who would be delivering, and in the company of her newly-betrothed as it were, she felt she was at a disadvantage. The whole topic made her uncomfortable, nervous and wholly unprepared. It scared her to death, frankly. But she tried not to let it show now.

      But then it occurred to her; they might not actually be one of the “lucky ones.” She felt herself relax, but then she felt her emotions snap back again. He wouldn’t be so relieved, she understood now. She was confused and she bit her lip to try and hide it.

      “Would you still be happy if we were not…chosen?” she asked then. She watched him carefully. Certainly, sadness crossed his face and there definitely was a hesitation that made her regret the question, but he answered.

      “Yes, Nyssa,” he said. He leaned over and took her hands in his again and watched her face for a minute before answering, “Yes, I am happy and will be, always. Whatever life awaits us, I am with you and that is a peace on my heart,” he said and kissed her hands.

      She sighed when he let her go again. She felt relieved but only a little. Maybe she could have a child with Hedir…

      Nyssa blocked the thought. She was quarter Bough; the likelihood really wasn’t about fertility. It was about professions and she felt very sad for him. Maybe for them both; she couldn’t be sure.

      Nyssa stood up, almost too quickly, and walked to the large window. It was opened at the sides; fresh and cool air was blowing gently in. She breathed it in with huge breaths, a little quickly before she noticed.

      “Have I said something to upset you, Nyssa?” Hedir asked from directly behind her. She hadn’t heard him get up after her.

      She shook her head and turned slightly to show a little smile. The truth was, she was feeling a little adrift with all the wonders of the Bough culture. It sounded nurturing and peaceful — so completely foreign — but wonderful. She wanted to say something clever like: Well, you know that’s not us, right? But it would have been rude or dismissive. Certainly, it would have been confusing and unfair.

      “I have upset you,” he said finally and moved closer. “I am sorry. I know there are things we need to learn about each other, sensitivities being chief among them.”

      “Will you hold me for a while?” she asked him quietly. Hedir moved up behind her and wrapped his arms completely across her body. She leaned into him, felt his warmth and sighed.

      “Will you tell me, when you are ready, what it is that bothers you?” he asked just behind her ear. She nodded.

      “Always,” she said. She felt him move her hair to kiss her neck. She gripped his arm after a few seconds. He stopped in surprise. Nyssa was breathing a little quicker.

      “Don’t stop,” she said and moved to take his hands that were across her chest. Hedir resumed and put effort into it. He’d found the warming spot that couldn’t resist a kiss and that she’d not felt ignite in three years. She was nearly panting when he finally did slow down.

      Nyssa turned in his arms, warm and flushed and she saw in his eyes he was interested in more. She leaned up and kissed him back now, her hands around his body and pulling him closer. Nyssa pulled her shirt laces undone and he watched her with interest, so she pulled the whole shirt off.

      “Can you?” she whispered to him and turned to show him the ties of her bindings. He complied and when they were free, she was awarded with his hands warm on her back and kisses down her neck that slowly made their way to her breasts.

      Nyssa was elated to feel these things again. The burn that started low was now a flickering flame, but she still felt anxious about her body, about what he might think of her. She was Orak; compared to Bough women, she was taller, muscular, dark-haired and probably slightly aggressive. Nyssa was holding all that last one back, for now.

      Nyssa guided Hedir down to the chaise that sat just under the window and the cooler evening breeze. He lay slightly beside her and kissed her with long and incendiary kisses.

      “I should go,” he said under her chin after they’d devoured each other a while. Nyssa’s eyes popped open.

      “Why?!” she said and sat up quickly. He smiled but didn’t lean away from her and dragged a finger down her arm.

      “I believe it is traditional to wait for your culture's wedding rites, is it not?” he asked her in return, a little uncertain himself. Nyssa looked at him a full ten seconds, but then she shook her head.

      “It’s a nice sentiment, but it’s not required, no,” she replied factually.

      Hedir smirked a tiny bit and that reassured her; she felt his body relaxing a little when he sat against the long back of the sofa. His hand resumed lightly rubbing her skin. Nyssa was close against him, half-upright on the long lounge incline, but Hedir had her body against him. She lifted an arm to pillow her head, facing toward him; she was leaning long, but she closed her eyes to enjoy the sensation of the designs he was drawing on her torso and breasts.

      “I am afraid of motherhood,” she said simply after a long moment of him caressing and feathering her skin with kisses. She felt Hedir’s fingers stop on her skin. “It’s not that I am against it. I know it’s natural and beautiful, but I...” She shook her head and shut her eyes for a moment.

      Hedir moved and began kissing her shoulder. It felt wonderful.

      “Nyssa, I’m sorry for bringing it up so soon,” he started to say from deep under her ear, but she twisted to face him, taking his hand in hers.

      “No!” she said quietly, “no, that’s not what I meant. Never apologize for talking to me about anything Bough, anything marriage, Hedir. Promise me,” she said and she was quite serious. He smiled and nodded. She watched him a second more and then relaxed again.

      “And likewise,” she said, starting slowly again, “I won’t refrain from discussing my fears with you.” He pulled her wrist and turned it up to his mouth and kissed it.

      “Go on, if you want,” he encouraged her. Her eyes watched his for a moment, but his hands resumed their attentions. She sighed in defeat.

      “I just don’t know if it’s something I should have. I have always felt this way. My only experience with it ended in suffering. I... I still think it might not be worth the heartache if the reality is…I am likely to disappoint you.”

      Hedir frowned, his expression grew sad but searching and his hands stopped.

      “Did you lose a child, Nyssa?” he asked her very gently. Nyssa felt the lump rise in her throat, bringing up Sun again. She shook her head and shrugged at the same time.

      “I wasn’t his mother, but I was there when he entered the world. His mother had just died and I had tried to deliver him and he was wet and warm at first, but...he was dead too.” Nyssa’s breath hitched and Hedir squeezed her arms where he gripped her.

      “I heard all the wonderful things you do here for the honour and celebration of a new birth and it seems absolutely right. But I know nothing of childrearing, nothing of children; I have no understanding of it. And I’m a queen. I wouldn’t be able to leave everything behind for a year, I don’t think.” She was starting to feel agitated.

      “Nyssa,” he said and his voice made her want to cry. “We need not discuss children this night,” he said smoothly, “or ever, until you are ready.”

      “Why? It seems important; if it’s important to you, we should,” she said and she’d turned more to see him directly.

      “Because I have thought quite a bit about our lives and what that might entail,” he said and brought her against him, so he leaned long and she was draped on his chest. Nyssa moved her head to see him. “And I know it will be complicated at times for many reasons. Children have crossed my mind as just one of those reasons,” he said and smiled at her.

      “I know who you are and what you do. I know you’re not the Mother Monarch, but the Warrior Queen. Nyssa, I want you. The life that comes with you. If we find we can — and want — those children, whether they are born from you or adopted from others, I will accept them and you should know, I have thought very long about that. If we find you are not comfortable, or I am not able, I will accept that also, provided you accept me in that as well.”

      “I know there exist tinctures. I’d welcome their use until you’re ready to decide if you wish not to wait,” he said and brushed the hair back behind her head and kissed just under her ear. Nyssa got up with her hands on either side and leaned to kiss him directly. She was tender at first, then fuller. Her body exploded in fire and her kisses turned wanting. Nyssa really wasn’t thinking marriage was about waiting.

      Nyssa moved her hands to help him with his shirt, but while he was up, she deftly undid his laces. Hedir was surprised and held her hands for a moment. Nyssa shook her head and undid her own. She stood and the loose pants slid to the floor. Nyssa waited there, completely nude, and Hedir seemed confused but not about to ignore it all. He touched her skin in yearning. He stood and removed the rest of his clothing, but then he pulled her to sit back down. She moved to sit across his lap and his hands gripped her naked thighs.

      “You’d love me, even if I could not carry your child?” she asked him. He nodded. “Even if it was by reason of my weakness and fear?” she insisted.

      “Yes, though I do not accept your description. You have fear, founded and real. Do not feel ashamed. But if you wish to surpass that fear, conquer it. I will do whatever you wish to help you,” he said, breathing heavy. His lips were nearly touching hers and hovered just under her chin.

      Nyssa moved fast and kissed his mouth. Hedir responded and moved his hands, rocking her thighs in clear anticipation. Nyssa moved her legs down, but Hedir surprised her by cradling her strongly and turning her under him with one arm on her back. He lay his body gently down and he was warm and strong to her.

      “Would you love me?” he asked in a whisper from under her chin again, but his body rocked gently against her once or twice.

      She replied by reaching between them, her heat burning. “I don’t want to wait and I don’t want to fear. I need you, Hedir!” she said and arched her back so their hips were together where she could feel him needing her too.

      Hedir entered her there and Nyssa nearly climaxed with her relief and joy at having this again. She moved her legs around him and began timing her hips to move with his, but Hedir controlled them, kept them long and even, breathing heavily between them. Nyssa even rocked herself and held him strongly, his one hand eventually lifting one thigh, and he rose up a bit to see her better and kiss her fully. He was gentle but intense, she felt, and he was strong and long and her mind was sparking in all the ways that fired her. Nyssa felt the joy and the freedom in new love. She knew and appreciated this wasn’t going to be always this easy, but he gave her peace. If he could do that always, she would be fulfilled.

      When she felt him tensing, Nyssa couldn’t hold on and she gripped hard the sofa and his flesh, her body rigid and her eyes clenched shut while she tried not to scream, but she did call his name. Hedir kissed her mouth, so she opened it. She felt him shudder, move to hold her face close and breathe just above her own mouth, so she felt his end in his hot breath and from head to foot and finally the warmth between her thighs made her whimper in joy.

      “I love you,” she said in a desperate and still shaking whisper, directly against him while he held her strongly and close as they cooled.

      “Nyssa, you are my forever,” he answered back. “Love and forever.”

      Hedir was gentle and willing and Nyssa took him to her bed for several more events during the night. She explored him and he her and he never hesitated again. She learned his body quickly and the movement of this act and the joy and freedom that could be found in it was intoxicating. She didn’t feel tired and urged him further. He laughed when she begged him one more time, but he complied.

      Eventually, she did sleep and she slept well. When the dawn of the new morning awoke her, she felt herself anew. She looked over at the long, lean, lightly muscled form of her husband, sleeping lightly beside her and she smiled. A woman; a wife. She felt proud and confirmed and she wanted to face this day; even if it contained death, she was ready for it. She was Orak and Bough and she’d never felt so complete.
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      At midday, the smoke rose from the edge of the hilltop cropping, unmistakably, and right on time. Nyssa had been brought out to the farthest outpost to see it, to ensure with her own eyes it would be her brother’s signal. She’d wrapped her burgundy cloak around her against the wind, but she felt the shivers in her body anyway. Battle was in the air.

      “Is it possible they were intercepted and this is a ruse?” Hedir asked quietly from her right shoulder.

      She didn’t take her eyes off it. Jara, who was standing on her left, was about to reply, but she held up her hand. They waited and she kept watching. After about a minute, the smoke turned blue. She turned to look at Hedir with a grin.

      “I didn’t write down the full instruction for Patrick and my messenger would have given them nothing had he been captured. I am thrilled to discover that he was not,” she said and turned to walk between them, leaving them to watch the smoke and the valley a little longer.

      Nyssa walked down to the middle of the clearing and Captain Fenda and Zestra were waiting there. Dorn and Chen were standing with their horses. Hedir and Jara were coming up right behind her.

      “He has received the message and will be ready to go at dusk, Captains,” she said with confidence.

      “Any news on your squad?” asked Captain Zestra. He was younger than Fenda but more upfront and, she thought, a bit surly. For a Bough.

      “Not yet, but they would be arriving from the southern entrance. I’m on my way there now to meet them,” she said and turned to take her horse from the waiting corporal.

      “We will prepare and make ready on the third watch with your men, Captain Zestra,” Hedir said behind her. Zestra nodded but said nothing more.

      The party rumbled out of the clearing, Jara on point, followed by Nyssa and Hedir and Dorn and Chen in the rear. She had dressed for battle this morning, most of it her own armour, but some elements of her Bough contribution were incorporated. Before her departure that morning, an hour after dawn was spent in the company of her royal cousins. The exchange of gifts was personal and Nyssa felt emotional in that this was her Bough goodbye.

      King Baro had presented her with forearm guards, which were very finely crafted. The Bough were very fine craftsmen and smithies and their amour was world renowned, not only for its highly functional invention but also for its artistic elements. Each piece was a work of art and so little of it was ever traded beyond the ruling houses, it was extremely rare to be seen.

      Made of lightweight but incredibly strong steel, they were intricately carved in a traditional Bough design of leaf and vine, etched and inlaid with gold and silver. The underside was stitched with padding and leather adjustable straps that were soft like fabric. They were very comfortable to wear and she cherished them. In addition, she had received a new quiver for her arrows, this, a gift from the people of Bough. Made of extremely strong leather, it was carved in Bough leaf and vine and subtly painted. It was exquisite in and of itself and fit her shoulder so comfortably, she barely noticed it was there. She was delighted to accept it from Bran, the young cousin she had served with.

      For her part, she had offered an Orak dagger for Baro. It boasted the signature Orak twisted blade. The legend is that only the Orak blacksmiths in service to the academy are trained in this fabricating skill and even then, only those who show an inclination toward artisan talent are encouraged to try. If they excel, they are awarded an Elite membership and a highly lucrative career as a blacksmith of almost no equal. They are given the opportunity to develop and invent, not just produce, and their blades are sought after throughout the world and recognized individually as coveted pieces of art.

      This particular blade was made by a smith who died shortly after her father. He had originally made it for her mother and it had passed to Nyssa in her death. As a gift to them, Nyssa had asked the new master smith to add an incredible emerald on the top, which she had had carved in the shape of a leaf. He had done so and the result was an astoundingly beautiful, but functional, true piece of art.

      For Queen Keerie, she gave her an equally beautiful emerald leaf, though this time encased in gold as an amulet. Keerie, always gentle, kissed the leaf and put it on immediately.

      Keerie was uncharacteristically stoic in her gift to her. Nyssa moved to stand before her and Keerie lifted her hand to bestow to her a deep blue sapphire ring. Round and large like an acorn, it was mounted simply in a gold band. When she put it on, Keerie came close and covered it with her hand. She whispered to her:

      The light of night go with thee.

      The darkness of shadow be free.

      She who wears this ring, I bequeath thee,

      The Bough of the Wood live free.”

      Nyssa was in awe of her gift and accepted it, embracing Keerie warmly.

      She thought that would have been it then. Hedir, Moro and Bran were present still and she was about to say goodbye. But Hedir came forward and stood between his king and queen. He looked at them briefly and they’d nodded, she thought, in encouragement. She waited and he held out his hands to her. She gave them, still wondering what was going on.

      Hedir took her left hand and moved a ring to her second last finger. She couldn’t see it right away because he was holding his hand over it, but there was a strong, although not unpleasant, warming feeling coming from underneath. She looked back to his face, confused.

      “Nyssa, my wife. I give to you a gift of my vow, a token of my heart,” he said simply and uncovered it. She gasped, her mouth making an “oh” when she saw the unusual stone on her hand.

      It was a shimmering opal, very large and smooth but with a star across the middle. The colour of the stone, a deep purple that when she rolled it in the light went from deep blue and back to royal purple showing every hue in between, made her sigh with delight.

      “It is one of our rarest stones. It is called ‘Summer East’ for the season it came to earth. It is said the eastern star came in summer and took for himself a wife. When it returned to the sky, it left a piece of it behind that she could keep and show to their children. It is said it only shows its colour to its true decedents.”

      Nyssa looked up at him in question, but Keerie answered it.

      “We are its decedents,” she said simply. “The Bough and our children before us; may you show your own children its colour and may it ever guide you home,” she said softly.

      Nyssa was overwhelmed. It was an incredibly beautiful ring but a national treasure? She was unsure. When she looked at Keerie, though, something caught her eye. Keerie smiled and held out her hand. She had one exactly the same.

      “There are three of these stones in existence. I wear one, betrothed to my husband and as mother to my people. You have the second and the third, well, is unbound, so we keep it as a blessing stone,” she said with a sigh, but Nyssa thought she caught an air of something else. She blinked and looked at Hedir.

      “Thank you,” she said and she kissed him.

      Now she rode with this memory warm in her heart and the fresh feeling of these rings on her hands. She had received gifts before but not many this personal to her heart. She felt connected with them, like she was carrying Baro and Keerie with her. Her mind was with them, remembering their faces. She looked at her gloved hands and imagined seeing them, silently wishing that she had had more time to enjoy them in private.

      “My love?” Hedir said from her side, quiet enough to be just heard over the horses.

      She blinked and looked at him. She smiled and nodded encouragingly. She tightened her hands on the reins, seeing the subtle bulge of the rings under her gloves. They gave her comfort now, the sapphire encouraging her and the Summer East protecting her. Her wedding ring.

      Nearing the end of the afternoon, they arrived at the southern gate. With relief, her squad was there and waiting. She rode up fast and halted right before them, Jara having dropped back so she could greet them. Twenty-five men all turned in her direction, including their captain, and saluted her with a loud wrap to their breastplates. She smiled at them and dismounted. She recognized their captain; he had served with Jara as his lieutenant until making the rank of captain himself.

      “Captain Bodega,” she said with welcoming relief, “it is very good to see you all.” She returned his salute.

      “My Queen,” he said sharply and turned for her to address the men who still stood at attention behind him.

      “You are all a sight for sore eyes,” she said and walked the length of the line in front of him. “I hope you brought your fighting spirit tonight,” she said and grinned openly. “We have a small matter of rodent infestation and the Bough and I would certainly appreciate your help with it,” she said and the men all chuckled and nodded to her. “Prepare yourselves then. We leave shortly.” Nyssa turned to Bodega.

      “How long have you been here?” she said, clapping him on the shoulder and walking away with him. She glanced an eye at the sky. They would have to leave immediately if they were going to make it back to the third post by dusk.

      “An hour or two, my Queen,” he said immediately. She nodded. “So, you’ve had a chance to rest and water the horses then?” she inquired.

      “Ample time, my Queen. We are ready.” Nyssa patted him on the shoulder again and waved to Hedir, who came over with Jara.

      “Captain Bodega, I am honoured to introduce you to Captain Hedir of the Bough,” she said simply. The two men greeted each other and shook hands. Captain Bodega was quite satisfied with that and was about to turn to listen to Jara, who was preparing to fill them in, but stopped when Bodega didn’t acknowledge him. Nyssa turned back to him and noticed he was staring at Hedir’s dressings. The Orak burgundy cloak Hedir was wearing had the rank of captain on its seam, but the coat of arms on his breastplate was royalty. Orak royalty.

      Jara had stopped talking and was watching Bodega. Nyssa cleared her throat.

      “Hedir and I are recently married, Captain,” she said patiently. Bodega was not able to hide his shock. He looked at her and then at him, unable to reply. Nyssa patted him on the shoulder.

      “For your purposes, he is a captain in the Bough Force and an equal in Orak rank,” Jara filled in, somewhat impatiently. Nyssa tried to cover her smile. Bodega cleared his throat after letting it sink in.

      “Uh, yes, Your Majesty, er, Your Majesties?” he winced and looked to Nyssa.

      “Just Captain, will do,” Hedir replied for her and she nodded.

      “Uh, yes, sir. Captain,” he said trying to recover himself, “er, congratulations, then.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Nyssa said brightly. “Shall we go?”

      The company mounted quickly and were back on the road with a thunderous sound. Thirty horses in a hurry will shake the ground sufficiently. Nyssa felt alive and full of spirit. She had Hedir on one side and Jara on the other and a whole company of Orak cavalry, splendid in their black armour and dressed horses, at her back. When she turned to sneak a look at Hedir, he was smiling too.

      She knew they would be cutting it close. Already the light in the forest had dimmed significantly and they were riding mostly in shadows. The horses ran smoothly for over an hour and she was relieved when they arrived. Two captains who had been standing in conference in the clearing broke and came toward them in earnest when they reined in.

      “Your Majesty,” Zestra said sternly, “we were beginning to worry.”

      “We have arrived, Captain,” she said almost impatiently. She’d ridden almost twenty-five miles that day organizing this side of the campaign; he should be aware of that. She turned and motioned Bodega to come forward and nodded to Hedir to take him up. Hedir moved his mount aside so Bodega could join him.

      “Captain Zestra,” he said and moved his mount to stand exactly beside him, “may I present to you Captain Bodega of the 121st Orak Cavalry?” Bodega bowed his head in greeting.

      Zestra looked him up and down and glanced behind him and the still arriving black-armoured soldiers.

      “You have your numbers, then?” he inquired abruptly. Bodega stiffened a bit but replied curtly.

      “Twenty-five, as discussed,” he said. Zestra eyed him once more and then indicated to Hedir.

      “We have a line formed just inside the tree line, hidden,” he said and turned to point behind him. “Our mounted company is already there,” he began, but Nyssa interrupted him.

      “Have you any intelligence, Captain? Have you any reports of the leader? The big one?” she asked. Zestra looked annoyed, but he was a soldier. He knew he was addressing rank.

      “Yes and no, Majesty,” he said curtly. “We have seen assassins in the grass; we know they are in the low hundreds, maybe two, but there has been no sign of the leader. My guess is he is likely concentrating on the significant number your brother has brought with him,” he offered. She chewed on that for a moment but nodded.

      “What have the Bough planned, Captain Zestra?” Hedir asked politely. Zestra seemed to relax being addressed by him.

      “We have the bowman in the canopy,” he began and pointed up and outward to the tree line. It was difficult to see, but she knew the platforms were there and imagined Bran and his cousins already on station and waiting.

      “And the cavalry back in the tree line,” he continued. “The plan is to run the cavalry halfway out to beat them to expose themselves. It’s risky to the horses, but the bowman will be laying covering volleys ahead of them, which should give them enough to worry about. Anyone who pops up should be met by an armed horseman. If they engage and mount an organized attack, the infantry will follow and the cavalry will proceed to push through to the hilltop. The idea,” he said and looked back to Nyssa, “is to meet up with your brother’s forces by then,” he concluded.

      Nyssa nodded and looked back toward the invisible tree line. It would have been faster to burn out the valley grass, she thought, but understood the risk to the forest was severe. It would be a fire that no one could control.

      “Two hundred, more or less,” she heard Hedir asking. “We’re sure of this number?” Zestra huffed impatiently.

      “No, we’re not sure,” he said and turned back toward the clearing. Hedir dismounted to follow him, Bodega, Jara behind him. “Our scouts have been watching that field for weeks, though, and that’s the number they’ve come up with.”

      Zestra was still walking away from them but stopped at a little table that had a map on it. Nyssa moved Roan a little closer but just enough that she could hear. She knew the map; she’d studied it for weeks.

      “We’re here,” she heard him saying to Bodega and Jara. “They are spread out, but if His Majesty lines up here, blocking a retreat, and we line up here, blocking access to the Wood, they have the ravine to the south and the mountains to the far north. Either one will slow them enough to catch them. It’s really a lost cause. I confess, I don’t understand it,” he said finally.

      “Zealots,” she said, though she thought she had only said it inside her head. Four men turned to see her, which meant otherwise. She sighed.

      “They are zealots, though we do not know of what religion or region,” she said and sighed, but their leader is a Rogun. That’s all we know. Isn’t that correct, Captain Zestra?” she asked. He nodded.

      “Yes,” he said finally. “Every one of them we captured took their life for their cause and their only objective was the demise of your queen,” he said and she thought he sounded a bit sad at that.

      Bodega’s head whipped around again to look at her. He was visibly upset. “To harm you?” he said, incredulously. “Who in their right mind would want to kill the queen of Orak’Thune? And even remotely consider that they might live to tell about it??” he said angrily.

      Now he was stomping away and back toward his men. “Not on my watch, they won’t,” she heard him say, but he didn’t stop to continue. She was about to continue on with Jara and Hedir but was interrupted by a distant yell from behind them.

      “Oye! You lot!” she heard yelled from the line. “Here now, form up on mounts. NOW!” Bodega was fuming mad.

      “Ahem,” she cleared her throat, and Roan shifted from one foot to another underneath her, his ears twitching. She patted his broad neck.

      “Gentlemen, I have one request,” she said and they moved to go back closer to her. Roan was chewing his bit, and Jara snapped his fingers at a passing corporal to get him water.

      “The leader of this rabble, he’s deadly,” she said and looked at them. As she suspected, neither of them registered any response, brave men the lot. “And my father believed he was enchanted,” she added and now eyebrows began to rise. “I ask that you don’t go after him unless he is upon you. Leave him to me,” she pleaded.

      “Nyssa, you know that man is not a normal man, magic perhaps as you say, but larger than any man I have ever seen,” Jara said and he came over to her side to talk to her now. “You have an incredible ability, my Queen. You are unmatched in your warrior skills, but this man, this whatever-he-is, could be at an unfair advantage already,” he urged. She smiled at him, but she understood his anxiety. It was hers too.

      “I am the best of our countrymen in skill, Jara,” she said softly. “And I will not have any of my soldiers throw themselves down wastefully. Is that clear?” she said more loudly now, so they all could hear.

      “My Queen —” Jara was protesting, but she held up her hand. He dropped his head, giving up.

      “No, Jara. If this beast wants me, he can try to claim me and he will fail,” she said then, looking at each of them. “The rest of you have jobs to do and that’s keep his rabble off me, so we can finish this!”

      She shook Roan’s reins and he reared a little bit. She turned him toward the tree line and left them looking after her. She was done talking about it. The time had arrived. They needed to move and make rank right now. The signal to begin was coming.

      Zestra was somewhat impressed by the Orak cavalry when they were assembled into the clearing. They were strictly disciplined. With almost no word from Bodega, they’d formed up and now waited in total silence and they were smartly outfitted from horses’ nose tips to soldiers’ helmets. They had dressed now with their helmets and the visors were up and waiting.

      Bodega was making a last inspection of them, running his horse down the front of the line. When he reached the end, he whirled and came back up the middle. Here he turned to face them, his horse pawing at the ground in anticipation, and raised his sword. In unison, the soldiers banged their visors down and brought their swords up to their shoulders, awaiting the final command.

      When the sun hit the horizon and disappeared, the valley was immediately bathed in a dim hue, still light but not dark enough. A horn sounded from up the tree line and another one took it up, then another and another until Nyssa’s company blew their own.

      She looked up at the sky. Stars that were just now starting to twinkle to life sparkled and winked in the velvet blue sky. She noticed then little black stars, moving fast against the light backdrop and realized they weren’t stars at all. With the sound of hissing rain, the arrows descended throughout the valley below and grunts, screams and wails began to float on the wind to her ears.

      She could see different black dots in the swaying grass now, standing up, falling over, running, where arrows had struck. Another volley and more of the same. Her eyes were noting locations of these attackers, but the shifting grass was making it impossible to remember with certainty.

      She understood the plan a little better now. It was frustrating to assume the enemy was there. Attack it and be sure for yourself.

      As if reading her mind, a second wave of horn blasts came through and with impressive uniformity, one thousand horses began walking together in a tight line. When they hit the last tree, signifying the border, they launched into a deadly run. Nyssa had decided to stay back and see if she could locate the leader. At the same time, she hoped to catch sight of her countrymen approaching from the rock hilltop.

      The advance had the devastating effect they had hoped for. Zealots or not, there is little more terrifying than an armoured man and horse bearing down on you at speed, let alone abreast with hundreds more in an inescapable line. Dozens of men rose out of the grass and began bolting in every direction and she heard screams of others who possibly just froze in their fear and were trampled for their short-sightedness. Roan shifted impatiently behind her. Recently, she was involved in these charges, which meant he was, and he was impatient being left behind.

      “Focus, Roan,” she urged him gently. She needed him to be strong and aware now.

      Zestra had ridden out with his company and Bodega, of course, with his. Hedir was in charge now of the infantry and Jara, Chen and Dorn stood with her.

      “Do you see him yet?” she heard Chen asking someone, probably Dorn.

      They continued to watch the battle, which had taken on a bit more interesting detail, as some of the assassins had given up hiding and decided to fight back. They appeared armed with short blades, but it was a mix and match and their offensive tactics looked to consist of slashing at horses and soldiers’ legs. None had pole arms or bows and it didn’t appear that any of them owned any armour, helmets included. Nyssa frowned at that. They were completely lambs to slaughter, she thought. Their purpose was to be a nuisance, not actually do anything. Her need to find the leader intensified. It was clearer now that to end this, she needed to find him.

      Hedir called out the infantry now and, though he was still mounted, led them at a run to clean up the rabble that was nipping at the cavalry’s heels. They were quite effective, she noted, well-armed and capable. Hedir was handling them expertly, barking orders to form up and organize themselves, being their eyes above the crowd, leading them to be more efficient.

      “There,” she heard someone almost whisper behind her. Suddenly, Chen was at her side leaning over to her, his eyes fixed on something far out in the valley. Roan huffed and grunted. Chen pointed for her and she followed his arm. “There, do you see him?” he whispered again.

      Nyssa was watching, her body tense and the adrenaline just bubbling at the surface.

      There. She saw him.

      Rising out of the crowd, it seemed on the road that ran through the middle, the road that she had arrived on, the black-robed leader was hacking and slashing his way through. He was not entirely effective; the mounted men around him parried his blows and gave just as well in return, but then she saw it. The magic. He would disappear and reappear. Rather than block an otherwise devastating blow, he’d disappear from it altogether. She remembered then how he’d escaped Brack on the field after felling her father. One minute he was fighting and then next he was hundreds of feet away and fleeing fast.

      Coward, she thought and ground her teeth together in anger.

      Nyssa was already calculating her distance and wondering if rolling up on him was better, if she should ride around or through the now fully engaged fighting forces.

      “He should not see you coming until the end, my Queen,” Jara said now, watching as she was. “If he can disappear and reappear, then surprise is our best advantage right now.”

      “Distance,” she said to no one in particular. Jara broke his line of sight to look at her.

      “I need a bowman, the best we have,” she said and looked at Jara and then at Chen, deciding on Chen.

      “Go relieve Hedir. I need him back here, now!” she ordered and he nodded and spurred his horse to launch from the trees after Hedir. Within minutes, Hedir was riding back to her. He pulled up and stopped to walk his horse up close.

      “I need your best bowman, closest to the East Gate,” she said and pointed. Hedir, slightly out of breath, turned in his saddle to see where she was pointing.

      “The bowman will give me cover and possibly trick him while his attention is on me,” she said.

      Hedir looked back to her, hesitation on his face. Her expression was firm. He nodded but didn’t look happy about it. Dorn was left to manage the relief forces and support teams working at the tree line and Hedir took off leading Nyssa.

      They galloped hard up the road and arrived at the East Gate, surprising Captain Fenda.

      “We need your best archer,” Hedir said, forgoing all formality. He was sweating and, she appreciated, in a hurry. Fenda nodded and pointed to a spot in the canopy farthest out from the tree line.

      “Bran is up there,” he said simply.

      “I will go,” Nyssa said suddenly when she heard who it was. She jumped off Roan and handed her reins to Hedir. “Stay here. Keep him ready,” she ordered and Hedir nodded.

      Nyssa ran smoothly, climbing up and up, until she reached the skywalk that would take her to Bran. Several corporals tried to stop her along the way, but she stared them down and they left her alone. She came up to the platform and couldn’t help grinning when she saw the three boys there together.

      “Bran,” she said, breathless. He turned and his eyes shot up in surprise. He came forward immediately and nodded. His was looking at her armour. He hadn’t seen her fully dressed in her own attire before. “Come,” she said and walked him to the edge.

      Together, they peered out over the valley. When she found him again, she pointed him out and nodded that Bran should follow her finger to see him too.

      “Do you see him? The big man in black?” she asked quietly. Bran nodded silently.

      “I’m going to ride out and meet him,” she said, her voice very calm. Bran whipped his head to look at her, his eyes afraid but said nothing. “I need you to back me up.”

      He blinked a few times, looked back at the man, and then back at her. Bran grinned.

      “You want me to try and hit him when his attention is on you?” he clarified, picking her plan from her head. She smiled at him.

      “Exactly,” she said. “He can do magic, Bran. He can disappear and reappear, which makes him hard to track,” she explained and he was now nodding enthusiastically.

      “If he’s concentrating on avoiding you, you can’t hit him,” he said and he looked angry. “That’s unfair,” he disapproved.

      “Quite,” she agreed.

      “You can count on me,” Bran said confidently. She grinned again.

      “OK, I’m going to go meet him. As many times as you can, Bran, you take aim and you fire. I’ll make sure the corporal knows you are to be supplied with as many arrows as you can keep firing and your cousins will take care of handling that for you. Your job is to keep that man in your sight at all times. Don’t lose him, Bran,” she said warningly.

      Bran shook his head and he looked at her with determination. She patted him strongly on the shoulders and made to go, but instead, Bran wrapped his arms around her neck.

      “I will not fail you, Nyssa,” he said confidently again. She smiled and hugged him firmly in return.

      When Nyssa returned to the ground, she knew what she had to do. She was pulling on her gloves and adjusting them over the rings. She nearly stopped to look at Summer East but forced herself not to. Plenty of time for that. Hedir had dismounted now and was holding out her reins. She took them and was about to mount when he put a hand on her arm. She had to snap back to herself to acknowledge him.

      “Be careful,” he said to her. She smiled at him, but it felt distant. “Nyssa?” he said, his expression a bit confused, worried. “Are you OK?”

      “Time enough for affection when the business is done, my love,” she said absently and mounted. She was turning Roan around, looking for the figure out beyond the trees. When she saw him, she stopped but didn’t take her eyes off him.

      “I’ve spoken to them but, Hedir,” she said strongly, and now she did look down, “make sure those corporals keep Bran supplied with arrows. NO mistakes,” she said warningly.

      Hedir nodded and looked up at the trees. When he looked back at her, she saw a million emotions, but she didn’t have time for any of them.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she said and focused back on the valley beyond the trees.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Roan walked them to the edge and Nyssa stood up and moved around, fixed her gloves, tied her cloak behind her and fidgeted to get comfortable. It was her time now, her chance, and she wanted to be ready. She was repeating her training in her head, imagining combat scenarios, mentally preparing herself for the fight.

      When she felt everything was in place, she reached around and drew out her sword and the steel rang from the sheath. For Nyssa, that was when the world fell completely away. She felt the weight of it in her hand, felt the muscles in her shoulders as she whirled it with her wrist, settling her grip, getting comfortable again. When she felt ready, she lowered her visor. There were no other sounds, no other sights, and no other people. Leaning a little bit forward, tensing her legs against him and tightening her grip on the pommel, she whispered to Roan.

      The massively armoured destrier burst from the tree line and, in a force of muscle and strength, tri-galloped into full speed, forcing his rider to stand in the stirrups to steady herself and her weapon. He had their target in his sights and they would be upon him in minutes. His mistress made no sound. No war cry, no song, no words of encouragement to him. He knew she was concentrating on her target and he was desperate to get her there.

      Nyssa felt rather than saw the few people that Roan obliterated in his path to the black-robed leader. Small outcries of pain and fear, crunches of bones and dull thudding as Roan’s hooves mashed down on something other than ground; vibration of impacts came up through his massive body. None of it stuck with her. She had eyes only for the oversized man and his sword, which hadn’t seen them bearing down on them yet.

      “Give me that sword arm,” she said to herself, though to Roan as well. If she could swoop in and cut off his sword arm, it would be a fast victory all around. But it wasn’t meant to be simple. And the realization of that became clear when suddenly, the man turned to face them, as if he’d always known they were there. With a few paces to catch up with him, he vanished and reappeared closer than she anticipated, nearly cleaving her leg in two for the realization. Roan was moving just slightly faster than the man anticipated, though, and the blow glanced off Roan’s mailed rump. He grunted in anger but seemed no worse for wear. She wheeled around but didn’t kick him forward.

      She stared at him, breathing hard. Roan was snorting and gulping air, his ears nearly flat back and his eyes moving in anxiety. The sneer on the dirty man’s face and his angry eyes were there, just as before. The air shimmered around him.

      Unbelievably, Nyssa felt transported to where she had been just over a year ago.

      “I’ve been waiting,” he said to her. She could hear the cruelty in his voice; this was not a man capable of compassion. Nyssa seemed to accept this turn calmly; she was surprised. She lowered her sword and sat back on Roan to regard him.

      “You know, this would be far more interesting if I knew who you were, at least,” she said conversationally.

      “I am the tool created by my master to capture you and serve you to him,” the man replied simply. She rolled her eyes at him.

      “How conventional,” she replied, bored.

      She noticed that he was perfectly protected by her position from this angle. Bran would have no shot unless she could shift the game to the right or the left. She acted like she was waiting.

      “So, what do we do? Stand here all day or do you have something else to say?” she asked him.

      Roan was shifting restlessly, chewing his bit, twitching his ears. He was unhappy; of that she was aware.

      “I am here to collect you,” he said simply. “First I will beat you and then I will violate your body in front of your brother and your countrymen. After that, I will bring you bloody and broken back to Rogun where my master will reward me with eternal life.”

      Nyssa blinked. “Lovely,” she said sarcastically.

      “With the power of your life-giving, he will have all that he needs to make Orak’Thune and all of Finna his own and your people will be slaves to him or they will die.” The man in black snarled, hacked and snarled again.

      She did not miss that he was bouncing very lightly on the balls of his feet in readiness. His sword tightly gripped and opened to receive an attack. He shimmered then, a trick of the light maybe, but Nyssa felt a weird buzz down her arm.

      “Hm. Sounds like paradise,” she said and leaned forward on her pommel, “where do I sign up?”

      The black-robed leader laughed and it was a horrifying sound.

      “Izik gets you after He’s done,” he said and sneered at her. “And Izik keeps women for prizes.”

      “Oh, well, that’s rude and I think he left you with all the work,” she said and leaned back gathering up her reins. “You’d think being queen would mean an open invitation to anyone’s party, but I guess Izik is just too lazy and inept to come and do it himself, is that it?” she said and sighed. But she had prepared herself.

      The man disappeared and now reappeared at her side, taking another wicked blow to her right side, but she was ready. She parried the blow and then two more, but she was losing her grip on Roan. She needed both her hands on this now; the man was easily twice her size and very strong. She needed agility; the ability to move faster. The advantage to mounted surprise was now long expired.

      Nyssa stood up and neatly jumped out of the saddle. She threw the reins over Roan and told him to make it back to the line. Roan took off and now she faced the dark-robed figure alone.

      The jokes were done. Nyssa was where she always felt most comfortable. Two feet on the ground, a sword in her hand. The man lunged at her and she parried the thrust easily. He was testing her and she let him for a bit. When he came at her with a backwards blow that would have knocked any man flat, she bounded out of the way, doing a sideways cartwheel that minimized his target and made him miss her completely. This put him momentarily off-balance and she was able to kick him in the side, slashing him rather deeply and he stumbled.

      She raised her sword with two hands to deliver a blow across his back, but somehow he turned incredibly fast and blocked it. The blades sparked with the force of their hit and she felt the vibration through her whole body. She was trying to bounce the sword off hers to get away from him, but she quickly understood that he had an advantage being overhead. His excessive size and the height was more than she could counter and it was all that she could do to hold on. She had to take a risk.

      Nyssa huffed and dipped her sword, feeling the sting as it cut into her jaw before slamming hard into the ground. She was free of him but breathing hard and danced to the edge of the road to gather herself. She touched her chin and her hand came away with her blood.

      “Strike one, little bird,” he said to her, grinning. “I will get my prize whether you’re in one piece or one hundred. I care not.”

      Nyssa knew that was no idle threat. She knew a match when she saw one and she understood strength was not going to win here. She whirled her sword in her hand to ready herself and make it look like she was going to lunge at him again. He prepared himself and when she started to move, moved with her, but at the last minute, she rolled and his sword glanced off hers. As he passed, she was still spinning away from him, but in full control, and brought her sword finally across his back. His clothing split and she saw blood running down her blade when she stopped, back on the other side, away from him.

      He was spitting and blazing mad. He turned and made to madly lunge at her, throwing his weight behind it. She blocked the shot, but he was also using his full body weight. She suddenly felt her feet losing ground, her boots skidding in the loose dirt where he was pushing her backwards. She tried to push back, dig deeper to get traction but was failing.

      When the ‘thwok’ was heard, she felt the man go rigid. Two more: ‘thwok,’ ‘thwok’ and he screamed in anger more than pain. He released the sword push, but rather than back up, he took advantage of her sudden release of his weight on her and kicked her legs out from under her. She screamed in surprise, nearly dropping her sword, but in seconds, he was on top of her and then she felt the world drop out from underneath.

      “No one can save you now,” he growled at her and his putrid breath devoured her face. She tried to breathe away from it. She kicked him and wriggled to be free of him. His clothing was raggedy and tore when she gripped it; she was still fairly sure to escape him any way possible until his hand came down on her throat, hard. She was gasping for breath, but his grip was sure and tightening.

      “I told you I would get my prize and ripping you apart is all I want for my trouble,” he said low to her. He licked her face from jaw to hairline and she thought she would vomit.

      Still gasping for breath, his eyes boring into hers, she saw him hold up a long dagger and knew she was in trouble. She grabbed his wrist that held her and she tried to bash it away, but that just made him squeeze her throat harder.

      She started to see spots and knew she was making no sound. She also could see why no one had come upon them. The grass swayed above them and only every other second could she see the stars in the night sky. She felt the ground was different, not hard like the road, and then she understood; he had disappeared with her and she felt the realization hit the bottom of her stomach. She was truly lost.

      She felt the dagger rip into her pants on her side, from mid-thigh to above her hip, cutting the soft leggings and then the chaps tied there and then the belt that tied her leggings. The cool night air touched her skin and she started fighting again with rage. She wriggled harder and beat the man with her fists. But he held her down harder by the throat and she suddenly feared passing out.

      Nyssa succeeded in grabbing the dagger where he was still cutting her clothes, but it slipped and she felt the white-hot burn of the blade running across her palms. He laughed deep in his throat; of course, he would be hiding their position. She caught only glimpses of his eyes and they were manic; hatred and chaos is all she saw there and then she thought that she could see the shimmer around him. She was choking under his hand. Her eyes were watering and precious air was escaping. At the end, she thought, at least my kinsmen won’t see this. At least he won’t get everything he wanted. Her arms lost their strength and fell loosely at her side. She felt her breastplate ripped from her chest but was powerless from losing her consciousness.

      She felt more night air on her skin; blood from his rough cuttings of her clothes ran on her legs, tickling the hairs. She felt she had already left this world and was floating. She was only vaguely aware that she should fight still, get up and run. His hand had dropped from her throat now and she felt cool air coming in, but it burned and she could only cough.

      She could only feel him grunting around with his own clothes and then she felt him unrobed as if he’d always been; she had no more sense of time. Her mind stuttered again as if sparking to bring her back to panic and she remembered she wanted to get away. She noticed her hand come up and began to claw at his forearm, where he was now holding her down across her chest. It hurt also. He was heavy and it was painful, as if her ribs were breaking. His full weight was sitting across her ribs and then her hips and legs and she could not move him.

      He ignored her feeble attempts and held her tighter, moving his arm from her chest to back against her throat and she saw spots again. The last thing she felt was his feet forcing her knees open, stinking drool oozing onto her face and dribbling down her cheek, and his grossly oversized member, hot and slippery, pushing between her thighs. He was fumbling and clumsy, but in the end, he was uncoordinated. He was trying again and again, feverishly grunting and while his other arm continued to trap her across the throat.

      It came to her half-conscious mind; he would succeed eventually and she knew in that moment, she would never be the same, physically. He was not a normal man and no human woman would ever have fit him. It was a cruel torture his master had delivered her. The worst she could think of, save hurting anyone she loved. In a blazing second, she thought of Hedir, Jara and Patrick and fear and despair at what lay ahead in the wake of her failure; she felt her heart lose hope.

      “Mother, take me home,” she said out loud. She crossed her forearms in defeat over her forehead, screamed and let go.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Nyssa awoke and he wasn’t there anymore. As if he’d used his magic, he had vanished. She wasn’t sure what had happened or what had not. She could see she was still covered overhead in the grass and made to cry out, but her throat was hoarse and no real sound could be made. It hurt like hellfire. She could feel the cool breeze on her skin again and it came back to her. Tears welled in her anger and for the first time, she remembered her fear. She put her hands over her face, unwilling to ask herself how it ended.

      A deep breath and she moved her hand down. She felt wet between her thighs, bruised, cuts, but inside she was not hurt. She groped more now, desperate to be sure and whimpering, she discovered she was mostly unharmed and surely, that monster would have hurt.

      She got up to look for herself and there was a lot of blood, but it was from the cuts he’d made disrobing her. Now she noticed; why hadn’t he entered her? It didn’t make sense. He’d wanted to do it. He certainly had made every effort and it was his purpose. But she was grateful and she let out a sob and gasp of relief at the knowledge of it. She remembered his size and his stench and he would have killed her if he’d been on her one minute more.

      Silently, she looked around for her tattered clothes and she tried to put them on, tying them where she could. All she needed was for them to stay up long enough for her to make it back to where she could change. Her cloak would hide the worst of it.

      Hesitantly, she raised her head above the grass. She saw they were well away from the battle, which looked to be mostly over now. He had transported them to the edge of the valley; she doubted anyone could have heard her screams, even if she’d been capable of making them.

      Then she saw them and she meant to scream herself. Unable to with her throat, she got up and tried to run straight for them, but it was too late. She stumbled and fell again to the grass. She lifted her head, holding her body up on all fours. She saw Jara run him through and then a second time. When he’d pulled the sword out, the beast fell on his knees. She was close enough by now that she could hear them and he looked up and straight at her; “pretty bird,” she heard, but then Hedir’s blade came down and took off his head.

      She was frozen to the spot, the bloody dagger in one hand, desperately grasping her cloak with the other. Hedir stood before the now headless body and kicked it so it fell backwards, the loud “crack” to the arrows that snapped as his enormous frame came down on top of them. Copious amounts of dark blood were running down Hedir’s blade and he was breathing hard.

      The moon was high. It lit the light-coloured grass like white paper. He turned and saw her there. She was watching him, a moment frozen. Then she collapsed on her front in the grass. Her eyes saw only the bloody dagger in her hand. Then everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Nyssa awoke in Jara’s arms. He had rolled her over onto his lap and was patting her face.

      “Are you alright? Hedir?” she said, though her voice came out as a croak. His face snapped back to hers and his eyes were searching everywhere. He looked about to panic. His hands lifted her chin to see her neck, but he swallowed and nodded.

      “He’s hurt you!” Jara whispered fiercely, the expression on his face homicidal. “He took you; we saw you fighting and we were on our way to you. I saw the arrows. Three of them took him in the back and then….” He was talking fast, trying to understand it. He was rocking a bit to roll her higher in his arms. While he was talking, he was searching her face, touching her shoulders, and chin, “You were gone!”

      Nyssa nodded. It hurt to talk. She started to rise and he moved with her to help.

      “You were gone!” he repeated. Nyssa sighed, took his hands and fell against him.

      “We got to the spot you were in and nothing! What happened? Where did you go?” he said again, but this time into her shoulder and anger was in his voice.

      She turned and pointed back the way she had come. He followed her finger but didn’t understand. Her knees were beginning to weaken and she suddenly just wanted to lie down again. When he turned back and saw her falling, his face changed and he lifted her to his arms.

      Voices were coming toward them, but Nyssa wanted not to be seen.

      “He took you!” Jara repeated and she felt his body vibrating in his anxiety.

      Nyssa leaned into him, but her mind was shutting down. She felt so tired. She just wanted to go somewhere quiet and lie down. She knew they were in the middle of a battlefield, but she wished he could just keep her warm. He grasped her tightly anyway, holding her head under his chin, his arms holding her against him. He lifted her and started walking with her.

      “He hurt you,” he whispered again and she thought he was weeping. After a minute, he pulled her way from him. “Where?”

      “My Queen?” Dorn yelled at them and he turned so she could see a large group of men clomping their way over the fields behind him. Hedir took immediate charge.

      “Nyssa?” he called to her and she felt his hands on her shoulder and face. She took his hand and squeezed it.

      “Get me inside,” she murmured and Jara looked up and fast.

      “Where is Roan?” he asked the group, but Hedir wasn’t moving.

      Nyssa didn’t reply and Jara shook his head, trying to clear his expression.

      “It doesn’t matter. Get me a horse. She’s hurt and we need to get her inside immediately.”

      Jara stared at Nyssa, barely keeping awake, clutching her cloak around herself.  She could see the rage boiling to the surface. She reached up and touched his cheek, but his jaw rippled in his control.

      “Hedir,” she whispered then.

      Jara had started walking, but he’d had to stop when her husband appeared and stayed in front of them.

      “I will take her, Sir Jara,” he said as calmly as he could. She could hear the tension and stress in his voice. Jara hesitated.

      “Sir Jara, I will carry my wife!” Hedir said firmly. Jara clenched his jaw but stood still and allowed him to lift her from his arms.

      He turned back the second she was free of him to find someone with a mount.

      The rest of the men who were coming up to them now slowed and, when Hedir had her securely, decided to keep their distance. Jara barked a few choice orders and they scattered to obey. Nyssa wondered where her brother was. She hoped she could see him soon.

      Nyssa felt exposed. Perhaps that beast got what he wanted after all. Her confidence just then shattered. She was lying in a field, clutching her clothes. Women were always targets in a war. Humans were animals and war lust made them worse so. She’d seen it before and the academy had taught her how to deal with it in her ranks — take action against her enemies but her training was supposed to protect her from being a victim herself. Why had she failed?

      A mount was brought over, not Roan but another one. Hedir lifted her up and said nothing at her ripped clothes that he saw under her cloak. He swallowed hard but mounted up behind her. It was a tight fit, but she was grateful. He asked directions for the closest tent they could use and when Jara, now also mounted, nodded to the trees and took off, he followed.

      A row of tents were set up nearest the forest edge. They looked Orak, but she was barely paying attention. She felt tired and wondered how long she’d been unconscious in the grass.

      Hedir dismounted first and slid her down off the horse. Catching her, he carried her into the tent. Jara hovered behind them, but she needed to rest and hoped Hedir would be enough for him this time.

      It was an officers’ tent. It had a cot and some furnishings. A washbasin and linen were neatly laid out and the lanterns had just been lit. It was low light and Nyssa was grateful for the softness. She walked to the middle and stood there, staring at nothing, wondering what she was supposed to say. She heard Hedir give instructions to Jara and they argued about it for a minute, but finally they agreed to order the guards who were outside to keep their distance and to get more guards around them but allow no admittance.

      She heard Hedir request that even Jara or the regent give Nyssa the tent until she said so. Jara had protested loudly, but Hedir had insisted and in a calming voice, assured him he himself would leave if she requested it. For now, she had asked for only him. Then the flap opened and he came inside. She didn’t hear another word from Jara and she took a breath about that.

      Hedir had handled it well, but as her guardsman, taking orders from her husband was going to be hard for him. They were going to have to learn to trust each other and to share some of that responsibility. Right now, it was Hedir she needed; her heart was bruised, her emotions, and she needed his love.

      She felt him come up to stand behind her. At first, it was just silence. Then she heard belt buckles and snaps and metal things being dropped on the floor. When he came around to stand in front of her, he was unarmed and un-armoured. He smelled like sweat and blood, steel and rust and panic, but his face showed only concern.

      Nyssa tried to gulp down her fear, but her throat burned and she nearly cried on the spot.

      “Here,” Hedir said quietly and moved quickly to get her some water, which she took ravenously and swallowed in large gulps. It hurt to swallow, but she didn’t care. The water was cool and soothing in other ways too. When she’d emptied it, she handed it back to him.

      He put the cup down, then pointed to the cloak. “Can I help you? Undress, I mean?”

      “We should tend your wounds,” he said and held up her hand to try to see the slice in her palm with the lantern. Nyssa tensed.

      “What he was, Hedir, I can only imagine,” she said through a whisper, trying to save her voice. “But his intent was clear and my response can no longer be delayed. I am grateful to Bough, for taking me in most of all. I have learned so much — met you!” she added and smiled for him, but Hedir only rocked her, sniffed once and nodded to hide the anguish he felt looking at her so injured.

      “You mean to leave quickly, find and fight the Rogun who did this?” he asked her. Nyssa held his gaze.

      “It’s more complicated, I think, my love,” she replied. “I must consult my brother, my generals, but yes, this threat should never have come this close to your home. My father should have dealt with it, but it was not meant to be. I believe that now. It is me that they want. This is my fight to face.”

      “I don’t understand it, Nyssa,” Hedir replied, but she pulled closer to him, relieved beyond words she had this freely, that his love was real and she could accept it.

      “We will learn all we can together, Hedir,” she whispered finally and fell asleep bruised and beaten but wrapped warmly in his arms.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Morning had come. The light was streaming in the tendrils of the flaps of the tent. No one had disturbed them. Nyssa sighed with relief about that. She looked over at Hedir, asleep in an exhausted lump on the floor. They had fallen asleep entangled with each other. She stood and went to check the flap. The guards were there, about ten feet away for their privacy, and she could smell the air was clean and fresh. She stood, her royal cloak around her shoulders, her mind a quiet blank.

      When she turned to look at Hedir, she remembered the night before and how he’d saved her. Saved her from an abyss of fear and shame. How difficult it must have been for him, she thought, to see his wife in such a state. She felt tears when she remembered his overwhelmed relief when she’d broken through it.

      She’d felt the same way. The growing fear that she was so mangled she didn’t feel herself anymore. Then the helpless feeling of being overcome and discarded. Victimized, they would say to her now. She pushed that thought away. The mongrel was dead. She’d seen it with her own eyes. But she still didn’t understand what had happened. She just reminded herself never to stop being thankful and never to let it happen to her again.

      Hedir was with her, then and right now. Together they would face the evil that sent the monster. And together they would behead it once more.

      Nyssa called to the guard outside, making her request for transport. She wanted Roan if he wasn’t too far but also asked for her chest of clothing to be brought up. The guard dutifully informed her that her brother and Captain Jara were anxious to see her and waiting for his word when she emerged. She reminded him she needed to get dressed first and this not being her tent, she needed a few things. The guard snapped a salute and ran off to complete her request. She went back into the tent but stopped just inside the flap when she saw Hedir sitting upright, naked on the floor, watching her.

      “Are you,” he said hesitantly, and cleared his throat, “alright this morning? Perhaps you should take the day to rest.”

      He was about to jump up, but she came toward him and held out her hand. She bent over and sat in his lap, wrapping her cloak around both of them. Hedir ran his hands up and down her bare back, kissing her neck. She revelled in this for a moment. She noticed he wasn’t hesitant with this anymore and she was very pleased.

      “I could, but that would only serve to delay things further,” she said to him and felt herself rising to him, wanting him again, but she stalled it. “We need to find out what the situation is and either go to Orak’Thune or back to Bough, but we can’t stay in a field tent,” she said.

      “Nyssa, if you need to heal, we’ll stay in a field tent for as long as it takes,” he said firmly.

      She met his gaze. He was still scared and he was angry about it. He sounded like Jara and that was appropriate because either one was right.

      “I know, but I have to meet with Jara and my brother and Baro, the captains. We need to talk about things,” she said to him gently, brushing a loose strand of his hair from his face.

      She kissed him lightly and stood. He let her stand, but he stayed where he was. She felt a jolt up her body when he kissed her above the groin. She breathed hard to shake it off.

      “Fine,” he said and now he did stand, but he turned immediately to find his clothes.

      “My clothes will be here soon and apparently, my brother and Jara are anxiously awaiting to meet with us,” she said, fixing the cloak around her shoulders again. “Damn,” she whispered and he turned inquiringly to look at her.

      “Most of my armour lies cut off in that field,” she grumbled. Hedir nodded and turned back to keep dressing. Wearing his pants and still trying to untangle his shirt, he came back to her.

      “When you’re meeting your men, I’ll take Chen and Dorn out to find it,” he said and she was relieved.

      She felt foolish about it, but it was hers. Custom-made to her form, she’d worn it for two years, since graduating knighthood, since her father had died. He’d had it commissioned for her. It was hers. Of course, she wanted it back. But it occurred to her; “What will you tell them?” she asked and was suddenly nervous about it. Hedir was just finished tying his vest and came over to her; he took her head by the back of her neck in comfort.

      “That when you were attacked, they were damaged and you removed them to keep fighting,” he said gently.

      She nodded. Then she let out the breath she had been holding. At that moment, the guard opened the flap and two orderlies came through with a large trunk. They dropped it to the side of the round space in the middle, bowed and left. Magdara came through after them. Nyssa was so surprised and so happy to see her, she held out her arms and embraced the petite girl. Hedir kissed her forehead and excused himself to Magdara so the girl could help her get dressed.

      “I heard Your Majesty came to harm,” Magdara said very quietly, still clutching Nyssa’s cloak. “I was so scared for you!” Nyssa stroked her hair and she felt better knowing she had this love, that others would be strong for her, with her, so long as she needed them. She was holding the girl when a figure appeared at the entrance of the tent, darkening the entrance. Nyssa looked up startled.

      Jara was there; his face was a storm. She thought she could feel it from where she was standing. Waves of anger rolled off him. Magdara moved to stand behind her.

      “I’m alright now, my sweet Magdara,” she said quietly and squeezed her tight, “but I am in need of your assistance. I haven’t seen my brother in a year, you remember, and I need to make myself presentable to him now. Can you help me?” She released Magdara’s hand and turned to look at her straight on. The young girl eyed her up and down and nodded firmly.

      “Yes, and I know just what to do,” she said and moved to fall upon the chest that was delivered, desperate to escape Jara’s gaze.

      Jara moved into the tent and didn’t wait for her. He grabbed the cloak from her shoulder and threw it down. Nyssa raised her chin against her nudity, modesty not one of her concerns, but she wasn’t going to feel shame for her injuries to anyone. Jara needed to know that she had survived, that what had happened had not been his failure. It hadn’t even been hers.

      “This is not your fault,” she said sternly to him. He did not move. “Jara,” she said and moved to stand directly under him. She was close enough that her bare skin pressed on the cold metal of his armour. She reached up and grabbed his face.

      “This is not your fault,” she repeated, looking directly into his eyes. “Whatever pain you are feeling, discard it!” she said harshly. He blinked. “The madman did not violate me. He cut me, bruised me and choked me. He tried, but something stopped him. So, let’s not dwell on what could have been. We need to end this, Jara. NOW!” she barked at him.

      Jara took a sudden sharp intake of breath. His eyes were searching hers and she felt his fingers brush near her tummy, but she stood still and watched him back. Firmly, she watched him.

      He nodded.

      “I’ll call Patrick to meet you,” he said.

      A long moment passed between them and Nyssa held his gaze to reassure him, to encourage him. When she felt she could see his anger and fear recede enough, she moved one step closer and felt his fingers brush down her thigh. She nodded to him and turned back toward Magdara.

      “I’ll be ready as soon as I can,” she said over her shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Nyssa appeared at the larger council tent back in the Bough Forest nearly two hours later. She had washed and Magdara had braided her hair to set her crown, though it took longer with the poor girl stopping to cry after seeing the cuts and bruises on her mistress’s body.

      She walked in on Hedir’s arm, with Jara immediately on her opposite shoulder. She walked tall and proud and exactly how she felt she should be but certainly not as the same person she had been.

      She searched for her brother, Patrick, and she saw him turn from the table, tall, broad shoulders, his sandy soft hair just touching his collar and his thinner crown glinting where it poked out from just above his forehead. He wore a burgundy doublet over his breastplate, his legs and arms armoured with light plate. His Orak cloak was still fastened on his shoulder but hung over the side and down his back, in conference style. His gloves he had in one hand. He was dashing, she thought. She had missed him.

      “Sister,” he said, but it wasn’t very loud. Still the whole tent went silent.

      His smile to see her was broad across his face, his eyes shining with his happiness. He began to come toward her and she moved too, her arms opening to greet him. By the time they were connected, his face had changed. He took her by the shoulders and held her back. His eyes raked her face; he gently lifted her chin, but by the time he looked back into her face, she saw the fear there.

      “Who did this to you?” he seethed, but she was grateful he kept it quiet. She stood still and was just so happy to see him. Suddenly, he pulled her into a very tight embrace.

      “Who did this to you?” he repeated in her ear, but he continued to hold her tight. She held onto him back, just as fierce.

      “I have missed you,” she replied simply.

      She felt a new bout of tears but held them back. She hiccupped once trying to hide it. She knew she would have to tell him all of it one day and felt the lump in her belly at the thought, but for now, he could handle being mad at what he could see. That was enough.

      Finally, he let her go. It was obvious she wasn’t going to tell him this way. He offered her his arm and she took it, allowing him to escort her back toward the table. Completely unnoticed up to this point, Hedir followed at a respectful distance. Patrick noticed him when he came to stand beside her but nodded and moved on.

      “Ahem,” Patrick cleared his throat to begin, “now that the queen has joined us, and we give thanks that that is possible,” he added, a sideways glance to her, which she ignored, “we are pleased to inform Your Majesty that our combined efforts and that of King Baro’s forces, in particular Captain Hedir here, have successfully vanquished the forces from this valley and effectively from the Bough’s frontier,” he said and she watched all the head bobbing in agreement at this.

      On the table in front of them was a very large map of the valley area and the whole continent of Finna. At one time, the troop locations had been given pawns to be moved around over its surface. She made out one that had her brother’s black and burgundy backed coat of arms and another which bore her gold and burgundy one. They were at opposite sides of the theatre.

      Baro, who had been standing across the table, was watching her intently. She could tell he was upset. She bowed very lightly to reassure him but said nothing.

      “Do we know anything more about who they were?” she asked then, trying to keep her voice as clear as possible.

      “Rogun,” came her brother’s reply. He had been watching her intently when he said it.

      “Father’s murderer has been struck down,” she began and Patrick’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “Jara and Hedir met and defeated him on the field,” she said proudly and pointed toward them.

      “I saw Jara run him through, vanquishing our king’s murderer, and Hedir beheaded the beast, effectively ending all threat he ever posed to both our countries.”

      Patrick turned sharply to look at them both. Jara stood rigid, but Hedir bowed respectfully back to him and a sent a little nod to her.

      “But Izik continues his quest that failed when he attacked our king in the Eastern Highlands,” Jara said then.

      Patrick lifted his face to him, not really anger, but he was listening. Nyssa watched this exchange. Patrick hadn’t been very receptive to her going after Rogun. It was obvious there was nothing for it now.

      She shivered and looked down at her bandaged hands for a moment. She felt Hedir put his hand discreetly on her back and she took a deep breath. She raised her head and faced the room.

      “The dark-robed man said as much. He was there for his master and I was his mission. He mentioned his prize was eternal life,” she said and looked toward Baro now.

      “Dascus has never understood that it doesn’t work that way,” King Baro spoke up then, disappointment clear in his expression. “You can’t take an immortal life for your own,” he said and looked reassuringly at Nyssa.

      “And my queen does not possess the immortal life,” Jara added quickly, the anger clearly still present in his voice.

      “But he will be happy in her death to try,” Patrick added with his own heat. “It may not be the whole story, but it’s enough,” he said and banged the edge of the table.

      Her brother was normally the civil voice of their ruling partnership, she the war chief, but when he was mad, he was as fierce as any of her soldiers. Fiercer even than her at the table.

      “But are they expecting you to declare war, Regent Patrick?” Baro asked politely. It was the obvious question that needed to be voiced. “If that is what they want, how can we react to not play into their advantage?”

      “Have we much choice now?” Jara interjected.

      “There have been skirmishes all up and down the borders, from the far northeast to the south,” Patrick said, his voice more even, but there was still a bite to it. This was news to Nyssa and her mind sharpened to listen.

      “What kind of skirmishes? How serious?” Nyssa asked.

      He moved to point at the continent’s southern shoreline. A small but not insignificant island lay three to four thousand kilometres off its coast. An elegant script read “ROGUN” across it.

      “Ships arriving in port cities, claiming trade. Nothing unusual,” he began, “but then at night they unload men and weapons and threaten the port towns so they’ll do nothing. Of course, they’re our port towns,” he said and turned to her with a smirk, “and so they send runners from the barracks there to warn us.”

      His fingers moved from the shore towns more inland. A ridge and some lowlands, dotted with small villages, ran along the ridgeline that seemed to flow with the land downward, conveniently following what her great-grandfather had built as the ridge highway.

      “They have been attacking along here,” he said, lightly following the highway with a finger. “Pillaging but mostly burning. A lot like what you experienced in the Highlands,” he added, “and thanks to the messengers from Port Town and others, we’ve been sending troops to meet them. Every time, they fight. There is no retreat or conversation. They fight our troops and it costs us both, but they keep moving. The latest intel I have said that they’re testing defences and that this group was not meant as a serious threat. We should expect more significant activity in the summer.” Her brother stopped talking, but his eyes were still watching the map.

      “Who said this?” Nyssa asked skeptically.

      “General Brack,” Jara said. Nyssa started and turned sharply to look at him and then back to her brother.

      General Brack had accepted her request to become the new general of the Grand Armies, her highest-ranking military general and her acting officer in her absences. Titus had retired upon Madras’s death, and she’d offered him the admiralty at the academy after Brom informed her at the funeral that he wished to live out his life in the country.

      Brack had once been her principal tutor and mentor when she was a child before she joined the academy. He’d personally accepted to train Jara to be her bodyguard and he had been her father’s closest friend, besides his guardsman. Nyssa had been adamant he stay close to her after his commission was resigned. There was no one she or Patrick trusted more and no one she thought more capable of being there.

      “Why did you send Brack?!” she exclaimed suddenly.

      Brack wasn’t a field general perse anymore. He should have been at this office in Orak’Thune. Patrick was also surprised by the question and simply stared at her for a moment. It gave her time to consider it and then regret the outburst.

      “He insisted on going,” she qualified. Patrick frowned at her but didn’t add anything more.

      “OK, if Brack says they’re up to something, what do we do?” she asked, but the group seemed not to have an answer.

      “That is the question of the hour, my Queen,” he said, resigned. “My principal concern has been to get here and get you out of this, ensure the Bough are left in peace and to escort you home,” he said and crossed his arms. “I certainly did not expect to arrive and find a connection here to what happened with the king, nor what’s been going on at the opposite side of the continent.”

      “Have we cleared the valley? Are the zealots gone now?” she asked but had to clear her throat to get the words out properly, which she tried to hide. Heads nodded all around.

      “Completely, it would seem, Majesty.” Fenda spoke up now. “The assassins have been rousted from the grasses. We have had teams of infantry walking shoulder to shoulder across it to ensure none remain hidden,” he added.

      “And the black-robed leader,” Jara took up the conversation then, “whom Hedir and I dispatched,” he nodded his head toward Hedir in recognition of this not so insignificant feat, “his remains have been burned to ash, Majesty.”

      Nyssa swallowed hard at the mention of her recent enemy. She hadn’t noticed that she gripped the table to steady herself. Hedir had and stood behind her and closer this time. She could lean on him discreetly.

      “The zealots tried to run and escape when they saw him fall, but the majority just ran full bore into Regent Patrick’s troops,” Fenda continued and turned slightly to acknowledge Patrick’s involvement.

      “I guess all that’s left is to return to Orak’Thune and Brack’s reports,” Nyssa said and looked first to her brother but then directly to Jara. She’d had an amazing year, but she had been right in this respect from the beginning; Rogun was not going away and was not as far as everyone had originally thought.

      “Yes, we anticipated that would be your response as well, Sister,” Patrick replied with an added loud sigh. He smirked at her though, acknowledging he remembered her original position on the matter.

      “We have civil matters to attend as well,” he added and nudged his chin at Hedir, who straightened and looked to Baro, but the tall king only smiled at them. “The generals will assemble upon your return. We’re ready to begin our plans for finishing father’s campaign.”

      So it was done then. Bough was safe and Orak’Thune awaited her and her next move. She smiled in relief.

      “Well done, everyone,” she said and bowed her head to the leaders and troops assembled.

      “Well done.”

      
        
        ---
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        Thank you for reading The Armoured Queen, Book One in the Orak’Thune epic series!
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      Flip to the end for an excerpt of the upcoming second volume in the Orak’Thune series, available soon from Kindle and Amazon!

      Nyssa and Hedir have set off to begin the next chapter in what promises to be a highly complicated life. All too soon, fate draws Nyssa away from him and back into the army as her suspicions about neighbouring Rogun and her intentions begin to reveal their sinister truths. Soon, Nyssa is under attack and running for her life. She must find a way back to Bough, the sanctuary that just might have a clue to explain the nightmares and the visions that now plague her.

      What she discovers will change her life and that of every single person she knows. A new danger is rising and it’s not just her life at risk this time. An enemy yet unseen hunts her, an inconceivable threat whispers its intentions to the winds. Nyssa discovers more about herself and her family’s bloodline than she ever thought possible. More shocking still; it is just the beginning.
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      Nyssa had asked directions of the Groomsmen and borrowed another horse. She had left from the east gate of the village and rode a good long while enjoying the fine weather when she noticed a wall of enormous trees rising up like spikes out of the ground in the near distance. Her horse was very calm, every so often swishing its tail, but it stood patiently when she stopped to take in the scene that was the Undead Forest before her.

      She closed her eyes, concentrated on the wind and listened. The temperature dropped suddenly and she pulled her cloak closer. When she felt the near freezing, she opened her eyes again, and saw her breath rising from her mouth. She needed to find a central reference, and looked at her horse. Her breath was not steaming, and her colour was as rich as before. She would be her anchor then.

      Nyssa nudged her mare into a slow walk and entered the forest. The dim hue of the undead realm was around her, but it was not darkness and not threatening. She felt her rings warm on her fingers, and it made her tense. She took deep breaths and steeled her concentration and her courage.

      Slowly, light shadows began to show themselves. Nyssa watched as ghosts walked to and from trees, sometimes appearing and disappearing, sometimes flying away, or disappearing into vapours of mist. She didn’t speak to them, and they didn’t to her, but she waited.

      “Are you my Mother?” came a wane little voice to her right side. Nyssa performed the mental break in her mind and body that prepared the anchor to her world before admitting her mental self into this realm. If she didn’t perform this exercise, the ghosts could consume her, and she would lose track of time. If she stayed too long, she would not be strong enough to leave on her own.

      

      Once confident of her surroundings, Nyssa looked down at the spirit standing patiently on the road beside her.

      “No dear, but perhaps I can help you find her?” Nyssa offered. A real child, Nyssa would have dismounted and comforted, but a ghost was always better to keep a respectful distance.

      “Oh yes, please,” replied the small ghost. “She said I was to wait for her here. In the forest,” the girl explained. “But I have not seen her for some time.”

      “Can you describe her to me, then?” Nyssa asked politely. The girl nodded and gave her a vague description that would describe any woman in the world.

      “That shouldn’t be too hard,” Nyssa replied encouragingly. “What is your name, Sweetheart?” she asked.

      “Casta” the little girl replied. Nyssa nodded and closed her eyes. She gripped her hands into fists, feeling the rings there and mentally called them to barricade her while she worked. She felt them warm immediately and she took a breath.

      Nyssa called out in her mind, repeating the little girl’s name, and asking the spirit she wanted – the girl’s mother – to answer. The possibility that her mother wasn’t yet dead occurred to Nyssa then, but she put it aside. She would try first and if it didn’t work, at least she could explain the little girl was doing the right thing, and only needed to wait a little longer.

      In less time than she expected, Nyssa felt a disturbance in the hem of her cloak and opened her eyes. A tall, robed woman was striding through the forest towards them. Nyssa couldn’t see her face, but the air was charged with her presence. This was unusual, Nyssa thought. This ghost had power.

      “Casta!” the woman said loudly and threw her hood back.

      “Mama!” the girl cried out with delight and ran through the forest to catch up to her mother. They embraced and Nyssa relaxed a small bit, the power she felt was still there, and she was keeping the stones in her mind’s eye. She watched the two embrace, but said nothing.

      Usually the ghosts, having met their objectives, simply vanished. Sometimes they thanked her, sometimes they had messages, but most of them just disappeared. She was about to nudge her horse, who was probably warm in the real world and wondering why there were standing around doing nothing, when the woman spoke to her, her voice like a whip.

      “You, woman,” she called to her, not too politely. Nyssa kept herself still, and simply looked at her. Her horse shifted her weight, but didn’t flinch.

      “You are not meant to be here, you bring danger to this realm,” the woman said to her.

      “If by danger you mean reuniting you with your daughter, then I thank you for your warning, but I fail to see the threat,” Nyssa replied haughtily.

      “You are a necromancer, yes,” said the woman accusingly and she came haltingly closer while tucking Casta behind her. “But you are not a Sheppard. I can see the power in you. It’s like heat waves and colour. A Sheppard is only coolness and calm. You, mistress, are a flame.”

      Nyssa was shocked by this revelation. She stared at the woman, who had already started to back away.

      “And what are you, madam, that makes you able to see my ‘colour’?” Nyssa asked coolly, trying not to scare her before she could get more answers.

      “I am a mystic. I have listened to the winds speak of danger in the inferno for as long as I can remember. Be warned, your flame will attract the darkness, the Serpent that has been unleashed and now roams freely here.”

      “If there is a Serpent, perhaps I am here to vanquish it,” Nyssa replied, again exerting considerable effort to maintain her calm grip on her environment, and compelling the stones.

      “Without doubt, mistress,” the woman replied, but she was backing away now. “But you will need the assistance of the Sheppard for that. Vanquish this evil you may, but leave the realm of the Undead afterward you will not. Not without His divine assistance.”

      The woman walked backwards, little Casta peeking out from her cloak and after a few more steps, they simply disappeared. That was when Nyssa felt the heat in her hands.

      Nyssa began to tremble in her efforts. The rings were beginning to burn and Nyssa looked from side to side to see if there was any danger, but she didn’t need her eyes to tell her something was close.

      

      Get your copy of The Necromancer’s Fire available soon from Kindle and Amazon books.
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