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CHAPTER ONE
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RAENA’S SPRING
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“Knights of Hawk’s Keep. Come with me, you’re next.”

Raena and Finn stood from the wooden bench and left behind their weapons and armor. Clad in fighting pads over their tunics, they followed the man into a sitting room. The humble space held nothing but five chairs and was lit by candle sconces on the stone walls.

“Sit.” The man gestured.

Finn and Raena’s chairs scraped the stone floor as they settled into them.

Raena studied the man as he paused to look through a scroll bearing the Prince’s mark. Like most elder men of Candor, he had chestnut hair to his shoulders and a clean-shaven face. Raena thought his countenance was pleasant, though his skin was marked with deep crimson blemishes as if wine had soaked into it. He wore a decorative silk tunic of emerald and gold, the colors of House Payton; colors of the Queen’s house. It made Raena’s chest clench.

The man spoke with a low timbre. “You two are the only knights from Hawk’s Keep? I thought Lord Sylas was sending three.”

“Aye, we are the only two,” Raena answered. “I am Sir Rowan, son of Brande. This is Sir Finley, son of Wain. Sir Cames was the third, but he fell from a horse yesterday and has broken his arm.” Raena took care to deepen her voice and speak with authority, as she had practiced. There was an art and science to passing as the man she claimed to be, and confidence made all the difference. She disliked the notion that she may appear arrogant upon a first introduction, but better to be represented as an arrogant man than to reveal her secret.

“I see,” the man grumbled, “did he at least come with Lord Sylas, to spectate the events today?”

Raena glanced at Finn, whose eyes narrowed with concern.

“No, sir,” Finn said. “He was told to stay in the tents and rest. He was given several teas of nightflower from the healers.”

“Hmm. Very well, but the Prince will be informed,” the man retorted. “Let's begin. I'm called Sir Han'gahan, I'm a personal guard and knight to Queen Zarana and Prince Zander. I'll be explaining the events of the Knight's Trials to you, and I'll also be getting your history so we may tell it to the crowd."

"Our history?" Finn asked, scratching at the russet stubble that coated his cheeks.

"Aye," Han'gahan nodded, "there will be the greatest crowd you've ever seen, probably the greatest crowd ever assembled in all six kingdoms. The Prince wants every knight to have a story to excite the spectators. You should tell me all your achievements so I may share the details the Prince prefers. He is rather particular, as this is the first Knight’s Trial he’s ever conducted.”

Raena resisted the urge to look again at her friend Finn at the mention of sharing “everything”. She felt a ball of worry growing inside her gut, clenching her insides. 

“Alright, both of you are a bit young,” Han’gahan said. “How long have you been knights for Sylas?”

“Two years,” Finn replied. “We are the same age, twenty-three.”

Han’gahan shrugged. “As I thought, you are barely men. Well, it might be a short tale of your conquests, as we haven’t seen war in Candor since you were likely born. But we’ll do our best. Let’s start with you, Finley, since you are apt to sharing. Was your father a hero of the Equinox battles?”

Finn rubbed his hairy face again, an anxious tic. “Not particularly, no. He was a guard for Hawk’s Keep, so he stayed and defended it from any chance of invasion by Ediva. He would have fought for Candor, if he’d been needed in the legions.”

“Hmm,” Han’gahan grunted. “Well, Ediva didn’t make it that far into Candor’s borders since the soldiers held them off at the Calam mountains, didn’t they? That’s all right though, lad. Anything else your father did, of note?”

Finn shook his head.

“Very well,” Han’gahan said. “How about your own notable achievements, what have you done as a knight? Have you killed any bandits or...whatever you do, in Hawk’s Keep?”

“We have seen bandits and the forest-raiders; the Ruvians,” Finn bit his lip. “I haven’t killed any, no. They are usually scared away, back into the pines. We do train for war, spar, and fight one another. We learn about the kingdoms and the famous battles of the Equinox.”

“As all knights do,” Han’gahan muttered. “Maybe you hunt, then? Have you killed anything at all?”

Finn shrugged. “I’ve killed boars.”

Raena grew restless with Finn’s simple humility. “We have a demonstration, sir. Every year Lord Sylas hosts a festival and we display our skill for combat. It’s swordsmanship, poleaxe defense, and archery. Finn, er, Sir Finley, has taken second prize. Many knights compete from a variety of Candor’s noble families.”

“There you go, lad,” Han’gahan clapped. “We can use that. Let’s talk about you then, Rowan. You’re a Boen-looking thing, aren’t you? Pardon me for saying it, but I haven’t seen golden hair and hairless pink flesh like yours in twenty years or more. You must have some Boen ancestors, long ago?”

Raena straightened up and raised her chin. She had never been in a position to tell her false origin story alone. Lord Sylas had always introduced her as Rowan to visitors, and answered if they had questions about her heritage. Telling it now to one of the Queen’s knights, no less. “Perhaps. I’m a bastard, so there’s no telling.”

Han’gahan smiled. “Aye, nothing wrong with being a bastard. Your mother must’ve been Boenish. I’ve met your father, Brande, and he is as dark as any Calamytan. What a dog then, to go after another woman’s bed. I know he fought in the Equinox, so we will mention that when we speak of you. How about you? I don’t suppose you’ve killed bandits, or anything bigger than boars?”

Raena shook her head, “I haven’t. I trained as a squire under Lord Sylas and was knighted by him, the same as Finn.” Those were easy words to say, as all of them were true, at least.

Han’gahan waved his hand. “No matter. Perhaps you boys can prove yourselves in the Knight’s Trial today and have something to start telling tales about.”

“Rowan is being humble, sir,” Finn said. “He shared that I was second in the knight’s demonstrations, but he neglected to mention that he was first.”

“Aye, there ya go,” Han’gahan said, grinning. “Don’t be so modest. You both seem a bit tense, lads. Save your nerves for the Trials, that’s when you’ll need them. In here, we are just old friends now, eh? I understand why you’re so worried, now that I know you’ve never left Hawk’s Keep and been here to the citadel. But this is the easy part! All right?”

Raena nodded. In the corner of her eye, she saw Finn cracking a smile. His broad mouth stretched and his cheeks dimpled, making him appear ten years younger in an instant.

“Aye,” Han’gahan continued, “you lads will be dumbfounded by the massive arena the Prince has built. You could fit a thousand men in the center, easily, and tens of thousands of spectators around the outside. The Prince had his greatest designers create something no one has ever done. No matter where anyone sits, they can see everything in the proving ground and hear the Prince’s voice from his platform. That’s where you’ll be, in the middle of all that. Now, if you haven’t any questions for me, enjoy the ale, chat with the other knights, and keep your energy up. You’ll hear the horns blast when it’s time to assemble outside.”

Finn and Raena bowed and thanked him, then mustered out to the lower floors of the castle. Raena felt the muscles in her arms and legs loosen with a shiver as she released another fragment of the fear from her thoughts. There had been no suspicion in Han’gahan’s eyes.

“That went better than expected,” Finn whispered when they were alone in the corridor.

Raena cast a look at him, reminding him with her eyes that they were in unfamiliar surroundings and precarious territory. “Oi, what do you think if we took a walk around outside the castle, instead of waiting in that stuffy room with all the dimwit knights?”

“Aren’t we dimwit knights, too?” Finn cracked. “I’m good for a walk. I could use a piss, anyway.”

“There’re chamber pots in-doors, you know.”

“Aye, but it’s not the same if I can’t spell my own name in the dirt,” Finn said. Then under his breath, he whispered, “Not like you’d know.”

Raena dug an elbow into his side to shut him up. She loved his jokes, and even would have returned the jest under normal circumstances, but his boldness was unwelcome today.

They held their hands like shields on their brows as they stepped out-of-doors, but the sun still reflected off the copper ground into their squinting eyes. It was an unfamiliar problem. Raena and Finn’s home at Hawk’s Keep was two-day’s ride, yet felt worlds apart as it was opposite Candeo in every fathomable way. Raena was accustomed to pockets of lakes, freezing rivers, and sprawling forests of pines that reached thin and tall. There was also space at home for her to stretch and run and wander without encountering anyone to bother her. That luxury was foreign in Candeo, where peasants, armies, and nobles swarmed through the walled spaces, making every corridor feel suffocating. 

Raena had learned in her history studies that the reason Candeo’s architects had designed the city packed close, tight, and high, was to conserve access to water. Most of Candor was so far inland and distanced from the mountains and the sea that the Almighty of Water seldom touched it with blessings of rain, or at least that was how the monks would have explained it. The Candor River was feeble and provided barely enough for the crops to feed the populace. Beyond that river, the rest of the land was arid and bronze. Candor’s hills rolled with coarse grasses, thick sagebrush, and grain fields. Raena had been startled at how her lips chapped and her knuckles dried from the air, almost the moment they arrived, three days prior. It also seemed that no matter how many times they bathed in the castle, there was always a new layer of dust coating them again by nightfall.

Finn grimaced as they started across the bustling courtyard. “Sod off, this place is miserable. Do you think we can go home yet?”

Raena scoffed, “As if we were given a choice. Did you hear what that knight said about Sir Cames? He was going to tell the Prince. As if Lord Sylas will be chastised or punished for not entering a knight into the Trial with a broken arm!”

“Were you surprised?” Finn lowered his voice, “The Prince cares enough about this damn Trial to force nobles to enter knights against their will. He’ll sever—”

“Don’t, Finn,” Raena snapped, glancing around the courtyard at the scattered passing strangers, “we aren’t home.”

He nodded and bit his lip. It was the second warning she’d given him, after all. Finn was quiet for a moment, then swung his arm to point toward an archway in the wall. “All right, let’s take that path and see where it leads.”

As they moved through the courtyard, they attracted the attention of onlooking peasants. The two knights were a striking pair, filled with youth, gusto, and bravery. Raena had been blessed with height, nearly a hand taller than the average man. She had always been lean, but relentless conditioning had filled her bony edges with toned muscle. Finn, by contrast, was thick and stocky, with flesh the color of hawthorn timber. They wore matching braids in their hair to symbolize that they were as close as kin, a message of brotherhood that Candorian knights displayed with pride. Yet no one would mistake them for real brothers, with Raena’s peachy complexion and cornflower eyes. Perhaps for this reason, Raena noticed the constant gazes and whispers of peasants directed toward them and she accelerated her pace toward the arch.

The breach in the wall opened to a sloping field of hay that stretched down toward the royal stables a few furlongs ahead. The path had been worn into the hardened earth, likely a route taken by servants or guards daily to carve through the surrounding brush. Raena breathed a sigh of relief to see that this was a rare desolate place.

“Ah,” Finn said, “what a lovely golden landscape. Too bad it’s definitely filled with horse shit and desert snakes.”

“Finn, you ass. Can’t you go one minute without looking for ways to torment me?”

Finn threw his head back and laughed. “Come now, I appreciate a lot of things. I would rather deal with snakes in this grass than the snakes in the castle. At least these ones you can predict to be honest about wanting to strike you. I do mean you, particularly. I think a grass-snake would find you a welcome snack.”

She gave him a shove and he stumbled into the grass, guffawing.

They continued on, nagging one another, while Raena resisted the urge to scan for snakes. She didn’t want to give him the pleasure of planting paranoid thoughts in her head.

“This is as good a place to piss, as any,” Finn said, stopping and taking one step into the grass. He untied the top of his pants and Raena turned her back.

They were midway between the courtyard and the stables, where Raena could see far in either direction if anyone were to approach. She listened to the howl of the wind and admired how it pushed waves through the pasture, the golden tops bending to its will. The air moved with untamed fervor here, without forests and mountains to hold it back. The rolling curls grabbed smatterings of dust and flung them into eddies overhead, dropping them again far from their origin. It reminded her of a storm she had seen when she was a girl. When her father was still alive. When she didn’t have to pretend to be Rowan, the boy, hiding in plain sight from the crown.

“Are you all right?” Finn asked.

Raena was jolted from her thoughts and turned to him. He had finished relieving himself and stared, studying her.

“Of course,” she retorted. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Oh, you’ve been staring at nothing with a sad look on your face for a good minute.”

Raena forced a smile. “I was thinking about how unfortunate it is that a snake could jump up and bite your penis off.” She leaned forward and emphasized her words by patting her palm to his boyishly fat cheek.

“Of course, you were,” Finn’s ember eyes brightened. “Do you want to talk about it? I know this is terribly hard for you, being in the capital, so close to that fussock queen and her damn son. It’s all right, we can speak freely here, only the coddybugs can listen to us.”

“I know we can. I’m all right,” she sighed. “It’s just that I can’t stop thinking, what if I see her face? What if I’m walking through the castle grounds, and she steps in front of me? Do I have enough control to stop myself from reaching for my sword, running toward her, and slashing her head clean from her shoulders?”

“You’d never get to her in time, with all the guards and knights.”

Raena toed at the dirt. “Of course. It doesn’t mean I don’t imagine it. It’s what I’ve imagined since I was eight years old, you know that. I try to push the thought from my mind, but I can’t trust myself here. It’s as though my blood is boiling inside my flesh with the knowledge of how close we are to her and everything she’s done. If I were to step close to her, I might lose control and forget myself.”

“Perhaps. If you were ruled by emotion and fury, but that’s not who you are. I know you better than that, friend. You always know what to do in the moment, and when you see her again will be no different. You will remember everything we have planned for, and how we have come this far. We will have our chance to slit her throat and gain our vengeance for your family, and for my brother, and everyone else she has destroyed. We will, for certain. If we take her life now, she will live on in legend, and we’ll be executed in a heartbeat. We need Sir Jonn’s help, he knows how to destroy her, like you’ve always said.”

“Thank you. I know, I know you are right,” Raena said. “And after these Trials, I will ask Lord Sylas if we can go visit the northern borders to find Sir Jonn. I think he will finally see we are capable enough to do this on our own.”

“Will you ask him to help us? Maybe we can all kill the Queen, together.”

“Perhaps,” Raena said, “I will think on it, once this is over and we are back home. My thoughts have been bitter and cloudy ever since we arrived. I can’t settle them down.”

“You’ll feel calm as a meadowwisp when the Trial begins. Your head will clear with a blade in your hand.” Finn reached up and squeezed her shoulder with affection.

“I hope so.” Stepping in, Raena touched her cheek to his, a brothers’ embrace.

Finn pressed back into the gesture before they stepped away once more. “Oi, what’s happening, here? You are the one who always talks sense into my foolish carcass. Explain now how it is that I’m giving you the advice?”

Raena’s eyes flickered with amusement, her normal disposition returning to her as sudden as the wind. “You learned well from me, small one.”

“Oh, I’ll strike you for that!” Finn reached to make good on his threat, but Raena was already dodging away and up the path, taunting him. She laughed as she ran, a hearty sound she had trained herself to make, sounding masculine even in joy and abandon. It came naturally to her now, and poured out in the same tone as Finn’s, while he tried to strike her and she darted away again.

Their game was interrupted by the sudden eruption of a horn’s blast from the direction of the courtyard. Finn and Raena froze, looking up to the towers of the citadel.

“Suppose it’s time, then,” Finn said.

Raena began walking and threw advice back over her shoulder, “Do your little fake parries and wave to the nobles. Remember to pantomime some flourishes for extra style points. Make it pretty for the Lords and Ladies. Maybe we’ll do so well it will embarrass the Prince’s men and he won’t force us to return again in a year’s time.”

Finn laughed as he ran to catch up, “He can’t force us in a year anyhow, if he and his mother are dead!”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Prince Zander had been a young boy when he demanded that the arena be built in his honor, and it had taken more than ten years to complete. There was nothing more extravagant in all the five lands of Calamyta, and the people of Candor boasted the stands could hold fifty thousand people. Raena and Finn were ushered into the arena along with forty other knights and squires to begin the trials. From the moment she stepped in, Raena walked with her mouth agape and wondered how anyone could ever count the seemingly endless sea of heads surrounding the proving ground.

A row of Kingsguards directed them to assemble upon a shallow stage built of wooden slats. She stepped up and waited with Finn to her left. The interior of the proving ground before her had been built-up with walls, about chest height, that appeared to stretch and tangle from one side to the other like the layers of a pastry. Atop the walls were posted flags and fabrics hanging from tall poles, displaying the colors of all Candor’s noble houses. House Payton’s green and gold were everywhere, representing the late-King Lyam, his widow Queen Zarana, and their son Prince Zander. The flags blocked Raena from seeing the commoners seated at the opposite side, but she could make out what was elevated on an observation platform high at the top of the stands; the royal family on golden thrones.

Prince Zander had risen to his feet and the crowd went quiet as he called down to the droves. “My royal subjects, today is a monumental day! I don’t have to tell you how glorious this trial will be, because you will all see for yourselves.”

When Zander paused, the crowd responded with a roaring cheer. It was just as Han’gahan had said, and unfortunately, the Prince could be heard with clarity.

Raena rolled her eyes at the promise, certain today would be no more fantastic than any other trial. Queen Zarana had hosted the Knight’s Trials of Candeo for the fifteen years after King Lyam’s death. All-in-all, the tradition went back three hundred years to when the original kingdoms of Calamyta were formed, after the Boen-Calamyta War. Every land in Calamyta had their own trial: Candor, East Twin, West Twin, East Shore, and even the distant northern land of Ediva. Trials were performance and choreography, no true test of skill, but brought together the people for entertainment and therefore benefited the crown through money spent and attention gained.

Zander droned on. “I dreamed of this idea when I was a little boy, wise beyond my years. I went to the Queen and told her of the legacy I wished to build for this kingdom, to be grander and broader than we had ever been. My vision for Candor is nothing like what you have known, and you will see the evidence of that today.”

Raena glanced at the line of fellow knights positioned on the stage to either side of her, Finn at her left. They held their weapons on display and a Kingsguard pantomimed for them to strike a pose for the crowd. Finn mumbled something about “humiliation” beside her, but they lifted their swords and swung them a few times like trick donkeys. She brandished her own sword and her poleaxe, receiving cheers from the crowd in response.

“...though today I am your prince, I will soon be king, and you will come to expect nothing but greatness from my rule. When my father wore the black crown there was no kingdom in all Calamyta that could stand up against Candor. That will be the kingdom you see again when I am your king!”

“Fucking dolt,” Finn said.

“Heed your tongue,” Raena snapped.

“I had a bit too much ale,” Finn replied. “Did I say that out loud?”

Raena shook her head. She was about to respond but the ripple of a flag in the wind caught her attention. When the fabric curled away, she caught a glimpse of a Kingsguard on horseback, riding through the walls of the arena. With a furrowed brow, Raena listened to the prince’s speech again with hopes that he might explain the strange layout of the arena.

“...We need the strongest warriors, the strongest leaders, and the strongest knights. Today you will see men fall, and you will see our victors, the bravest and mightiest men. These are the men who will lead our future armies. They will lead us into battles against Ediva. They will crush thieves and gangs in our streets. If they are weak in any way, they don’t belong in Candor’s knighthood. I know, I know, you have come to expect simple games in these trials. You think it will be pretend, as it used to be. But I am not a man who panders to tender, sensitive knights, and you wouldn’t want to sit and watch a farce. You don’t want to see the men who are sworn to protect you crumble into atrophy because they read books all day. You want to know that they are stronger than anyone! So today, do not be frightened if they fall to the ground. Do not shield your eyes! This is the fire through which we forge the swords of our heroes!”

Raena turned her head fully to read Finn’s expression. He’d lifted the face shield of his helmet, and she could see the tight-knit of his brown eyebrows and wrinkled lines framing his normally broad smile. It was as easy for her to read his emotions as she would her own brother, and now he was worried.

The crowd was cheering, but Zander waved his hands, urging them to quiet as someone stepped up beside him on the platform. The second figure was in knight’s armor, and appeared to tower over the Prince. Raena squinted to make out the familiar face of Sir Han’gahan.

“I will now introduce each knight and squire by their House,” Han’gahan announced. “When they are ready, they will enter the fights. Please wait to applaud until the storytelling is complete!”

Han’gahan called out names of knights and gave short summaries of their accomplishments and feats. The first few had fought in the Equinox Battles against Ediva when Raena had been a small child. As the knights were announced, a gaggle of pageboys stepped along the row.

“Sir Finley of Hawk’s Keep!” Han’gahan called.

Raena watched as the pages gave instructions to Finn, pointing at the walls and then pointing upward. The crowd was cheering despite Han’gahan’s request, and she couldn’t hear the rest of his details about Finn’s achievements. As the noise grew to a roar, Raena saw knights standing between the edge of the stage and the mudbrick walls. They were waving their arms and shouting with angered confusion. A group of contestants formed in the commotion, huddling around the pageboy and gesturing to their weapons.

Finn turned back and shouted above the noise, “What do you suppose the problem is?”

Raena shrugged. “Maybe they don’t want to start, yet?” She doubted it as she said it. There was something significant about the knights’ behavior; it wasn’t good show to accost a pageboy in front of all the kingdom.

A Kingsguard appeared on the grounds, walking out from between a gap in the walls. He was wearing his full armor and carrying a war hammer. He approached the expectant line of knights and shouted in a booming voice. “Shut up you fussocks! Quit causing a stir. You will complete the course that His Majesty the royal crown Prince has designed for you, and you will not blubber around like women!”

“But sir,” a knight at the front argued, “we don’t understand the rules and terms.”

“Get through the course!” the Kingsguard snapped. “Those are the terms. You make it through to the end on your own two feet.” He said something else, but he was too far ahead for Raena to hear it, then he turned and hurried back into the break in the walls.

With clear hesitance, the knights at the front of the line began to shuffle toward the gap, donning their helmets as they did.

“They haven’t traded out their weapons!” A knight behind Raena shouted, echoing her own thoughts.

They were still carrying their real swords.

Not training swords, made from wood around a dull core of soft metal that could shatter or give on impact before it sliced a man open. But real weapons with real blades and edges. Their true, deadly weapons.

“Sir Rowan of Hawk’s Keep!” Han’gahan’s voice shouted from above.

Raena gave a halfhearted wave at the crowd to signify she was the Sir Rowan in question, and she heard their customary claps and whistles in response. Her eyes stayed fixated on the action ahead as she continued to try and decipher the nonsense of it all.

Some of the knights and squires still shouted their protests, but others at the front of the pack were resigning to it. They were raising their weapons and charging ahead into the proving ground, disappearing behind the curve of the walls where Raena could not see.

The crowd was deafening now as something began beyond Raena’s view. She could make out distinct grunts of pain and the ring of metal striking armor plates even through the chaotic noise bouncing around the space. Raena scanned for training weapons in a last futile shred of desperation, as though her brain refused to accept what she was seeing on display.

“Get in there, you gits!” a voice from above screamed down.

Raena peered up to see a Kingsguard perched on a wooden post, holding a crossbow steady on his forearm. The end of his dart followed her as she walked off the stage and toward the break in the wall.

“If they won’t go in to fight, shoot them!” another voice shouted down from elsewhere.

Raena unsheathed her shortsword and unhooked the poleaxe from her back. She charged forward to catch up with the line of knights. The clang of armor and men’s pained shouts beckoned her from the wall’s gap ahead.

She was running into danger without any idea what to do when she got there.

The moment Raena rounded the curve, she had no chance to adjust. It was a walled corridor, as she had expected, but with the brutal bedlam of war. Everywhere before her were knights fighting the crown’s legion men and Kingsguards.

“This is madness!” a knight shouted beside her. “It’s a simulated battle!”

Raena fell beside him so they were flanked together, poised for defense. He wore a railed helmet with his face visible through the guard. He had a drooping, curled mustache, and his armor bore scrolls on the sigil for House Lox.

A swift poleaxe came swinging toward her head, and this twisted trial had officially begun. Raena dodged it only to drive her shoulder into the side of another scrambling knight, sending them both tumbling backward. Raena landed in a pile of sandy earth. She took a few seconds on her back as an opportunity to assess what was in front of her.

The interior snaked ahead, with no apparent escape or exit except through the armed Kingsguards. The path was riddled with obstacles; wooden training dummies, bales of hay, and boulders. Some of the Kingsguards were mounted, attacking without hesitation from their advantaged positions. The legion men were carrying spears and poleaxes, standing near the mudbrick walls to keep the fighting knights from the edges, perhaps. Raena had heard stories of gantlets like these in Candor, but they had always been used as punishment for criminals or enemies of the crown. Forcing knights against guards and soldiers in such a way was unfathomable.

Raena knew the only option was to move. She rose and ran forward at full speed, swinging to defend herself against blows from the top and sides as best she could.

She passed three knights fighting a legion man, then ran too close to a mounted Kingsguard. Raena caught the gleam of fast-traveling silver before it contacted her left shoulder, deflecting the weapon upward with her poleaxe. Spinning, she struck the offending horseman across the back with her sword’s hilt, hoping to knock him down from his steed. She didn’t wait to see him fall and charged ahead, dodging between the backs of two fighters. To her left, she spotted familiar armor, and she sprinted in that direction.

“Down, Finn!” Raena shouted.

Finn heeded her warning and bowed his head just in time to avoid the swing of a mace from behind. He transitioned into a quick thrust, driving up his sword and catching the Kingsguard under the arm. It was a solid blow, and blood trickled from the site. The Kingsguard gave out a sickening cry, clutching at his chest in pain.

Finn had stabbed a Kingsguard. His brown eyes met Raena’s, filled with panic.

It was a crime worthy of execution. They stared at one another—in fear—for what felt like many long seconds.

From the side of the arena, out of harm’s way, a pageboy in an emerald tunic pointed at Finn and shouted, “FIRST KILL! This contestant may move past the next flag without penalty!”

Finn was frozen in place, then it seemed to dawn on him as the Kingsguards ahead moved to the sides, allowing him a route of passage. He began walking with hesitant, slow steps toward a green and gold flag posted ahead in the corridor. He stared up at the mounted Kingsguards as he moved past, poised to defend himself, but none of them struck out at him. At the flag, he was a good twenty paces ahead of the pack of contestants, including Raena, alone to fight the next drove of waiting opponents.

Raena had no time to see how he fared, as she was flanked by a particularly rotund rider wearing leathers. She could not match the heaviness of his swing and her defensive parry was useless, bringing both swords against her chest with a thud. The fat Kingsguard lurched forward, forcing his horse's head around to push at Raena's shoulder from the side, tilting her off-balance. Raena used the momentum to her advantage, dipping down to allow the beast to pass over her back, turning the man and horse faster than he had bargained for. The Kingsguard wasn't quick by any means and struggled to twist his body back toward Raena as his horse went the opposite direction. Raena lunged, placing the tip of her sword to his back, precisely aimed at his heart. In a regular trial, that would have been a kill. When she heard nothing, she pulled back her poleaxe and struck the horseman’s back with the blunt end. He fell forward, slumping off his beast and collapsing to the ground.

"SECOND KILL!" a young voice screamed from the sidelines.

Raena began to understand. She didn't wait for the explanation of rules before she bounded ahead toward the next flag to join Finn. He was fighting three opponents alone, his swings wild with desperation. Raena set her sights on the closest horseman and hoped she was fast enough, as the heavy clanging of her armor gave her no element of surprise.

The horseman began to turn his horse, but he was too late; Raena's poleaxe connected with his arm and glanced off his helmet, narrowly avoiding his face. He lost control of his own weapon and it flew from his hand into the dirt below. Instinctively, the Kingsguard reached for a shortsword.

"PENALTY!" a pageboy from the side shouted. "The arm is now dead and must not be used for combat!"

Raena spotted a frustrated grimace under the Kingsguard’s thick chestnut beard as he let his dominant hand drop in compliance. His eyes were still on Raena as he struggled to move into a defensive position, his one free hand on his horse's reins, when he was struck across the chest. Raena turned to see the knight from House Lox with the curled mustache had wisely seized the opportunity of distraction and come out from behind a boulder for the simulated kill strike.

"FIFTH KILL!"

The mustached knight gave Raena a cocky grin. "That's two for me. Try to keep up, lad!" He ran ahead to the next flag, catching up to Finn.

“Well, you’re welcome, I did all of the hard work for you!” Raena called after the mustache, who was too far out of earshot to react—or didn’t care about her heckling.

Frustrated to be left behind, Raena ran toward the last-remaining opponent of the bunch; a mounted knight of the crown, bearing the sigil of Payton. She spotted a hay pile beside his horse and jumped atop it, making them equal in height. As he dropped his poleaxe and drew his sword for the close combat, Raena heard shouts of the crowd rising with excitement.

Raena deflected the first swing of the shortsword and he caught her counterattack on his backswing. The knight was stronger and faster, swinging blow, after blow, after blow, and all Raena could manage were defensive movements to keep him from landing true. He reared back and swung once more from a high point, and Raena stretched upward to meet his blade. She forfeited her center of gravity and realized her mistake too late. The knight kicked his leg outward and his foot met her chest.

Raena flew backward. She flailed before she hit the ground, the extra height of the hay adding to her fall. When her back hit the ground all the air left her chest, leaving her windless and her body stunned. Paralyzed, Raena watched the crown’s knight dismount his horse and walk toward her. He swung his blade as though he were enjoying the moment; savoring how he would strike her down. She gasped for breath and tried in vain to will her arms to come to life. The knight readied his sword for his finishing strike.

"Rowan!" Finn’s voice cried out from somewhere far and untraceable.

The crown’s knight raised his head at the shout, right as an incoming arrow struck him in the chest. The arrow penetrated his armor, but not all the way through, likely stopped by his leathers underneath.

"EIGHTH KILL!"

Raena found that control had returned to her limbs and rolled to her side, still coughing for air as she struggled to her feet.

At this rate, Finn would finish with far more kills than Raena, a fact which she knew would be the topic of gloating for weeks on end. Her determination grew as she saw where her friend had sent his arrow from. Finn was crouched atop a half-wall near the center of the giant arena. He was holding a bow and a quiver, firing as fast as he could manage at two Kingsguard riders as they charged toward him. There was no way he could have ran through the maze of corridors past all the Kingsguards to get that far.

“Son of an ass, he jumped the walls,” she whispered. She glanced at the Kingsguard, perched above with their crossbows. A few of them looked in Finn’s direction, but then their focus turned back to the mass of knights behind her. Perhaps it was worth the risk.

Raena caught another horseman out of the corner of her eye. He lifted his poleaxe as he approached, but she bolted the opposite way, straight toward the wall. She reached up with both hands as high as she could manage in the bulky armor, throwing her body upward without grace or agility.

It was enough. Raena hooked her legs over the half-wall’s top and rolled, falling in a heap to the ground on the other side. It was a longer fall than expected, and her shoulder and hip flared with pain when they contacted the ground. She realized after landing that she had lost grip of her poleaxe and it had fallen to the opposite side. Without it, Raena looked up to take in her new surroundings, finding herself worse off than before: alone in a corridor with at least a dozen opponents.

“Come on, Rowan! I need you over here!” Finn shouted.

Raena scurried to get to the next wall, but an unmounted Kingsguard reached her first. She raised her elbow to deflect him as he glanced the side of her helmet with his war hammer. Raena countered with a weak chop to his unprotected hip, causing him to groan out in pain. It bought her the half-second she needed to strike the blunt side of her sword against his chest for the kill.

She didn’t wait to see if the Kingsguard realized he was meant to “play dead”. She could sense the next pack of adversaries closing in on her. With another awkward bound, she launched over the second wall.

“PENALTY!” a pubescent voice squawked out from behind her. “Contestant has entered ARCHERY section with a SWORD! Minus one kill point for contestant!”

Raena knew this must be pertaining to her. She would have to come back for Slayer after the event was over. Raena tossed her trusty sword aside and hunted for a bow and some arrows, spotting them in a barrel about twenty meters away.

“I’m coming, Finn!” Raena yelled out, bounding for the weaponry. She grabbed the longbow and a quiver of training arrows, turning to search the space where she had last seen her friend.

Finn was standing on the arms of a training dummy, high above the wall, his body exposed. He was firing a barrage of arrows toward a formation of Kingsguards, who all had taken cover behind obstacles. At any moment, he would run out of arrows and they would be able to land kill shots on him without much skill or effort.

Raena checked her surroundings once to find none of the opponents in the archery section had noticed her arrival yet. She lifted off her helmet and dropped it at her feet, willing to take the risk for a better shot. Her blonde hair fell to her shoulders and she tucked the loose strands behind her ears. From her position, she was able to peer out at the Kingsguards from the side.

With a long, steady breath, Raena raised the first arrow, breathed out, and released. Before it landed, she’d loaded the second. Another long breath. She saw the first arrow ring true, striking the closest Kingsguard in the shoulder. She breathed out. She released. They were scrambling for cover, but she loaded the third arrow. The second arrow glanced off a Kingsguard’s helmet. She hoped that counted. Her breath was quick this time. The third Kingsguard was trying to get to his feet. She breathed out. She released.

The third arrow landed true, striking her target’s chest plate.

Raena was so focused that she realized she hadn’t listened for the pageboys to call out her kills. She dropped to the ground behind a hay bale and recovered her helmet, shoving it on while a flurry of arrows rained down into the dirt around her.

"Get some cover, Finn!" she yelled upward, hoping he could hear.

From the melee area, she heard a pageboy’s shouting voice. "PENALTY! Contestant has been killed by another contestant! Crossbows authorized!”

Raena froze, letting the implications of the words sink in. Had the contestant been truly killed? Who would have killed a knight in this arena? Surely, they meant it was simulated.

But she heard a familiar chorus of snaps and twangs, followed by whistles of darts. Somewhere back in the melee zone, crossbows were indeed being fired.

Raena tried to rationalize that the Prince would not allow knights to die for the sake of sport. But the reality of the trial was impossible to ignore. After all, they were fighting with real weapons, making real blows, and the crowd seemed hungry for real blood.

Desperate now more than ever to get through as fast as possible, she steeled herself. Raena rose to peer beyond the many half-walls and spotted one Kingsguard through the flags. He was holding a lance. He was across the arena for certain, farther from her than Finn, but she saw nothing in her way except walls.

Resolved with her plan, she reached down to unstrap her leg armor, releasing the cumbersome fasteners as fast as she could. In a few seconds, she had kicked them free, as well as the bulky cloth pads that kept them from banging against her skin. Confident she wasn't yet noticed by anyone and had a few seconds longer, she likewise stripped off the armor from her arms. Down to only her chest plate and helmet, she was far more limber, albeit vulnerable.

Lightened and invigorated, Raena slung the longbow over her shoulder and launched over the next half-wall. She landed in a crouch, ready to react, but no one was coming. She heard the crowd around the arena roaring louder but she couldn't stop to see the action for herself. Raena ran for the next wall and made light work of jumping it, the same as the last. Now she was in the corridor where she had last seen Finn clinging to the training dummy like a dunce. Raena ran a few paces to her left, checking to see if he was there, but finding no one. She was about to run for the next wall when she heard a "Hawk's cry" to her right, and every muscle in her body responded out of instinct.

It was Finn. That was the sound they made for the symbolic Hawk of Lord Sylas's House, often calling to each other through forests and fields.

She doubled back and ran toward the source of the sound, finding Finn sitting with his back against a wall, half-hidden behind a boulder. His left glove was off and red blood covered the back of his hand.

"Finn! What happened?" Raena kneeled beside him and grabbed for his hand. She frowned at the darkening pool of blood under his arm in the dirt.

"An arrow went through to my arm. Or a piece of arrow,” he lamented. “I don't think they called a penalty against me!"

If Raena's helmet had been off, Finn would have seen her grimace. "The points and penalties don't matter if we die in here. Is it on your upper or lower arm?"

He grunted a protest. "But I was winning! Ugh. It's at my elbow, I think."

Raena unfastened and pulled off his armor to find the wound. An arrow had indeed ripped through to leave a steady bleeding hole and splinters of wood in his flesh. She pulled away the larger chunks, causing Finn to groan. With haste to stop the bleeding, Raena ripped part of her tunic sleeve and wrapped it around the site.

"You might lose that arm. You better surrender. We can come back to the next Trial," Raena said. She began to gather his armor pieces.

"You think we can surrender?" Finn grunted. "I doubt it. The Prince might have me beheaded, or let the crossbows loose on me. Besides, we made it this far. All I have to do is joust and it's over.”

She leaned in close so that he could see her lavender-blue eyes through the slit in her helmet guard. "We’ll show them your arm. They might let you go to the side. What sort of knight will you be if you have one arm? A useless one. Now get up."

Finn put his hand on the back of her helmet, holding her in-place. "They’ll either kill me, or I’ll be called a coward. Either way, I’m walking out of here with my pride.”

Raena sighed and shook her head at his stubbornness, but also couldn’t blame him. "Alright then, what do you think is the fastest way to get through this?"

"That's it, lad," he gave the side of her helmet a friendly pat. "I reckon if we can get into the jousting area and knock down just one Kingsguard each, we can run to the finish and be over with it."

Raena sighed. "Good thing you're better with a lance than a bow. Just don't let it hit your arm."

Finn put his hands up in front of his chest. "Hey, I’m getting better at archery. I'm not a bad shot when the enemies are in the open. And holding still. And there's no wind."

"Focus. Let's go."

He obediently rolled to his feet and braced himself against the wall, waiting for Raena to act. She went to peer out from their place of cover and was immediately met with an arrow, flying just left of her head.

"One’s seen us. Don't get hit." She fired back in the direction the shot had come from, then braced herself on the wall and leapt over it. Finn was sloppily following, his wounded arm and full armor both encumbering him. As soon as they cleared, they were crouching to the ground and moving ahead.

"I think jousting is the next wall. Don't bring your bow!" Finn warned.

This corridor was twice as wide as the others and the curves of the walls were tighter. Raena mustered a guess that they were near the true center of the arena, perhaps close to halfway. That thought wasn't comforting when it meant they still had just as far to go as they had already come.

She could hear the whistle and thud of arrows all around as they crawled but she couldn't stop to return fire when speed was their only advantage. She didn't call back to Finn at risk of drawing even more attention to themselves, so she had to trust he was keeping up with her pace. Raena tried to find an object to rest behind so she could rally with him, but it was useless; the arrows were flying in from all directions now. If they were the only knights in the archery section, there were probably a dozen or more Kingsguards focused on stopping the two of them.

She tossed her bow and quiver over the next wall, then bounded up and over it, hearing an arrow ping off her armor as she did.

In her desperation, she had jumped blindly, with no regard for what she would find on the other side. It was an open field of sand with no more half-walls, divided by stacks of hay bales into lanes. Jousting lanes. At the far side opposite her was the crowd.

She was nearly to the end.

"Get a horse, boy!" a mounted knight shouted down to her, his steed kicking sand onto her thighs as he pulled it to an abrupt stop. He held a lance at the ready, waiting for his opponent.

Raena saw movement to her side and turned to catch sight of Finn, stumbling across the open area toward a riderless horse. Satisfied that he had come through, Raena set out to do the same, her eyes finding a suitable beast ten meters to her right. She felt the knight's patient gaze on her as she bounded toward the horse, scanning for weaponry along the way.

There were fewer flags and barriers to impede her vision here, and Raena realized she could now see and hear the crowd without straining. Many of them were on their feet, shouting into the arena with frenzied excitement. She couldn't tell if they were cheering for her, or Finn, or the crown’s knights and Kingsguards, but they were thrilled by the event all the same. Their energy fueled the tiny flames of resolve that remained within Raena's exhausted bones. Renewed, she grabbed a lance, taking note of its balance and weight in her hand as she walked the final few steps to the horse.

She wished she had her own horse and a familiar lance, but this wasn't the time to lollygag around trying to choose her resources. When she mounted the beast, he didn’t bristle or flinch at gaining a rider. At least she knew she had a warhorse who was accustomed to being mounted, now she would see if he was accustomed to jousting as well.

Raena tugged the reins to one side, turning herself and the animal until they faced the expectant knight head-on. Raena dropped her lance into the crook of her arm, parallel to the ground. The crowd’s screams amplified even more, to such a maddening level that she could hear no other sound.

Raena started her horse first. With a kick to his sides, the steed was galloping at an instant. The knight followed suit, barely a half-second after. It was a sight to behold; Raena must have looked a mess with her loose blonde hair and exposed tunic sleeves billowing out in the wind as she picked up speed. Her main objective was to protect her exposed limbs. If the lance connected to one of her arms or legs, there was a good chance she would lose the appendage.

However, the lack of extra armor gave Raena agility and she used it to her advantage. She leaned forward and brought her knees and elbows in as tight to the horse as she could, prone against his body with her face tucked behind his neck. She was hunched in so far that she almost perched like a bird on the animal’s back.

The opposing knight fumbled to adjust his grip on the lance as he rode closer, but didn't have adequate time to change the angle for his odd-shaped target. He overcompensated, and the tip of his lance began sliding upward with every hoofbeat, becoming further unbalanced.

With a satisfying smash, Raena's lance landed low, centered in the knight's stomach. He grunted out and the tip of his lance missed her, but he swung it sideways, knocking her exposed shoulder with a shove as he rode past. The impact pushed Raena and she struggled to stay upright, pulling the reins taut as she rolled backward atop the horse. She kicked her legs out and let her body drop out of her precarious position and into a standard mount, regaining balance and flinging herself forward to loosen the reins before the horse could jolt from the pressure.

Raena straightened and pulled to one side, turning her horse back toward her opponent. A hush fell over the crowd, and the people were quiet. For the first time, Raena realized there was lively war music playing somewhere; as if the intensity of it all wasn’t enough already.

For the prolonged seconds of anticipation, the two jousters were still, facing one another. Their only movements were the exaggerated heaving of their chests as they drew recovery breaths from the adrenaline and exertion.

The knight lowered his gaze to his stomach, his free hand feeling across his armor at the same time. Both his senses confirmed the same truth; his chest plate was dented and pierced due to Raena's expert strike. A slight stream of crimson blood trickled down through the bottom of the plate, dripping onto his thigh. The knight looked off toward the side of the arena and tossed down his lance as he did, signifying defeat.

"EIGHTEENTH KILL!"

The scorekeeper's call was barely audible as the crowd erupted with cheering, like a tidal wave of sound washing over the arena.

Raena heaved a long, gasping set of deep breaths, staving off exhaustion from her adrenaline use and regaining her composure. She kicked into the horse's sides and charged him ahead toward the edge, scanning for signs of exit or completion. As she neared the crowd, one of the boys in emerald emerged, running onto the sand to meet her. He reached out his hand, and she slowed her steed.

"Congratulations, Sir Rowan," the page said with a grin. "You completed all tests of combat! Dismount your horse and leave your lance."

Raena ached everywhere, but she didn't want to show her weakness when she was a mere meter from the captivated crowd. A few of them were calling out congratulations and other affirmations to her, so she mustered up the energy to puff out her chest and stand as tall as possible. As soon as she was off the horse, she tossed aside her helmet and unfastened her chest plate as well.

The boy from House Payton cleared his throat. "Pardon me sir, but don't forget about the last challenge."

Now with her helmet removed, Raena narrowed her eyes in the boy’s direction. She had little to no fight left in her and thought she may resign if they expected her to continue against another opponent. She could accept the consequences, whatever they may be in this unorthodox and cruel game. Without any idea of what he meant or expected her to do, she stood for a moment, wearing her skeptical expression.

The boy stepped forward and spoke in a low voice. "Remember, sir. Chivalry. You must soften a woman, that is the final display."

Raena cursed under her breath, remembering the earlier discussion about wooing women. Chivalry was demonstrated by answering knowledge-based questions in the Trials of Hawk’s Keep, which was far more useful measures to gauge a knight. Raena had practiced in no way for this, although she had read sonnets and poems for her studies when she was a squire. That was years ago, and she could not recall the words under calm circumstances, much less in front of an expectant crowd. Finn always had better luck when it came to rote memorization, and perhaps he would’ve been able to recite something that would jog her recollection. Searching for him, Raena scanned the wide-open area of the arena, but saw nothing more than the crown’s jousting opponents, with no sign of dear Finn.

Resigned, Raena dropped her shoulders and peered up into the stands. There were hundreds upon hundreds of sets of dark Candorian eyes, staring back at her. Most of whom she saw were common folk, so she continued to lift her chin higher and higher, trying to find where the clusters of nobles began. Below the Prince’s platform, she spotted three faces so familiar, that she knew them as well as her own; Lord Sylas, Lady Isla, and Lady Islabell, or Bell as Raena called her. Bell and Raena had been kindred friends for as long as Raena had been in Lord Sylas’s care, and was the closest thing to a sister she’d ever had. Pretending to woo her would be strange, but at least it would save Raena from an embarrassing rejection.

Then someone else in the sea of faces caught Raena’s view, and once her attention was drawn, she found herself unable to look back toward Bell. Or toward anyone else at all.

The woman’s gaze was soft, and inviting, and accepting. It somehow crept in and relaxed Raena, as if this was a person who could search her soul and expect nothing greater from her. The comforting eyes were surrounded by pale, northerner skin, in stark contrast to raven black hair. The woman’s lips were splashes of red painted on her face, turned upwards in a pleased expression. Though they were separated by several meters of crowd, Raena found herself stepping forward to try and close the gap.

"Hello, my lady," Raena said, giving a deep bow.

The stranger cocked her head to one side with intrigue, "Hello, Sir Rowan, or should I call you Sir Wall-Jumper?"

A few in the crowd chuckled at that, and Raena couldn't stop from cracking a smile of her own. She looked down at her feet, fighting a blush, then remembered eye contact should be maintained, so she forced herself to lift her chin. "My lady, I do not wish to embarrass you, but I do need to woo someone, and you are, without any doubt, the most beautiful woman in this arena. Perhaps in this kingdom, I might think," Raena swallowed hard and leaned forward to portray her request with intensity. "Are you willing to let me give it a try? I apologize that I've never done this sort of thing before, and it will probably be...I'm not great with words, especially romantic words. I'll speak the truth about you, and how you surprised me just now. Is that alright with you?"

The noblewoman’s smirk grew, and she gave a slight nod in consent.

Raena returned the smile, then turned on her heel and walked several paces back into the jousting area to find a position in plain view of most of the crowd. Facing the masses, she called out to address them in the loudest voice she could manage. "Lords and ladies! Knights and squires! Noblemen! Prince Zander and Queen Zarana, long may she reign!" she paused for the echo and then continued. "I am Sir Rowan, knight and ward of Lord Sylas of Hawk’s Keep, of the western founts of Candor. I have been trained diligently by some of our kingdom's greatest knights, which is how I was able to succeed in this demonstration of battle today! I learned to melee from Sir Wain the Gallant, son of Wain the Cunning. I learned archery from Sir Grent himself, the hero of the Equinox Wars against Ediva. And I learned jousting from none other than Sir Lane, who slayed the Barbarian Invaders in the Battle of the East Shore. But today, I forgot all of that knowledge. In fact, today I became worthless as a squire with no sense at all for fighting. Because, the precise moment I looked into this crowd and I saw..." Raena scrambled to remember, then realized she never asked. She leaned forward and whispered loudly, "My lady! So sorry, I’m a fool. What is your name?"

"Avenna," the noblewoman replied with obvious amusement.

"The moment I saw Avenna!" Raena shouted. "Everything I knew and had ever known about how to be a warrior just fell out of my head! Because I had never before seen any person quite as delicate, and fair, and beautiful! And I had no more need for anything else, like the weight of a poleaxe, or the balance of a lance, or the tension of a longbow’s string. You see, my mind had to empty itself of any other thoughts, to make room for the knowledge of Avenna's beauty!"

At this proclamation, the crowd burst into a mix of enthusiastic cheers and uproarious laughter. Either way, Raena counted it successful. She looked up at Avenna once more, shrugging apologetically, then took a bow before the eager crowd. Avenna was clapping, the same amused smile on her lips, but in her eyes was now another emotion that Raena couldn’t quite read. She hoped that she had not offended the woman somehow, and would have a chance to apologize later if need be.

As Raena bowed once more, she knew that she could at least go home with pride, as she couldn’t have performed any better than that.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The knights huddled at wooden tables, nursing wounds and chugging ale. Raena and Finn had been the first to finish the trial. They’d been escorted by pages out of the arena and into the tower chambers, then left to chat, eat, and drink. Their wait together had stretched beyond an hour as all the remaining knights shuffled in; bruised, bloody, and some wounded rather badly.

Raena had felt confident about her performance when she first sat down, but the more she overheard, the more worried she became. At least half of the group was convinced that jumping the half-walls was disqualifying or should be ruled cowardice unbecoming of a knight. There were two other men besides Finn and Raena who had also jumped the walls; everyone else suffered through, fighting the entire bloody course. But the men were filled with disagreements and bragging over every minute detail besides the wall-jumping, determined to criticize each other as men did when wanting to prove themselves. Raena listened to one particularly pompous squire belittle another over the commonality of the woman he had chosen to woo for the better part of half an hour. The language in the room was colorful, but irksome, and most of the knights and squires only seemed interested in hearing their own voices.

"I reckon we're down to the last few," Finn observed, watching a pained knight limp through the door. "Curses, that's another broken one. These slower blokes must’ve barely finished with their lives."

Raena followed his gaze, recognizing the colors on the knight’s tunic. "He’s not even from Candor, that’s a knight of East Twin. Or West Twin, I can never remember which is House Gradaigh.”

“It’s easy,” Finn said. “Gradaigh is West Twin, and Esgradaigh is East Twin. That bloke is from West Twin. Besides, you can also tell by their skinwebs and their necks. East Twin people have skinwebs between the whole length of their fingers.”

“I think it’s rude to stare at their fingers,” Raena said. She sipped some ale, then bemused aloud. “Maybe there's a time limit of sorts and the remaining knights were sent to the end. It's barbaric to make injured men keep fighting."

Finn scoffed, "With the size of that crowd? Not bloody likely. Everyone in the city was watching and loving the bloodshed. And I bet you no one loves it more than His Highness!" He leaned in closer, "I heard two of the others saying they passed a dead squire out there. He died in the Trial and none of the Prince's men came to retrieve his body."

"That's absurd. They wouldn't just leave a body for the vultures. There's women and children watching." Even as Raena said it, she doubted herself.

"The Prince has made them all thirsty for the gore that he promised,” he ranted. "The woman I tried to woo kept asking if she could poke her finger in my weeping arm wound!"

The visual was so ridiculous that Raena burst out laughing which, in turn, made Finn guffaw back. As each tried to hide their laughter, they couldn't help but become even more amused by the shortcomings of the other—extending their mirth for far longer than warranted.

A knight across the room pounded his drink against the table, causing a clatter. Raena turned her attention to see Sir Han’gahan in the doorway, expectant for the men to quiet. His face was sweaty and his leathers were covered in dirt and blood, and Raena realized he must have left the platform and been an opponent in the arena. Raena was relieved she’d been spared from facing him as it was clear he carried himself like a formidable fighter.

"Listen here," Han’gahan boomed. "You did a fair job today. The Trials are officially ended and the crowds have moved out to be addressed by His Majesty, the Prince. We will call out the name of a House. If you've served that House, you will come with me up the tower and Prince Zander and his noblemen will bring you out on their platform to recognize you for your brave deeds. If you’re a squire, you might be knighted, if the Prince sees fit. You will make certain to only come out when your House is called! Are there any questions?"

The knights and squires looked about with matching grim mouths and raised eyebrows.

"Very well!" Han’gahan expressed. "Then the following Houses, come with me!"

He listed off the names, not including Hawk’s Keep. Raena lamented that they had to continue waiting even longer, eager to receive recognition for the Trials so she could pack her things and head out of the citadel. Since the Prince had summoned most of the kingdom for his Knight’s Trial, there was nowhere to lodge the influx of visitors, and a few hundred camps had been pitched in the desert sand outside the city walls. Raena preferred the safety of that hot canvas tent she shared with Finn, far away from the threat of watchful eyes.

The fear of recognition brought a sudden thought to her mind, “Finn,” she whispered, “do you think we will have to meet...her?”

Finn cringed and leaned in close, “No, she probably doesn’t care about the trial, right. I didn’t even see her on that platform with her son and the other nobles today. Did you?”

Raena shook her head, “I didn’t, but I was also afraid to even look for her.”

He reached out and gave the back of her hand a reassuring pat. “You will maintain control. I know you will.”

Raena thought of the plan in question: revenge against the Queen. It was one that she had only shared with Finn and Lord Sylas, who both promised to help her bring it to fruition. Raena remembered the day that the Queen’s men came to House Schinen to kill all two thousand people in her father’s charge. She remembered the wailing cries of innocents as they were barricaded within the walls and executed without mercy by ruthless soldiers. She remembered the thick brown hand over her mouth, silencing her screams, and the strong arms that dragged her through a hidden chamber she’d never known existed before that moment. Sir Jonn, her father’s trusted knight, had thrown her under a pile of hay in the back of a stableman’s cart. She had felt the bustle and bounce of the cart careening somewhere, elsewhere, knowing Sir Jonn was in control and would protect her. She didn’t know how long she’d been under the hay, but she remembered being so hungry and so thirsty, and having no choice except to urinate in her clothing. Then the hay had been cleared away and there were two faces peering down at her: Sir Jonn, and Lord Sylas, a man she’d barely known. Sir Jonn had said goodbye and told her three things: first, he was riding to Ediva where no Candorian soldier or knight would ever follow him; second, he knew she would be safe under Lord Sylas’s care; and third, when she was older he would help her destroy the Queen for what she had done. There was such a weight in his eyes that Raena had never doubted the truth to his words.

But it felt like time was on Queen Zarana’s side. She was an old woman, near the end of her life, most likely. If death took Zarana without pain and suffering, it would rob Raena of bringing vengeance in the name of House Schinen. If Raena only knew what Sir Jonn knew, she could finally bring the Queen to justice and perhaps even be free from her disguised persona of ‘Rowan’. Fifteen years had been long enough to wait, and each new day felt like eternity dragging on.

Finn’s blabbering pulled Raena back into the present, “...so that was it for the jousting, You missed the part where I wooed the woman, didn’t you? It was glorious. Of course, I know you aren’t listening so what if I told you that I slit the lady’s throat and said I would never woo a woman again, because I hate them. Though I suppose if I’m honest, I rather hate everyone, equally.”

“What?” Raena snapped.

“Oh, so you were listening?”

Raena grinned. “My mind might have wandered, a bit.”

“Hmm,” Finn murmured through a sip of ale, “I hadn’t noticed.”

“I’m sorry you had to woo a woman.”

“Thank you,” Finn sighed.

“I’m sure you were very convincing.”

“If I’m honest? I thought of what you might say or do. Not that you’re any charmer with the ladies, but at least you think about them and give it a try. It was absolutely exhausting. I feel as though I earned myself a fortnight alone from dealing with anyone after this.”

Raena beamed at the notion, “I reckon Lord Sylas will let us do whatever we please for at least that much time. I’d love to take a horse and sleep by the lakes.”

“You wouldn’t dare go without me.”

“You said you wanted to be alone?”

“Idiot. Of course, being alone means being with you, which is just as good. Maybe Bell could come, if she’s interested. We can all bring bows and string to set traps, and we won’t even need to sneak back into the keep to steal from the kitchen.”

Raena nodded, “I’ll be fishing. I haven’t caught a hangtail or a blue springlet in a year or more. I could eat a hundred springlets.”

“Don’t tell Bell if you catch any, you know she would cut your throat for killing a springlet. She thinks they’re sacred.”

“Not sacred,” Raena argued, “only adorable. You know she can’t kill anything that’s endearing, even if it’s also delicious.”

Finn leaned closer, “Typical girls, right?”

“Mm,” Raena grunted through a sip of ale.

Their exchange was interrupted by the return of Han’gahan, appearing more aggravated than before. This time he began shouting the names of knights and Houses without precursor. He called for Sir Allyn of House Lox, and the arrogant, outspoken knight with the mustache stood up. Lox was a House that provided knowledge in the Kingdom; famed for keeping libraries, historical volumes, and documenting the achievements of the crown and nobles. They did not typically produce their own knights, as boys were sent there to study, not to fight. Raena surmised his attitude must be the result of his uniqueness among his unparalleled peers.

"House Grent, Hawk’s Keep, and House Manning!" Han’gahan called the final houses off his list.

Finn and Raena jumped up to follow Han’gahan and the rest of the beckoned knights. It was a short walk up a winding set of stone stairs, but Raena noticed some of the men were struggling to stay with the group, limping along and holding bloodied bandages in place. Han’gahan led them about halfway up the tower, then out to a large, regal room, accented with golden statues and hanging tapestries of the royal family. At the farthest end of the great room was an archway that opened to a balcony, massive enough to hold a hundred men. It was all grander than anything Raena had ever seen, and she gawked as her focus wandered, lost in the shimmering gaudiness.

The men around her were dropping to bow, and Raena saw the reason; Prince Zander had appeared in the archway, his arms crossed over his chest. She fell to the floor with the others.

The Prince ignored their formal greeting. "Come out here, one of you," he beckoned, carrying a tone of boredom.

Sir Allyn from House Lox was on his feet and toward the balcony faster than anyone else could react.

"A little zealous there, is he?" Finn mumbled, not bothering to quiet his voice.

“You?” Prince Zander asked. “You wait inside with the others. I want all of you wall-jumpers out here, together. You’ll go last.”

Sir Allyn’s jaw dropped, and he appeared ready to protest. Then, as if catching himself, he muttered, “Yes, Your Majesty,” and stumbled backward, away from the archway.

Raena and Finn exchanged a glance of concern. Fear showed in their eyes, but they held their tongues. Sir Allyn trudged back with his nostrils flaring, joining them. The three knights separated from the rest of the group.

“Don’t suppose he wants to recognize us as the victors,” Finn muttered.

Sir Allyn scoffed. “If they didn’t want us to jump the walls, they should have called a penalty.”

“Weren’t there others who did it?” Raena asked in a whisper.

“Apparently not,” Sir Allyn replied. Now that they were talking in close quarters, Raena could distinguish his accent. He had the sound and dialect of a Western-educated noble, with soft consonants and dragging of his vowels.

“Maybe we’re getting special awards,” Finn said. “Or maybe we’ll be sent to guard lizard pits in the Scablands, where they can squirt us in the face with poison all day.”

Raena strained to listen to the Prince’s words for the other knights. He gave them accolades for their performances, recognizing something they did that was worthy. One of the bloodiest knights was commended for how many blows he took without failing or giving up, as though it were a crown of honor to wear.

When all the others had been decorated, Han’gahan gestured to Finn, Raena, and Allyn. The three of them had matching expressions of anxiety as they stepped through the archway and out onto the balcony, bowing at once to the Prince. Raena caught a glimpse of the massive crowds assembled below, then her gaze focused on the Prince’s face when she stood upright to receive his address.

“Ah, yes. My wall-jumpers,” Zander sneered. His thin lips curled back to reveal bright, but crooked teeth. There was a pause while he chuckled at them, and Raena took the moment to observe his features up-close. She was surprised by how unpleasant and smug he was, with deep-set, beady eyes. His nose and mouth were slight, adding to the petite appearance of his body. He must have been four stone lighter than Raena and three hands shorter, by her estimation. He also had the hint of a mustache trying to grow over his upper lip, but it failed to fill in the gaps. His crown rested on a cropped mat of black hair, which seemed to be the only trait passed down from his late father, King Lyam, who had been a formidable beast of a man.

"And you, Rowan,” Zander continued, his chuckles growing into a cruel sound. “You tried to woo Avenna, of all people. You dunce. Don’t you know she is a pig butcher’s daughter? Those peons in East Shore want to let her play duchess. Well, you can take a heifer and put it in a dress, but it still isn’t a lady. You obviously have no good sense, especially for breeding.”

Raena felt her heart race, though she couldn’t discern what she had done wrong. She puffed out her chest to stand taller, fighting the urge to cower and apologize. She glanced around the balcony, concerned the Queen may be present. Fortunately, they were alone with Prince Zander and a few of his knights.

Zander moved on to target all three of them as a whole. "Tell me, wall-jumpers, in your noble Houses, did they teach you to hop over walls and skip away from the opponent in battle?"

Raena’s face rose to a burn, and she saw the same reddening hue on the two knights beside her.

The Prince laughed again. "Let’s see if the people liked your idea. If they found it boring, then you’ll be punished. If they found it exhilarating, you will be rewarded. I’m not sure what punishment is sufficient, but I will think of something excellent and fitting,” he paused, stroking his bare chin as if in thought. “Oh, I know. How about I cripple the three of you, so you might never ruin another one of my magnificent events again? Wouldn’t that be perfect?”

Sir Allyn stepped forward to protest, but the Prince waved a hand, and Sir Han’gahan responded. In a swift motion, Han’gahan put a hand on Allyn’s neck, yanking him back and silencing any words in his throat.

Raena felt fear rising like a storm inside her guts. She clenched her fists, but made no other movement or sound that might beckon action from the Prince’s knights, who were watching the three of them with alarm.

"My people!" Zander called down to the expectant crowd below. “These are my wall-jumpers. I am sure you saw there were four knights who scaled the walls and did not complete my challenges. The fourth is not here, as he has been too injured to stand before you.”

Raena glanced at Finn to see a bead of sweat rolling down his face, covered in a dark expression of terror. She imagined her own countenance must be the same.

“Now,” Zander continued, “I am sure you enjoyed the special challenges I created, so you may feel cheated that these three knights did not perform them all for you. I will give you a choice to tell me if you thought it was an exciting trick that they performed by cheating, or if you found it boring and droll, and you wish to see them punished!” A snide grin spread over Zander’s face and a high-pitched and sudden giggle escaped, which he tried to conceal behind his hand.

Before he could ask for a response, the crowd was erupting below. It was a mixed sound of pleased hollering, with perhaps an equal murmuring of low boos and shouts of dismay. Raena craned her neck to decipher the noise, but couldn’t distinguish if it was more positive or more negative.

Zander leaned his torso past the balcony and cupped one hand over his ear, making another show for the crowd out of listening to their verdict. Their noise level grew in response to his dramatics. Satisfied, he returned to standing upright and waved his hands, signaling them to quiet.

“It seems you are conflicted!” Zander shouted. “That’s fair enough, I am conflicted, too. Good thing that I am capable of making difficult decisions. My mother, the Queen, has trusted me to act on behalf of the crown, now that I grow into the role that my father once had. I will do what is best for Candor, and give these three knights a suitable punishment, and a suitable reward, that they have earned here today.” He pointed to Finn and Allyn, motioning for them to step forward and stand at his side.

Both men hesitated, but had no choice. They stood in-line with the Prince at the edge of the balcony. Finn’s hands shook with fear, and Raena was sure if she knew Allyn better, she would have seen telltale signs of his own apprehension.

“Sir Finley of Hawk’s Keep, and Sir Allyn of House Lox,” Zander sang. “You two lads hopped the walls and finished my course far before any other contestants. You are tricky bastards and cannot be trusted to return to your noble houses, where you might tarnish and ruin all the other fine people of Candor with your evil plots. So, I think it best that you stay here, where I can keep my eyes on you, and you can provide me with your ideas. What do you think of that?” He shouted his final sentence to the crowd as a question, and they responded in cheers, though it seemed more compliance than agreeance.

Though Finn was in front of her, Raena saw his hands relax. She imagined he must have taken the command as a relief; it was far better than being crippled, beaten, or executed.

Zander turned away from the crowd’s view and leaned forward to speak in a quiet voice. “You two will spend your time with me doing whatever shite the other knights don’t tolerate. You ever embarrass me again, and I’ll have your legs cut off at the knees. For now, Sir Han’gahan will make certain that you stay where I want you to.” Zander hooked his thumb toward the archway, dismissing them.

Finn and Allyn gave parting bows before they left the balcony, returning to the hall where they had been waiting a mere few minutes before. Sir Han’gahan followed them and Raena kept her eyes on his retreating back, turning her attention away from the crown Prince for a moment. She watched in horror as Han’gahan muttered an apology and grabbed a stray poleaxe from the wall.

The Prince let her stare, even though the crowd below was churning with impatience. They had no idea what was taking place just beyond the balcony.

He wanted her to see it.

Han’gahan leveled the weapon and swung. Two swift strikes. One landed on the outside of Allyn’s knee, crumbling the leg inward. The second blow did the same to Finn. Both men howled in pain and collapsed to the floor.

Raena turned her head away with a jolt, but the alternative was almost a worse sight. The Prince was smirking with clear satisfaction, elated at the power his punishment had demonstrated. Raena heard the wailing cries of Finn and Allyn fading as they were dragged off down the hall.

“Will you kill them?” Raena whispered, unable to stop herself from asking the question.

Zander raised his eyebrows. “Is that how you address your Prince?”

“Pardon, Your Majesty,” the words felt like poison on her tongue. “Will you kill them, Your Majesty?”

“No. I am a man of my word. When they heal, they can be my personal knights, as I said.”

The murmurs of the crowd below grew. They were no doubt speculating to one another what might be happening between the nobles, without any reasoning for the long pauses of conversation.

On cue, Zander motioned for Raena to come forward and stand at the edge, alongside him. Her stomach lurched and threatened to heave up the ale and bread in her guts as she took her place. Wouldn’t that be a sight? She imagined the vomit spilling out, splashing down over the unfortunate citizens of Candeo. It wasn’t their fault they had a bastard of a prince.

“Did all of you enjoy the show from Sir Rowan?” Zander called out.

The crowd cheered in response, though the sound was subdued. They weren’t sure how to react to his madness, either.

Zander continued with a snicker. “He’s an odd-looking, Boeny fellow, isn’t he? We don’t see many like that. My favorite part of his performance was when he softened Avenna. Or excuse me, I suppose she is Duchess Avenna, now. Did you enjoy the wooing?”

At the mention of the Duchess, the crowd burst into true enthusiasm. They were not responding to Zander’s insinuated disgust; they were acting out of their own joy.

He sneered at their clapping and waved his hands to silence them immediately. “Well it seems that Sir Rowan took quite a liking to House Colby’s duchess, and that is very fortunate for him! I think he will like her so much more if he is sent to be her knight, don’t you agree?”

Raena cast her eyes across the masses, looking for an answer, but their faces were as puzzled as her own.

Zander began to giggle, his shoulders shaking, as if he had made a tremendous joke. “Sir Rowan will leave today and travel with Duchess Avenna, to the farthest stretch of East Shore, and you, Sir Rowan, will never return again to the kingdom of Candor.” His tiny black eyes fell on Raena at his final sentence, shining with cruelty and elation all at once.

“Majesty—”

“If you are seen in my kingdom again, you’ll be executed,” Zander snapped.

Raena was dumbfounded. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said, and bowed. It was all she could do.

As she took her leave of him, her muscles stayed taut, wracked with fear. She kept glancing toward the other knights on the balcony, expecting one of them to follow. Would they break her leg or hobble her, as well?

No one came after her and there was no one waiting for her in the hall. She stopped for a moment before the staircase, weighing her options.

Zander had communicated her fate to more than half the kingdom. There was no way she could circumvent his command. They knew her face, they knew her title, and there is no one who would give her shelter to hide. It was ironic, really, that the identity she had taken to hide herself from the royal family would now be the same identity that was cursed as far away from them as possible. He could have executed her, and perhaps they would have stripped her body and seen her secret—that she was the traitor’s daughter, Raena Schinen. But now, she would be safe and free.

Except not truly free at all.

She was now subject to this foreign duchess, subject to mercy, and alone without the people who had protected her for the last fifteen years of her life.

Raena heard the Prince’s voice growing in volume as he finished his speech. Not wanting to see his rotten face again, she descended the tower stairs and headed back toward the sitting room. She found a handful of knights had lingered there, sipping ale, sharing stories, and nursing their wounds. A few moments ago, she and Finn had been doing the same in those chairs, blissful and content, thinking they would soon be accepting a victor’s trophy and heading home. It was hard to acknowledge this twist in her fate, a bitter taste filling her mouth.

She heard someone calling out to her and she turned her head to see Han’gahan, posted up in a corner near a serving table. She forced her legs to cooperate and stepped closer, unable to ignore his summons.

“Sir,” Raena said, keeping an arm length’s distance between them.

“Word spreads fast. Go out to the foreigner’s camps and pack your things, swiftly. Ask around until you find the tents for the visitors from East Shore. Wait there, and travel with them toward House Colby, that’s the duchy you’ll be headed for.”

Raena nodded. Her blue eyes narrowed to study him. In the back of her mind, she still had a sliver of hope, or perhaps denial, that the Prince might not have meant it. Could it be a prank or a ruse? Could this be hazing? Would someone burst into laughter and assure Raena that she wouldn’t be exiled for something so trivial?

But Sir Han’gahan had no humor on his red-stained face. “Don’t dally. I haven’t been told to break your arms or beat you senseless, yet. I’d rather not cripple another knight today. Get outside the citadel. Now.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Raena packed her effects in a rush. When her canvas bags were stuffed, she paused to look at Finn’s side of the tent. His nightclothes were spread on his cot where he’d left them that morning, and she wished she could go back in time to that moment, to when he'd worn them. 

She loaded her rouncey with bags and led it by the reins away from the castle. The tents of visiting houses were in the hundreds and stretched at least a kilometer in every direction, with those from outside-Candor at the furthest edge. She knew a few of East Shore’s houses by name only; O’Piers, Hanford, Deen, and Colby. Raena searched for the latter, though she wasn’t sure how she would recognize it.

When she was at the end of the camp and practically in the open desert, she spotted a lean guard stoking a fire. He had a crooked nose and flat face, with a patchy black beard. The sides of his head were shaved close to his bronze skin with a crop of carob hair at the top. It was an odd, foreign style to Raena, so unlike the look of Candorian men. His sigil bore a symbol of a curling sea creature with broad fins and a gaping mouth of sharp teeth.

“Good day, are you of House Colby?” Raena asked as she approached. She shifted her bag to the other shoulder to give her aching hand a rest.

“Aye, what of it?” he grumbled back through the thick umber beard, his lips covered.

“I aim to join you and ride on to your duchy. The Prince has ordered it.”

The guard looked up from the fire with narrowed eyes, “And who are you?”

Raena gave a taut bow. “I’m Sir Rowan of Hawk’s Keep, trained under Lord Sylas. I am the son of Brande—”

“Okay, sorry I asked,” he said. “I’m Guon. Son of... also Guon.”

Raena tried to smile at his mockery, but couldn’t hold his gaze for more than a brief moment. She shifted, looking about for any signs of Candorians who might seek to chase her out of the kingdom.

“Well, we’ren’t leaving anytime soon, so you might as well settle down,” Guon said, leaning back to stretch. “The Duchess wan’s to talk to the Queen. She’s sticking around ‘til she gets her chance. We might be here six, seven more days. Y’know how stubborn a woman can be. I’d give you a spot in our camp but I don’t have a damn idea who you are. Perhaps one of the other saps might let you bunk up with him.”

“I don’t think I can wait six or seven days. The Prince’s men might come to see that I have left, as he commanded, and bludgeon me if I am lingering in Candor.”

Guon raised his thick eyebrows. “That sounds a bit like you stepped into some beast shite, did you, boy?”

“I suppose.”

“Yah, I reckon you did,” Guon chuckled. “Well, we’ve to stay with the Duchess until she wan’s to leave. But if you’re in a rush, go on.”

Raena looked back in the direction from whence she’d come, thinking of her family, and Lord Sylas, who would no doubt be rushing after her once he heard the news. She met Guon’s brown eyes again. “I’ll go on to the Western Founts, do you know it? You should pass that way before you begin ascending the Calam Mountains.”

“Aye, I know the Founts. We don’t go through them, though, it’s easier to pass around all those lakes and stick to the road.”

“I understand. What road will you travel? I’ll send a man to watch for you, and I’ll ride from Hawk’s Keep and join your party so I may continue on with you to East Shore.”

Guon shrugged. “If’n you wish. We take the old Boen’s Road, into Midd Creek pass to go over the mountains.”

“Aye,” Raena nodded. “Boen’s Road is easy to spot from Hawk’s Keep. It isn’t far at all. That’s where I’ll see you. Can you please tell Duchess Avenna what I have said?”

“You’n tell her yourself when you ride up, can’t you?”

Raena bristled, unsure how to respond.

Guon let out a crisp, roaring laugh. He howled for a moment, and Raena realized he was teasing her. Under other circumstances, she may have taken the joking in stride and perhaps even responded with a cutting remark.

“Settle down, lad,” Guon said, still chuckling. “You’re not ginna’ be any fun, are ya? Get on to the Founts then, we’ll see you there.”

Shaking her head, Raena mounted her rouncey. She gave a courteous wave to Guon, then kicked her horse and bounded eastward, with Candeo and all its curses at her back.

***
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Hawk's Keep was named for the golden hawks that flew and nested in the pines, found more in the Western Founts than any other part of the kingdom of Candor. The hawk had been the sigil of Lord Sylas’s house for twenty-five years since the Equinox Battles. Sylas himself was a celebrated hero of the Equinox. He had fought valiantly to defend Candor, riding bravely over the Calam mountains and holding Ediva’s forces back at the border, delaying their armies. Raena’s father, Lord Henry Schinen, had fought alongside Sylas in those battles, and they had even saved one another from death more than once. Lady Isla had whispered these stories to Raena at her bedside, when Raena was young, broken with grief, and first in Sylas and Isla’s care. Sometimes at night Raena would be lost in her sobs, crying for her father and her cousins, to suddenly find Isla beside her with tales of Lord Henry and Lord Sylas, and all their heroism. It endeared Raena to the solemn, icy Sylas, knowing the close brotherhood he’d had with her dead father. She felt a similar comfort as she broke through the forests of pines in the Western Founts, spying the maroon flags embroidered with silver and gold birds of prey.

She had a quick meal when she arrived, then settled into her room. More than once she went to her easternmost wall to tap there, expecting Finn’s familiar tap in reply. She couldn’t will her heart not to ache at the inevitable silence. Hawk’s Keep wasn’t Hawk’s Keep without Finn.

She savored the sentiment of her bed for the last time, lying awake and reading by candlelight. Raena didn’t fall asleep until the sun was peeking over the horizon.

The familiar timbre of Lord Sylas shouting outside her window roused Raena from sleep. It must have been near to mid-day, she assumed. Raena got up and began to put on her clothing over her undergarments. She always slept with her chest bindings in-place, cloth pants, and a tunic, in case any servants or others were to intrude on her.

Sylas was calling for her, using the name he had given her. From outside the window he shouted up at the wall. “Rowan!”

With her top half fully-dressed, Raena peered out and down into the courtyard. “Aye, my lord?”

Sylas was still on his horse, with knights on either side of him. He must have ridden ahead of the others. He muttered to the man at his left, Sir Wain. “See? I told you he was here. He wouldn’t’ve gone on without saying goodbye,” Sylas looked back to the window. “Stay there, I’ll be up to speak with you.”

“Yes, my lord,” Raena stepped back and pulled on a pair of trousers.

She heard the men grumbling and shouting as they entered the tower below and started up the stairs. No doubt they were in terrible spirits, as one would expect, furious with how Prince Zander had taken Finn as his charge and exiled Raena. She overheard them saying her name, and Finn’s, several times.

When she answered the knock at her door, Sylas stood there alone, the knights gone from him. He walked in without asking permission and pushed the door shut behind him.

“I’ve got a headstart on the party,” Sylas said, pacing the room, “and Duchess Avenna’s people hadn’t left the castle yet, so you may have a few days you can stay. I’ll send scouts to all the roads to watch for the Prince’s men. I doubt that they will send after you just to beat you down, but we’ll be watching all the same. It is a serious thing to be exiled, lad, I am so regretful that this has happened.”

Raena bit her lip and nodded, intimidated by Sylas’s outward display of anger and anguish. He did not often show his feelings, especially concerning others.

Sylas continued to pace, pounding his fist into his palm as he spoke. “That bloody little Prince, what an arrogant pike. And the Queen wouldn’t stop any of that? I’d reckon she is ill or dead by now. There are rumors that he plans to take the throne and assert himself as king, even without an heir.”

“He can’t do that?” Raena sputtered, raising her eyebrows.

“Well he can’t, but he might try. No prince in the history of Candor has ever taken the throne until they had a successor, as our laws dictate. But he thinks himself above the law, doesn’t he? He can’t banish a knight who has committed no crimes, yet look at what he’s doing to you! All for his stupid pride. I can’t put a stop to any of this for you, Ro, I’m sorry. I would do something if I could, but that ass would have me thrown into the gaol for it.”

“I know, Lord Sylas, it’s all right.”

“It’s not all right,” Sylas snapped, “but it’s nothing I can change. Mark my words, that damn Prince won’t have his last hurrah. We will not stop until you can return to our keep. I won’t leave you off in East Shore to risk you being discovered or thrown to the wolves.”

Raena stiffened and lowered her voice, “I won’t be discovered, I will hide myself.”

“Aye, you must. That Duchess Avenna is fond of the Queen. The moment she married the Duke Eathon Colby, she influenced him to enter an alliance with Candor and pledge to the black crown. She would easily give you up, if she knew who you were. She would throw you to the Queen to earn favor, I reckon.” Sylas rubbed his hands across his hickory beard, ruffling the curls. “Here, we give you privacy, we let you be alone. I don’t know what you will get when you are there, I don’t know who will watch out for you the way I have.”

“I have a few days to ride with them,” Raena voiced her thoughts as they came to her. “Perhaps I can ask if I will have my own quarters and privacy. If I won’t, or if they ask too many questions, I could sneak away in the night.”

“To go where? There is nowhere you can hide except where we have already hidden you, here in our keep, in plain sight.” Sylas stepped close to her. Though they were alone, he lowered his voice to a whisper. “The Queen wanted Raena Schinen dead, so we made you become Sir Rowan. Now the Prince wants Sir Rowan dead, too. It seems the black crown will stop at nothing to end your life...no matter who you are.”

“Not dead, merely exiled.” Raena corrected, though her voice cracked as she said it.

“I know you won’t like this—”

“Please...”

“—but I can still hide you, as a woman,” Sylas held up his hands, “I’ve always respected how you want to disguise yourself, but this is worse than things have been before. There are Boeny women everywhere. Handmaids, cooks, ladies-in-waiting...”

Raena bit her lip and gazed at a knot in the floorboards. “I know. You’re right. But then who would I be? No one. The only person strong enough to survive that Day of the Black Spring was a knight. When he comes back for me, he’ll need a knight at his side. I can’t resign to be something weak in order to survive.”

Sylas shook his head, causing his wavy, sable hair to bounce around his face. “I knew you’d say that, but I had to try. We’ve a few days, like I said. We will think deeply on this. I’ll do all I can to help you. This is my fault. I never should have let you participate in those forsaken contests! Cames was only spared because of his broken arm...I should have broken your damn arms, and Finn’s too!”

Raena couldn’t help but let a laugh slip past her lips, then she choked it back at the sight of Lord Sylas’s serious glare. His eyes were dark and surrounded by wrinkled crow’s feet, complementing the deep dimples on both his cheeks. But when he was solemn, the lines vanished, leaving him smooth-faced and frightening.

He reached out and clapped his giant hand against her shoulder. “Lady Isla and young Bell will return soon. We will have a feast for you, every night until you leave. You know my wife has the most sense, I hope she’ll have solutions to your benefit.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“Stop that formal nonsense. I had to say a farewell to my dear nephew Finn yesterday and in a few days, I will have to say a farewell to you, too. I don’t know if I will ever have you boys back in my keep and it wrecks me, if I’m being honest. You’re as much my nephew as he is. You call me uncle.”

Raena swallowed, holding his penetrating gaze. “Aye. Uncle.”

“Good. Now, come here, you fool.” Sylas tugged Raena into a suffocating, tight embrace. His thick arms seldom wrapped around her and she savored the rare show of affection. He gave her one solid squeeze that nearly made her choke, the air pressed out of her lungs, then he let go. Without giving her a chance to see the emotion on his face, Sylas spun and left the room, waving his hand over his shoulder as he departed.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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That evening, a handmaid came to Raena’s chamber to escort her to the Great Room. Raena had been in the Great Room for countless feasts in the fifteen years she’d been a squire, and then a knight, of Hawk’s Keep. This was the first feast ever thrown in her honor. 

Raena stepped through the wooden double doors to a chaotic stirring, every member of Sylas’s house bustling about like yents within a hive to set up the affair. Awaiting her entrance with eager expressions were Lord Sylas, Lady Isla, and Bell, dressed in silken maroon robes.

"This is still a joyous occasion,” Lady Isla said, opening her arms. “You are the victor of the Trials, no matter what anyone says. That is what we celebrate tonight, our dear Sir Rowan.”

Raena stood tall to receive the praise confidently, though it made her feel a bit like weeping. "Thank you, my lord and ladies. I am so honored to be your guest. I am humbled by the way you receive and bless me tonight. I will always carry you with me in my heart and my loyalty to Hawk’s Keep will never fade."

Sylas rolled his eyes. "Quit talking like that, you arse. Come on now, drink some wine and loosen the hell up.”

Raena’s jaw hung open as she struggled to respond.

Bell giggled at Raena’s expense. “As you can see, some of us have already started drinking without you. Best that you catch up, Ro.”

Raena didn’t need to be told a third time. She took her place at the head table as the guest of honor, with Sylas and Isla to her right, and Bell to her left. On the opposite side of Bell was a painfully empty chair where Finn should have been.

The feast was among one of the liveliest that Raena had ever attended, and she was soon feeling warm from the drink, the festive music, and the company. There were smoked meats from a hunt, fruits and berries from the fields, and root vegetables that had been stored away since a winter harvest. There was mead and berry wine of all types. There were breads and pies and little cakes that fit in the palm of one's hand. But of course, there were fish. Smoked, dried, baked, and even fresh fish caught that very day; cut delicately into morsels and sprinkled with salt. The fish represented every variety of delicious lake-harvested flavors that could only be found in the Western Founts, but the spices were likely traded from East Shore or East Twin. Raena savored it as if it were her last meal, from the moment the first bite of seafood touched her tongue and her senses screamed at her that she was home.

Bell was glued to her side for much of the night, sitting beside her as she was served. As was the custom of Candor, the guest of honor never ate or drank from their own plate and cup, but rather each person at the feast tried the offerings and then brought bites to share from whatever they thought was the most delicious. Of course, children loved this tradition the most, and would insist on bringing cake over and over again to the guest. Raena and Bell dared not laugh openly during the feedings, or else the commoners may think their offerings were being mocked.

"Do you remember how we would try to find the worst-tasting food to feed the nobles when we were children?" Raena whispered to Bell after a particularly shy young boy had fed them a piece of smoked bluefin.

"Like it was yesterday. I'd do it to you now, if I thought father wouldn't notice," Bell replied in a low voice. "I'm going to feed you nothing but bitterroot pudding all night."

"Lucky for me!" Raena mocked. "Bitterroot pudding is my favorite dessert. I pray they have it in East Shore."

Bell hid her laughter by pretending it was a cough and covered her mouth with her hands. Lady Isla cast a quick look of warning from her place down the giant table, then returned to her dinner conversation.

"Oy, you know what?" Raena began, leaning in much closer to Bell. "I’ll miss you terribly when I am gone, even though you are a noble...pain in my ass.”

Bell feigned a show of dismay, gasping aloud and clutching her chest. "What do you mean? How dare you insult me. You are the rudest guest to ever shadow our noble door. Sir Rowan the Rude, they will call you!"

Raena went to reply but was interrupted by an offer of wine and fresh fish from an elderly man, who appeared to be a fisherman from his dress. She accepted and offered humble thanks to him as she took the bite from his frail hands.

As soon as he was gone, Bell continued, now with a serious tone. "I will miss you terribly, my brother-cousin. You are so tenderhearted and loving. Promise me that no matter what happens, you won’t let your heart become hard and angry. You cannot lose that part of you." Bell reached over and slipped her hand into Raena’s, squeezing it.

"I promise."

"Good," Bell pulled her hand back and reached for her wine. "Because if you do, I'll tell everyone your manhood curls in a spiral, like a pig's tail."

This time Raena couldn't hide her immediate and loud burst of laughter, earning both of them a word of warning from Lady Isla that they would be separated if they could not be serious through the feeding. Raena relished the familial acceptance under Isla’s tone.

When the meal was finished, the nobles stood from the Great Table and moved about the room to converse with all guests. Raena was filled with tenderness as several people expressed their love and adoration for her. Bell’s cousins took the most time, kind to recount their favorite memories of growing up in the keep together.

Gradually, the musicians began to tire and the families split away to see their children to bed. The feast was over, and Raena was left with the noble family alone at their table. Out of earshot, a few servants remained in the Great Room, tidying up and stowing away the extra foods.

Lady Isla leaned over Sylas, addressing Raena. “I know you must be scared to leave us, but take heart, Rowan. East Shore is a neutral land, and we do have some friends there. Granted, no one we have been close to in recent years, but I’ve put a charge out to the servants. A few of them have been to East Shore, and they can tell you what it’s like tomorrow. One of our cooks, Hilde, has a sister in House Colby who works in the fisheries. We will establish a way to communicate with you once you’ve arrived. We can send messages through to you and check on your well-being.”

“And remember,” Sylas mused. “There is nothing to stop us from visiting you there. I’ve been to Colby already, though not in many years. I’m sure I can find reasons to visit and see how you’re faring.”

Raena smiled. “That gives me peace. When did you go to the Colby duchy? I don’t remember you ever visiting East Shore.”

“Aye,” Sylas said. “It was before you were under our care when King Lyam was still alive, but ailing from his battle wounds, no doubt. He was obsessed with the legend of the Boen tunnels, underground in the east. He sent a few hundred Candorians out to search for them, but of course, they don’t exist. The people of East Shore I came across were kind, though bitter about the war.”

“But didn’t Colby fight for Candor in the Equinox?” Bell asked.

Sylas nodded, “They did, after they were sacked by Ediva, along with all the other Houses in East Shore. Ediva razed their citadel, killed their king, and East Shore never reformed under a single rule to become a kingdom again. The Colby’s are an anomaly, and the only duchy to align under a throne. They follow Queen Zarana’s rule and pay taxes to Candor, but have more autonomy than we do. They can task and charge their serfs as they please, and are free to keep their own cultures and traditions.”

“What of the other duchies?” Raena asked.

Isla glanced at her husband, then answered the inquiry. “They are unaligned, though Zarana wants them to pledge themselves, and their taxes, to her. She wants their imports, same as ours. Food is in no shortage in East Shore, so close to the sea and with plenty of water and trees. The crops are plentiful, and they have quorillium to mine from the mountains. Candor can use a rich lode like that.”

“Those duchies won’t pledge to her,” Sylas grumbled. “King Lyam abused them in the Equinox; we forced their armies to our frontlines and let Ediva plow through them to try and save our own legions from fighting.”

Isla frowned. “But that’s all the reason they need a kingdom still. Their duchies struggle to recover the armies they lost, even though it was more than twenty years ago. It takes generations to form and train legionmen and knights. For now, they are at peace and have no enemies, so it may be sustainable. But security is a funny thing, and you never realize you don’t have enough until someone comes to take it from you.”

Raena rubbed her chin. “So, do you suppose that I would be safer if I sought refuge at another of those duchies? Perhaps I could leave Colby and head to one of them, where they wouldn’t give me over to the Queen and Prince?” 

Isla opened her walnut eyes wide with surprise. “Why do you think you will be given over to the Queen?”

Raena looked toward Sylas for confirmation of what he had said earlier, but he offered a wordless shrug in reply. Isla observed the exchange, then shook her head and spoke again.

“My husband and I have a difference of opinion,” Isla stated. “I believe as long as you maintain your privacy, then the Colby’s will keep you. After all, they have need for a well-trained knight and the Prince charged you to their care, so they will follow that order. The only thing you must worry about is remaining concealed, and I have confidence you can do that.”

“Aye,” Raena answered. “I can. I was alone with plenty of Candorian knights when we lodged outside Candeo. No one found me at all suspicious, except to comment on how Boeny I look.”

Isla nodded, “Of course, that is all anyone has ever said of you within our keep. Isn’t that true, Bell?”

“Aye, mother,” Bell replied, then smirked as she addressed Raena. “It’s insufferable, really. I grow tired of hearing the ladies-in-waiting speculate on which one of them ‘Rowan’ will choose to pursue. Between you, and Finn’s disinterest, it seems I am constantly fielding questions from my cousins on why the both of you haven’t considered courting them.”

Raena scoffed, “Well, we are busy knights.”

“That’s hardly valid,” Bell said. “All of the knights at least have a gaggle of girls they...” she trailed off, casting a sideways glance at her mother, and thinking the better of ending her sentence.

Lord Sylas, with several goblets of ale in his veins, was falling behind in the conversation and took no notice of Bell’s inappropriate implication. "You see, the Queen could conquer East Shore and just take the land, but Ediva would stop her and throw us right back into another war. She’s been trying to gain alliances with those duchies, playing politics to get what she’s after, which is smart. She will use whatever she can, even the butcher’s daughter."

“How did the Queen come to use Duchess Avenna that way?” Raena asked. “Where did Avenna come from, of what parentage?”

"Ah," Isla interjected, “she wasn’t known by anyone before she married the Duke, so her parentage is unknown. The story is that her people were pig farmers and butchers for the crown. She would’ve grown up in the castle as a common servant, but that is all I can surmise. And the details of how the Duke and Avenna came to wed are also unexplained. What we do know is that the moment Avenna was married to Duke Colby, he pledged his duchy to Candor. After that, Zarana would have attempted to leverage him and bring the other Houses of East Shore into the same alliance. But unfortunately, the Duke had some sort of boyhood affliction, or maybe he grew stubborn and the Queen had him poisoned. Either way, he failed and became ill and he died.”

“I’ve heard the story about her for years,” Bell said. “My handmaidens talk about ‘The Duchess of East Shore’ as if she could unite every kingdom and bring peace to Calamyta with her charm and beauty. She’s practically inhuman, the way they speak of her.”

Isla nodded. “Of course. She captivates the common people. They adore the idea that she was once one of them and is now a duchess. There is one rumor I’ve heard numerous times from our servants who used to work in the castle. It has some credibility, though I am certain it has been embellished. They say that Avenna had a coming-of-age, when she was sixteen. They claim the Queen orchestrated bringing the Colby’s to meet her, as if it were a noblewoman’s debut. They say he fell in-love with Avenna’s natural beauty and charm, and she was a rare wit or some such nonsense.”

“I’ve heard that, as well. Why don’t you believe it?” Bell asked.

“Because,” Isla said, “strip it away and you’ll see it’s precisely the sort of tall tale common folk love to spread. It’s an opportunity that any one of them could have if they were seen as ‘special enough’. The story implies that Queen Zarana noticed this servant, within her castle, and found her worthy of being treated as nobility. That is ridiculous, but if you remove the romance, you might find something closer to the truth. What I would suppose happened is that Duke Colby visited Candeo for some other purpose, saw Avenna the servant girl, and decided he wanted to have her because he was a virile, blooming young boy. So, he would have asked the Queen permission to take a servant from Candeo, which would have been of little consequence to her, and that might have been all that stood in his way. Then, after some time, the Queen realized the political potential and used it to her advantage. Hardly titillating, but reality is often more practical than we’d wish. Besides, it makes more sense to me that the union was decided by an eager boy, relying on his eyes, than an aging Queen. Love is what makes young people do impulsive things, after all.”

“That’s why Rowan noticed her. She is very beautiful, with a rare honey complexion,” Bell stated.

Raena resisted the urge to echo the comment on the rare appeal of Avenna’s pure beauty, and how she was drawn to it. It seemed to her a reasonable assumption that Avenna could attract any man, or woman. If Raena spoke and her tone was too enthusiastic, she feared Sylas and Isla might perceive that her captivation with Avenna was genuine, and not solely a performance in the pretense of maleness.

Swallowing her thought, Raena settled on a neutral question. “So, nobles do not have to marry nobles, in East Shore?”

Isla frowned. “They do, I believe. Or, they used to. See, when East Shore was a proper kingdom, they preserved bloodlines as we do and any marriage had to be approved by the king. Since the Equinox, who knows what rules they follow? The duchies are not lawless, by any means, but the dukes are free to make any decrees they choose.”

Bell leaned further across Raena’s lap to address her mother. “Then if he was the one who wanted her for a wife, why did they keep her as a duchess? Why didn’t they send her back to Candeo when he was dead, and let one of their own people rule?”

“Another mystery about them,” Isla replied. “We can’t understand their foreign ways. It is a vastly different place, and you will find that out firsthand, Rowan. You will come to know more about them than any of us. For instance, Eathon’s father Andres Colby was duke during the Equinox Battles. Sometime after, we found out that Eathon Colby had been named the duke, though Andres still lived. I don’t know why he gave up his rule to his eldest son. I also know that Eathon had six, or perhaps seven, younger siblings. When he died, the successor should have been the next male of the family. But they did not give the duchy to the next in-line, and allowed Avenna to rule. You see? It is most peculiar.”

Raena bit her lip, deep in thought. “Perhaps they will not let another man be named the duke until he has an heir, the same way that Zander is not allowed to be king yet, by our laws.”

“Perhaps,” Isla stated with a mulling expression.

Sylas leaned forward, running his hands through his thick curls of black and charcoal hair. “One of the cooks has a sister in the Colby duchy. Hilde, we should ask her what she thinks.”

“Yes, love,” Isla said, patting his thigh. “We already talked about Hilde.”

“Ah, I missed it.” Sylas scowled. “Well, Ro, do not give up hope. I know this is grim. But nothing is ever final. Maybe in time, perhaps a few years, something will change. I can try to implore the Prince to bring you back when some time has passed, maybe his feelings will sway. Or we can see about having you sent to the Twins, perhaps; at least if you were in East Twin, you’d be nearer to home. I don’t know the answer now, but we won’t give up. I aim to bring you, and Finn, back under my charge. You are my boys and you belong in my keep.”

Isla leaned as far as she could, stretching over her husband’s chest in order to place her hand on Raena’s. “It may be a very long time, I don’t want you to feel misled. Ro, you should come to terms with the idea that you might live a great number of years in House Colby. But also do not forget that we love you. We will not abandon you and we’ll find a way to keep you close, even if all we can do is remind you of our endearment by sending messages and trinkets for some time.”

Raena looked down at the affectionate touch, basking in the sentiment before Isla gave a single squeeze and pulled back her hand.

It was silent between the four of them for a lingering, heavy moment. The weight of Isla’s words were on Raena’s heart, but had brought silent reflection to Bell and Sylas as well.

Sylas broke the pause with a gaping yawn. He shuddered when he finished and winked at his wife. “No doubt Ro is wide-awake, but those of us with Calamyte blood need to get some sleep.”

"Yes, it’s that time," Isla smiled. "But I have a matter to discuss with Rowan alone. You two, go on to rest."

Sylas stood, causing the other three to follow suit in unison. They moved to the door of the Great Hall, together, stopping at the threshold to say good night. Rowan bowed to Lord Sylas, and he patted her neck in return, wearing a sleepy smirk as he did. Bell pulled Raena into a quick embrace, kissing her cheek. With an eager flourish, Sylas and Bell rushed off toward the noble’s wing, and their respective chambers.

Isla and Raena turned the opposite direction, heading toward the servant’s wing. Isla led the way, taking a candle from the wall and placing her hand in Raena’s elbow. They passed the kitchen, then the subjects’ lodgings. As they strolled together, they whispered so not to disturb anyone. Raena recounted the story of what the Prince had said to her, and to Finn, and how Sir Han’gahan had battered Finn’s leg at the Prince’s command. Isla had likely heard the news herself, but she listened with attention to the insider details that Raena shared.

The hallway for the lodging areas ended with an exit door that led outside to the livestock yard. But they did not take it, and instead Isla turned, leading Raena into a small sitting room with a few books, chairs, and parchments. Many times in her life Raena had glanced at the entrance while passing through the halls, but never taken an interest or entered the doorway. After all, there was an unspoken barrier that nobles ought to stay out of the spaces belonging to servants, unless they were the masters of the keep.

Reading Raena’s face, Lady Isla offered an explanation. "This is my private library. I keep it here, where the servants may have use of it, but where I wouldn’t be found if I ever needed a place to be alone.”

Raena nodded, her eyes scanning the volumes of books. Most of them were what she would expect in a noblewoman’s library; tales of Calamytan achievements, poem and lyrical volumes, prose tales, and a few religious texts from Edivan monks. As Raena searched for a new book on her favorite topic, the Boens, Isla set to sliding an oak beam over the door behind them, securing it shut.

“Ro, can you hold this here?” Isla brought Raena the candle, and indicated a space between two short, carved tables. Raena did as she was told and took the light, holding it steady while Isla inspected the wall with her fingertips. Isla’s delicate hands rubbed at a spot, then the Lady groaned as she gave a push against the masonry. To Raena’s shock, the formidable structure gave way. The section of wall rotated back from Isla’s force, yet remained attached somehow. Raena noticed on the side that the masonry was thinner than it should have been, adding to the ingenuity of the design. Raena felt her stomach flutter as her mind raced with possibilities.

"Remember Rowan," Isla whispered, taking the candle back. "Every castle and every keep has hidden places. It is true for all of Calamyta. Even in Ediva. Even in East Shore. Do you remember what Sylas said tonight, about the tunnels?"

Raena nodded.

“King Lyam never found them,” Isla continued, “but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. This passageway I am about to show you was here before Hawk’s Keep was even built. There are many more like it, carved through the layers beneath us. Some of them have collapsed, but it seems they all connected at one time, and they may have even led elsewhere. Sylas’s ancestors said they were formed by rivers of firerocks, from the mountains; but some of the tunnels have ancient Boen paintings.”

Raena’s sandy eyebrows pressed together in confusion. She was dumbstruck yet simultaneously uncertain what Isla meant to imply. Before she could ruminate on it any further, Isla stepped past the barrier, pulling Raena in by the sleeve, then rotated the heavy door shut behind them.

The "room" they entered was nothing but a tiny square space with a passageway in the floor immediately descending underground. Raena knew it couldn’t be large enough to be detected from the outer walls, which made her feel that her oblivion to its existence must not reflect poorly on her skills of observation.

"Does this tunnel lead outside the keep?" Raena whispered as they started their downward descent.

"Nay, this is a short one,” Isla replied. “I think the passage must have caved in when the masons built the keep, because it is directly beneath the outer wall. The other passages, though...”

Raena felt an explosive desire well within her to go explore every tunnel. She welcomed the comfort of being underground, shrouded in a tight space, secure within darkness.

They reached the bottom in a few seconds and Raena saw that it was indeed a modest room, carved through bedrock. The walls were smooth, as if a gargantuan worm had slid through to form them. Along all sides there were stacks and neat piles of chests, shelves, wrapped and bound furs, and bundles of odd shapes. Raena recognized a few innocuous things: House flags, armor pieces, old barrels of ale, golden spearheads. Without thinking, she reached over to wipe the dust from a bumpy object, realizing it was a crudely-crafted bowl.

"What did you find there?” Isla asked, bringing the candle closer so she could see. “Ah, Islabell's first try at pottery. Not everything down here is valuable. To others, anyway. I use this to store things that are priceless to me. I suppose I should have warned you it wouldn't be treasures and shocking family secrets?"

Raena grinned. "Of course not. I’m elated that you’ve shared this with me. It’s exhilarating, no matter what it holds."

"Good. It's important that you know it's here. If anything ever happened to our family, these are the things I would want preserved. The items here have been chosen because they would allow our legacies to be remembered. Do you understand?”

"I think so."

Isla shook her head. "I’m sorry, I’m being rather vague, aren’t I? It’s a habit. I realize I can speak freely with you. After all, if not here, then where could I? This is the safest place from listening ears. It's simply that I'm so used to...I forget who you truly are sometimes.”

Raena waited as Isla stepped closer so they were no more than an arm’s length apart. Isla’s copper eyes were shadowed in the candlelight, but Raena could see warmth and softness in them as they held her in regard.

“Raena," Isla began, saying the name as if she were pulling it from a distant memory. "Your family had precious things they’d hidden beneath Schinen Keep. Your ancestors, and your father, Lord Henry, saved them to be passed down and preserved. After Sir Jonn brought you here to us, he waited several years until the Queen had stopped looking for you. Then he returned to your father's keep and searched for what remained. There was very little left. But there was one room underground, much like this one, that the Queen's men had never found. Jonn brought back all that he could travel with. These things belong to you." Isla motioned toward a closed chest in one corner of the room.

Raena felt the rare heat of a traitorous tear rolling down one cheek, though she kept her expression lifeless.

Isla reached out to place her cool hand on Raena’s face, wiping the tear away. "You may have privacy to look through them tonight, if you wish. It’s yours, you may even take any of it with you to East Shore. Of course, be careful not to take anything that could give you away, if someone were to find it in your possession.”

"Thank you," Raena forced the words despite the sudden dryness of her throat.

Isla smiled, dropping her hand to stroke Raena's forearm, then ended the touch with a wordless squeeze. She gave one final, kind gaze, then turned and ascended the narrow, carved steps.

With deliberation, Raena poured over the contents of the chest. There were items inside that she had not thought of since she was an eight-year-old child. She wouldn’t have fathomed it possible that so much survived the razing and ransacking of her childhood home. Despite herself, Raena shed many tears as her hands touched and held the pieces of her past, reminding her of memories she had long-since buried away. Her cousin Manshi’s necklace. Her Uncle Janry’s chain link belt. A ring with the name “Trevin” inside. Her father’s scabbard.

Other items in the chest were foreign to her; she surmised that they had been part of the Schinen family since before she was born. The most fascinating item of all was a crude helmet that sloped into a mask, the likes of which she had never seen. She recognized the black metal as quorillium, though the color was concealed where age had tinted it with rust. Raena wondered who would have created and worn such a covering, as it must have been hundreds of years old.

Raena began separating out a pile of items she could keep, and put the rest back into the chest. She debated on the helmet the most, taking it out, then placing it back in, and so on, several times. After at least the fifth time, she decided that it could be unique to House Schinen, thus somehow identify her heritage, so she left it behind. She did the same with letters and texts, reading them, trying to memorize the words. Knowing several hours must have passed and having committed as much of the chest’s contents as she could to memory, Raena finally closed the lid.

When she did ascend the steps, clutching a handful of indistinct heirlooms, Raena was startled to find a brighter world beyond the door. The sun had long since risen. Raena saw herself to her familiar and comforting bed. She fell asleep thinking of how her nights in Hawk’s Keep would end far too soon.
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CHAPTER SIX 
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AVEN’S SPRING
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“’is royal ‘ighness Prince Zander requests your presence innis council chambers ‘fore the evening meal.”

Aven pursed her lips at the messenger, an elderly handmaiden clad in subdued green and gold.

If she had known this would be the response to her request, she wouldn’t have waited for the handmaiden to come fetch her. Aven had been staying in the guest quarters of Candeo castle for far longer than she found acceptable or tolerable. Four days was the longest continuous stay she’d had in the castle since she had left it for Colby at the age of sixteen. Being within the citadel’s walls made her skin crawl and her stomach turn to rot. The sole reason Aven had been there at all was to gain an audience with Queen Zarana. She had witnessed the Knight’s Trial, tolerated Prince Zander, and kept her Colby men staying in tents. She had traveled nine days from Colby to Candeo and would travel nine days again to return home. All this had seemed worth it, because the crown’s liaisons had promised a meeting with the Queen, in exchange for attending the Knight’s Trial.

Aven was beginning to believe that promise may actually be a lie.

Every day, she reiterated her request. Every day, she was given the same response: Prince Zander would receive her, but Queen Zarana would not.

“Thank you,” Aven began, then patiently repeated, “but I wish to have an audience with the Queen.”

The handmaiden curtsied. “Am sorry, Duchess. I dunnae know about that. Alls I know is ye kin meet with the Prince, if you please.”

“Of course. I will need time to change my gown. Will you please have two of my personal guards sent up? I wish to relay instructions to them.”

“Aye, m’lady.” The handmaiden appeared pleased to be finished with the conversation, and shut the door to Aven’s chambers in a swift tug as she exited.

Aven had lied about changing out of her blue and silver gown, needing instead a chance to think. She paced across her boudoir, wringing her hands. She thought of being alone with Prince Zander and shivers coursed through her. It was as though her thoughts created a light in her mind, so bright that it blurred her vision and made it difficult for her to focus. In what seemed like no time at all, the guards’ voices were outside her door. She called for them.

Sir Anreich and Tomas entered, in the midst of jovial conversation which stopped as they passed the threshold of the door. Tomas was a wise guard with a silver beard, a growing midsection, and thick arms. Sir Anreich was newly-knighted, with a warrior’s countenance but a boyish smile. Anreich kept his thick black hair and beard shaved close, the preferred style for young men in East Shore. His sweet and readable face fell tense at once.

“Duchess, you look ill,” Anreich blurted out.

“Aye, indeed,” Tomas echoed. He stepped forward and placed his hand on her elbow. “You’re even paler than usual, Aven, and that’s saying something. Come now, do you need to lie down?”

Aven shuddered. “No, I can stand, it’s only a chill. I’m sorry, both of you. I’m not certain what has come over me. I’m afraid it must be something I ate, or drank.”

Tomas’s smile further accented the crow’s feet around his eyes. He dropped his hand from her arm but stayed close to her side. “It’s this awful climate, m’lady. Every one of us suffers here with this dry hell. I’ve had an aching head every morning.”

“Perhaps,” Aven muttered.

“Did you call for us because you are ill?” Anreich asked.

“Not exactly,” Aven said. “I was summoned to meet with the Prince. I would like you to accompany me.”

“Of course,” Anreich replied.

But Tomas grumbled. “Pardon me for saying it, but we ought not to go. Home in our duchy it would be fine if we accompanied you. I’ve been to Candor plenty of times to know that the nobles, especially the royal family, don’t take well to the presence of guards when they hold council. We can stand at the door though, and wait for you.”

Aven shook her head. “I do not care what Prince Zander expects, I will not go into that room alone. If he wishes to force me to speak with him and deny all my efforts to see Queen Zarana, then at least one of you will be present. I may take Anri as a compromise.”

“Well,” Anreich shrugged, “I’ll do as you wish, whatever that is.”

“You did request to see the Queen, then?” Tomas asked.

“Aye,” Aven said. “I requested a dozen times, I assume. I suppose now there is nothing I can do but tell Prince Zander to his face that he must allow me to see her. I did not bring you, and most of our knights, and our horsemen over the Calam mountains just to watch his barbaric bloodsport and linger in tents on the sand for days. But if he refuses me access to her, then we will leave tomorrow, at sunrise. We’ve been here long enough.”

Tomas nodded.

“Maybe the Queen is ill?” Anreich asked. “We haven’t seen her except at a far distance, on the balconies. She didn’t speak at the Knight’s Trial, or come out to congratulate the victors. Is that what you’d expect?”

Aven lifted her hazel eyes to the ceiling. “It’s hard to say. I saw every Knight’s Trial hosted in Candeo when I was growing up a servant in this castle. They were always extravagant, but graceful. The knights had such poise and class. It was nothing like what we saw yesterday. I can imagine she didn’t wish to spectate it.”

Anreich’s face crinkled with disgust. “I wish I hadn’t spectated it, either. Did you hear there have been six perished from the injuries so far? Another knight died this morning from a chest wound.”

“Outrageous,” Tomas mumbled. “What a waste of perfectly good men. How would your Queen allow her little boy to put forth such a travesty?”

Aven lowered her voice. “Be careful what you say. Things are different here, you know that. He may be her son, but he is still a man, and that counts for a damn lot in Candor. Zander has the same authority as a king would even though he does not yet sit on the throne. The moment he weds and there is a chance he will produce an heir; he will rip the black crown from her.”

“Horseshite,” Tomas said, shaking his head.

“Please, don’t say anything to give him reason to harm you,” Aven warned, again.

Anreich nodded with solemn acceptance. “We won’t.”

“Good,” Aven said. “I’m feeling calmer, now. Would you like some wine? I have enough for the three of us. I’m having one more drink before I face the monster.”

Anreich declined, but Tomas was happy to oblige, taking a hearty pour of the beverage and drinking it with gratitude. They had a few sips in silence, together, while Anreich went to the window and looked down into the courtyard below.

“Oy, I almost forgot,” Tomas began, wiping the purple wine from his silver mustache. “The Prince sent a Candorian knight down to our tents. He’s the yellow-haired, Boeny one that jumped over the walls.”

“Sir Rowan?” Aven asked. “What was he doing?”

“He said he had to ride with us back to the duchy, that’s what Zander told him to do.”

Aven opened her eyes wider. “Then what did you tell him?”

“I didn’t tell him anything,” Tomas said. “I heard him talking to Guon. He said he was riding on to Hawk’s Keep and would wait for us on the roads.”

“I see,” Aven sighed. “Then I suppose I will ask Zander what this is about.”

Tomas stared into his empty goblet at the remnants of berryskins as he spoke. “He said he was exiled, I think. I can turn him away at the Western Founts. Or once we get back to the duchy, I’ll send him out to one of the other Houses, if you wish.”

“Why would we do that?”

“Well, you don’t really want him, do you?” Tomas frowned. “He’s Candorian. He’s probably allied to the Prince, and you could never trust him within our walls.”

Aven thought to point out how amusing that was directed toward her, a Candorian, but she bit her tongue. “Thank you, I’ll consider your input. I am ready to see the Prince, now. Anri?”

“Aye, m’lady,” Anreich took his place at Aven’s side, and Tomas fell behind them as they left the chamber.

Aven led the way as they twisted through the regal halls. When they reached the stairs leading to the royal wing, Aven paused. Ice ran through her veins as she gazed upon the familiar steps. With a sigh she began the climb, but her breaths became short, unexplained by exertion. Aven wiped her sweating palms on the fabric of her dress, then gathered the skirt to keep it from catching underfoot. But by the time they were halfway up the stone steps, Aven’s hands were shaking with such violence that she lost hold of her gown. Tomas noticed and reached out, placing his hand on her back.

“Are you alright, Aven?” Tomas whispered.

“Yes, it’s merely a climb,” Aven started to drift to the side, and she leaned against Anreich for support.

Both men stepped in closer, studying her face for signs of the cause.

“You’re trembling badly,” Tomas said. “Perhaps you are very ill. I can carry you back, I remember the way. Anri will fetch a healer.”

“No,” Aven snapped, then softened. “No, I am alright. It’s that...I fell down these steps, it’s a bad memory. That’s all it is. I was young and I went to the library at the top, but...I fell on my way down. I was hurt so badly that I couldn’t leave my bed for weeks. I’m afraid I’ve remembered that, seeing the steps again, and it’s given me a tremor.”

Anreich and Tomas shared a look between them. Aven could see in their eyes that they were skeptical, but it didn’t matter, she didn’t have to explain. Steeling with a deep breath, Aven gathered her skirts once more and trudged ahead, ordering her feet to move faster. Jaw clenched, she ignored her heartbeat pounding in her ears and refusing to calm.

When they reached the top, Aven glanced down the hall in front of them. There, far ahead, was the door to the Queen’s library.

It was propped ajar, with a trickling flicker of candlelight at the edges, dancing against the stone walls. It was a private room for only the Queen to use. In fact, that was the reason it had been her secret childhood hideaway. That was the reason Zarana had taken Aven there, telling her to “read to her heart’s content”, when she was wee and delicate at ten years old. It was the place Aven had learned the tales and history of Calamyta that no other servant was privy to, within volumes of books she had poured over, a dozen times each. It was the place of peace only Aven knew, but then was shattered.

“Aven?” Tomas whispered.

“Aye,” Aven replied. “I forgot what direction to go. It’s this way.”

She turned down another hallway with the two men in tow. It was a longer route, but they wouldn’t pass the library. She felt the tight grip of fear inside her churning as they neared the council chambers. Outside the entrance stood two guards, who bowed as she walked past and through the doorway. Tomas took his place beside them.

Aven was certain she had never seen the interior of Candeo’s council room. It was a gaudy, golden space, with flashes of emerald flags strewn from the ceiling. There were bronzed statues of beasts to represent all Candor’s noble families, and tapestries of every former king. There was a great table surrounded by two dozen high-backed chairs with ivory fabric sewn over them, and green tassels hanging from the edges. At the head of the table sat Prince Zander, holding a jeweled goblet. He wore a smug grin across his jaunty face. “Aven, my dear little butcher’s daughter!” Zander sang.

As she approached the table and bowed to him, Zander jumped to his feet. It took all her self-control not to recoil or dash away.

“Aw, greet me like my other cousins would,” Zander mocked. “Aren’t you a little noblewoman, now?” Without waiting for her consent, Zander placed both his hands on her shoulders and leaned in to kiss her cheek, lingering too long. The sick, sweet scent of his breath flooded around her.

All Aven could do was stand with her fists balled so tight that her knuckles made sharp, white edges.

“Finally, we get a chance to speak!” Zander said. “Come, let us sit. We have so much to discuss. Would your man here bring some more wine or ale? You won’t mind, will you?”

Anreich bowed. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

“Good lad,” Zander laughed. He flicked his hand toward a chair, indicating for Aven to sit, then he took his place at the table once again.

Aven pulled her chair back when she took it, to leave as much distance between them as possible.

“So, Duchess,” Zander said, “we haven’t spoken in years, face-to-face. I am so frustrated that you have turned down my invitations for our spring meetings. You can’t come to Candor every year without joining me in my council room ever again, do you agree? Let’s honor this tradition. I’d so like to hear how things are at House Colby, especially since your husband is dead.”

Aven nodded.

“Ah, so you agree? Good. Next time don’t make me wait when I allow an audience with you. Any time you are in my castle, come to me, at once. I hate to order you to do it, but if you will be so stubborn, then what choice do you give me? You know, you don’t have to always try to speak with my mother anymore, either. I am the prince, after all, and I will very soon be the king. You should direct all matters to me, especially when she is indisposed.”

Aven snapped at that. “Is that so, Your Majesty? And is your mother the Queen, ‘indisposed’? Is that why you have refused to let me have audience with her?”

He snickered. “Ah, yes, she is far too busy making decisions and caring for more important matters. I don’t mean to be rude, Avenna, but she is the Queen, after all. You are lucky that I will even see fit to speak with you. We don’t hold private council with every single one of our subjects, after all. Not even duchesses. Why, how could we even have time for that?”

“It was never an issue of time in all the past years I have been to Candor, and she met me for an audience at the border keeps. Nor was it an issue when she sent her personal, trusted councilors to see after my duchy. We have sensitive political matters to discuss, and only she understands the needs of House Colby—”

“Oh, calm yourself,” Zander rolled his eyes. “You are getting so emotional and excited over nothing. This is just like you always were when we were children. Remember? You were always letting your feelings get the better of you and thinking that you were such a special little servant girl who the nobles cared about, just because my mother felt sorry for you. It’s because you were sickly and she didn’t want you to die, you know that.”

Aven gripped the fabric of her skirt beneath the table and rolled it between her fingers. She tried to focus on something behind the Prince, but he was so close that she could smell his offensive breath again.

“You can’t come in here and make demands, like you’re important,” Zander scoffed. His beady eyes twinkled with delight. “My mother finally grew tired of you asking for her, because it’s so bothersome. She really finds it droll the way you seek her out, but she’s taken pity on you. She told me to dismiss you and quit inviting you back, but I want us to be allies. I see the value of what you bring to your duchy, and your relationship to the crown. It’s true, no one else thinks you are worthwhile, and they say such horrible things about you, but I know you can be a good leader eventually. Maybe in a few years, you’ll remarry, and you can help a great man to care for House Colby.”

There were a thousand replies Aven could give to shut his arrogant mouth, but she bit her tongue. “What was it you wanted to speak to me about, Your Majesty?”

Zander narrowed his eyes at her, disgruntled with her abrupt change of the subject. He was stopped short by Anreich’s return with two goblets and a pitcher of ale.

“Here you are, Your Majesty,” Anreich mumbled, setting the tray in front of them. He paused there, standing stiffly, as if he knew there was something more to do but he couldn’t decode it.

Another second passed. Zander tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair, giving no input or acknowledgement, except to wait.

Aven flicked her eyes toward the goblets, trying to signal her knight without the Prince noticing. Anreich followed her cues and his hands jolted up as he realized his error. He sputtered an apology, reaching for the empty goblets and pouring ale in to fill them.

“Thank you,” Aven replied.

“You’re welcome,” Anreich bowed. “Will there be anything else, Aven?”

Aven cringed at his familiar use of her name, but it was too late. She glanced at Zander’s face in horror, seeing nothing but a hollowness there. Anreich couldn’t pull the name back into his mouth, or cover it up by saying more, there was no choice but for Aven to try and end the interaction abruptly. She waved her hand to dismiss the knight, mumbling that she needed nothing else, and hoping he would move out of the room with urgency.

But as Anreich bowed and turned, Zander held up an accusatory finger.

“You’re not dismissed,” Zander snapped. “Come here, boy.”

“Prince Zander, please,” Aven blurted, “he is my knight, I will call for our guard to punish him. He is young, and a new—”

“Shut your mouth.” Zander’s blackened eyes flicked at Aven for a second, then homed back onto Anreich. “I want to know where you were when I had my contest yesterday. I didn’t see you out there, in the Knight’s Trials. Why didn’t you participate?”

Anreich’s eyes filled with worry, but he stood his ground, less than an arm’s length from the Prince’s chair. “We came to spectate, Your Majesty. House Colby knights do not participate in trials.”

“But you were requested and you refused. Just like your duchess, Avenna, was requested to meet with me, and she refused. Are all of you accustomed to refusing the orders of your Prince?”

Anreich swallowed hard. “No, Your Majesty, it’s only that...we are not part of Candor. We belong to East Shore.”

“No,” Zander spat, “you belong to no one. East Shore is not a kingdom anymore. It’s not a kingdom since the Fjords were slain in the Equinox War and you ceased to have a jing at all. All you have is your filthy, renegade little duchies, which can be knocked down by a bandit’s fart or a weak plague, at any moment. You have that, and you have your alliances, which are holding your pitiful duchy together. And your Duchess has allied to the black crown of Candor, which means she has allied to me. I wear a black crown, don’t I? So that means unless you want House Colby to roll off that big hill by the ocean and fall into the sea, you will respect your Duchess, and respect that alliance, and respect me, as your Prince.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Anreich’s eyes darted between Zander and Aven, afraid to agree, but Aven tried to push an image of encouragement to him. This wasn’t his fault.

“Now,” Zander said, wiping his hands together, “hand me your shortsword.”

Aven leapt up, hovering over her chair. “Please, that’s enough. He will be punished, I swear it. I will send him to be whipped by my guards, this instant.”

Zander stared back at her, his cold black eyes hollow and lifeless. He didn’t look away, boring into her, extending his hand toward Anreich. “The shortsword. Now.”

There was nothing she could say. Aven stepped away from the table, bringing her hands to her mouth, fighting back the rage brewing within her. She heard the sound of the metal blade sliding out of its sheath behind her. She turned back to see Anreich place the handle of the scabbard into Zander’s waiting hand, then the knight puffed up his chest and stood tall. Aside from flinching a few times, Anreich was the picture of bravery, awaiting his judgment. Zander took a moment to turn the sword over in his hands, admiring it, as if plotting his actions based on the weight and craftsmanship of the blade.

Aven rushed forward again, throwing herself between the two men. “This is a matter between us, Prince Zander. Give me the punishment, not Sir Anreich. You may use the sword against me. I will take it in his stead.”

Zander maintained his countenance of cruel pleasure. “You will? Oh, but I am not interested in stabbing you. At least, not with this sword.”

Aven fought back bile rising in her throat.

“But you are wrong, I am not planning to stab anyone,” Zander continued, “I was merely making sure this was a true weapon, and not a showman’s sword. You see, I am remiss that you did not allow your men to participate in my contest. It is such a shame. They could have proven to every noble and commoner that they are excellent knights, and I would have heralded you as the greatest duchess we’ve ever seen. So, how about you show me, then.”

Aven began to back away. Her brow furrowed, puzzled with his tirade.

“Bring your other man in,” Zander said. “It’s time we have our own special Knight’s Trial here. They can easily best my two guards.”

“No,” Aven shook her head, now understanding his strange request. “No, I do not let my men fight for sport. They save their combat for true opponents.”

Zander rolled his head back and laughed. “Good for you, perfect moral girl. But if you won’t let your men fight in my contest, and you won’t let them fight here when I command it, then I will kill them both. How is that?”

Aven shook. She wanted to shout threats at him that would give him reason to cower. She wanted to spit in his face. She wanted to command Anreich to slice Zander’s smug head clean off his shoulders and throw it from the balcony. But she had nothing. There was nothing she could throw against him that could hold a candle to his power, and all the armies he commanded under his thumb.

“That’s what I thought,” Zander said. He called for his guards at the door, and as they came in, Tomas followed. Zander pointed to him. “You, get a weapon. You are going to fight with this Anreich here. We are having our own Knight’s Trial.”

“If you do this, I will not forget it,” Aven said.

Zander laughed, the sound wet in his throat. “Should that worry me, Duchess? Your memory is not frightening. But thank you for sharing your thoughts.”

She stared at the Prince for a moment. He brought his fingertips together, forming a steeple, and set them on his chin. He held her eyes, a challenge, his brows raised. Aven went through every idea she could in her mind, trying to find a way to put a stop to his proposed game. Every scenario involved empty threats or treason. He was untouchable, and he knew it.

Sir Anreich and the guards were clustered together, shifting with unease. Zander broke his stare against Aven to regard Anreich, extending the shortsword.

“Splendid,” Zander said as Anreich accepted the sword. “You and the Duchess’s guard will fight. I want it to be as entertaining as my contest was. Don’t hold back, or I’ll have you fight my guards, and I assure you they will not show mercy.”

There was nothing more to say in resistance. Aven felt her legs buckle beneath her as she crumbled into a chair behind her, no choice but to watch and think of some way to stop him before blood was shed.

Anreich shuddered, shaking his head. He lifted his sword in a defensive stance, holding his other hand up, palm open, toward Tomas. In turn, Tomas drew a blunt poleaxe from his back. It wasn’t a good weapon against a sword, but it was all he had to wield, as he was equipped to fight from horseback.

The two fighters stood as far apart as a full man’s height, long enough for the end of the poleaxe to not reach. Anreich would have to lunge if he wished to land a blow. They began circling, eyes on each other, and casting sideways glances toward the Prince and Aven as if questioning whether they were truly expected to continue this charade. Tomas took the first swing, giving a half-hearted sweep of his weapon that neared Anreich’s knees, and wouldn’t have caused anything more than a sting.

“Ah, boo!” Prince Zander jeered. “Come on, lads, give me something to believe in. This is nothing exciting, is it? You call yourselves men of House Colby? Show me that means something.”

Anreich sighed, tucking his elbows, and he rushed forward. With a few sloppy swings, he closed the space between the two of them to a tightness where Tomas couldn’t get in a swing of his long-distance weapon. Anreich’s body collided with Tomas, the flat edge of his sword sandwiched between their armors, toppling Tomas off-balance. The old guard began falling backward, then caught himself, regaining control a few steps back.

The contact ignited something in Tomas, and he began giving full-motion swings of his poleaxe, coming a hair’s breadth from Anreich’s chest. Tomas lurched, swinging through, and the blunt end of his hammer connected into Anreich’s right shoulder with a sickening thud.

Anreich gave a cry of pain, clutching his shoulder with his free hand, though he didn’t drop his sword.

“There you go,” Zander praised, clapping. “Now stab him, knight!”

Aven twisted her hands over one another. Her lower lip trembled, giving away the storm of emotion welling inside her, but the rest of her body was stiff and stoic. She did not betray the rage that she felt; she would not give the Prince satisfaction in seeing her break down again.

“Come on boy,” Tomas muttered, low enough that perhaps the Prince wouldn’t hear. “It’s all right, let’s finish this.”

Anreich’s brows knitted with confusion. He still held his arm, not lifting it or the sword in his hand, letting them dangle at his side.

Tomas gave a long stare, opening his brown eyes wide, trying to signal Anreich. He looked at Anreich’s sword, and nodded, then back at the knight’s face with an urgent, forceful expression.

Anreich swallowed and pushed a hard breath through his flared nostrils. Dipping his chin, he switched his shortsword into his left hand and rushed toward Tomas again.

This time, Tomas didn’t allow their bodies to collide squarely. He spun, raising one arm, and allowed himself to be knocked to the ground by Anreich’s force. As he crashed to the marbled stone tiles, his poleaxe fell from his grip. Tomas could have recovered it, but raised his hands to protect his face instead.

“Yes!” Zander shouted, rising to his feet. “Now finish the bastard, boy!”

Aven had heard Zander shouting similar sentiments from his place on his platform, all through the Knight’s Trial. She wanted to grab for the poleaxe and smash it through Zander’s skull so she would never have to hear his taunting ever again.

“I’m sorry,” Anreich said, his voice shaking. He inspected Tomas’s body for a short second, looking for a target. Then with his left arm he raised the shortsword and brought it swinging down, slicing into the thick meat of Tomas’s upper thigh.

Tomas screamed in agony, his hands falling downward to cover the wound, as soon as Anreich’s sword was free.

Aven jumped from her seat to run to him, but Zander’s hand grabbed her shoulder before she could take a single step. In a ripping motion, Zander forced her backward, into the chair.

“They are not done yet,” Zander snarled. “That was nothing more than a scratch. I said I wanted a real fight.”

“They are done!” Aven shouted. She pushed his hand away from her shoulder and rose to her feet once more. “If you want this to continue, you will have to do it under the command of Queen Zarana. Blood is shed. That is enough for you.”

Zander’s eyes homed in on her, ready to challenge her. He pursed his lips with such firmness that they seemed to disappear from his face. He stared at her, sending arrows of fire and rage from his glare at her defiance.

Aven did not back down this time. She stared right back, ignoring the indistinct screams and sputtering of apologies coming from her two men to the side.

After what felt like far too many seconds had passed, Zander’s face softened. His lips curled up into a grin, though it didn’t spread into his eyes. “Of course, I am bored with how poorly your men fight anyway. They have much less vigor than even my weakest guards in Candeo. You should be ashamed.”

Aven resisted sighing a breath of relief, holding it in her chest to maintain her confident posture.

Zander scanned her for a second, leering as his eyes trailed down, then up her body, taking her in as if he had a right. “It was good to see you, Avenna. I hope next time we can be alone... again.”

“We won’t be.”

“Hmm. That’s a shame,” Zander chuckled, then turned on his heel and walked toward the door, looking at Tomas with an expression of disdain as he passed.

Aven held her ground, not daring to move until the Prince was beyond the exit. As if he knew she would still be waiting, he stopped before the door and turned back.

“Oh, you wanted to meet with my mother, to request more forces, no doubt? I know your weak people can hardly fight off raiders without begging for our help. Well, I just sent you a knight, so you are quite welcome. I warn you though, he’s a coward, jumping walls to run from opponents in my Trials. Looks as if he will get along well with your other useless men. Aren’t you going to thank me?”

Aven spoke through her clenched teeth. “Thank you, Majesty.”

“Ah, it’s nothing,” Zander gave a final smirk, then strolled out of the room.

The moment Zander passed the threshold and was in the corridor beyond, Aven ran to Tomas, spouting apologies. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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True to her word, Aven didn’t wait another moment in hope to gain an audience with the Queen. As soon as Tomas’s leg was bound by bandages, she called together their traveling party with the intent to leave Candeo castle immediately. Aven had been in such a rush, she’d even argued with her head guard, Guon, about leaving behind some of the supplies, but he calmed her fury. The party packed their carts high and reached the outer edges of the citadel by late afternoon.

There were forty of them from House Colby in the troupe. They would have an easy ride home with that number; enough to ward off bandits and Ruvians in the forests, but not so many men as to slow them down. When they were well outside Candeo’s borders, Aven pressed her rouncey to catch up to the front-most position of the pack in order to speak with Sir Anreich and Guon.

“Gentlemen,” Aven said, breaking them from conversation. “I owe you both an apology, separately.”

Guon raised his eyebrows, “How so, Aven?”

“To you, Guon, I was short with you when you tried to give me reason. I showed impulsivity. I hope you know I’m not prone to. And Anri. Well, I am sorry I put you in this.”

“You’ve apologized,” Anreich stated, “many times. Please, don’t say it again.”

Aven gave a weak smile, but still felt she could not atone enough for the guilt she felt.

Guon shrugged, “I can’t suppose to understand what’s on your shoulders, but I know even you can’t predict what’ll happen. You’d no way to know how this would be. Besides, we’re all alright, aren’t we? Lil’ Anri here barely gave my man Tomas a scratch. Could’ve been much worse. Could’ve been forced to play in those sick Trials, with the poor Candorian fussocks, and we’d’ve lost limbs or life for the sake of a game.”

Aven frowned. “I appreciate you saying that, Guon. You don’t have to appease me, but I am grateful for you all the same.”

“Aye, don’t be so hard on yourself,” Guon muttered.

Anreich chimed in, “Perhaps the Queen will send for you, in time, the way she has before. Or she may send a message through the new knight.”

“Perhaps,” Aven agreed. She thought to explain herself further, but decided it would be a more appropriate topic to save for her councilors. “Speaking of our new knight, I heard he spoke with you, Guon?”

“He did,” Guon said. “He told me he was off to the Founts and would join us. I reckon we will see him around the shadows of the Calam Mountains.”

“Good, I am glad to have another warrior, even if it is simply one man,” Aven said.

The two men shared a skeptical expression between them, but didn’t comment.

“Now, what say you about my request from when we left?” Aven pressed. “Is there any way for us to shorten this journey, even by one day?”

“Perhaps,” Guon replied. “We can push our men easily enough, it’s the horses who suffer. And, since we left mid-day, we’ve the disadvantage of heat across the flattest spots of Candor. It’ll be the worst t’morrow. We’ll be on the sand and in dry stretches of desert for the better part of the day. ‘Tis only spring, thank the almighties, but we’re out of our element all the same.”

Aven nodded, “I understand. Please look for ways to push us ahead, wherever you can.”

“Aye, consider it done. Anri will help me, won’t ya’ boy?”

Anreich smiled humbly.

“Good,” Aven said, “and one more thing, please. I would like some time to think, while we ride. I want to prepare a proposal for the council on what we aim to do for the duchy, since we didn’t get the Queen’s legions that I’d hoped for. It would be easier to focus without distraction. When we reach the Founts, please take Sir Rowan with the front-most riders. I will seek him out to welcome him when we have returned to the duchy.”

Guon and Anreich affirmed without question, which she was grateful for.

Aven fell back to ride in the middle of the troupe where she was normally positioned. As the heat of the day began to lift away, she thought of how much Candor had seemed to change since her youth. Everywhere she’d looked in Candeo, people exhibited a restless spirit of discontent. She had witnessed far more beggars and thieves than she remembered from any previous visits. It added to the dark cloud of oppressive agony, though Aven questioned if she was merely noticing the worst aspects of Candor in order to confirm her own biases.

The pit in her stomach that wouldn’t subside was also there when she thought of her new knight, Rowan. She was glad she hadn’t needed to explain to her men the true reason she wanted Rowan at a distance. He was Candorian. Every reminder of Candor made her feel bound up tight until she was suffocating. Perhaps that was obvious to them.

She didn’t think of it for the next two days and nights that they rode. Instead, she enjoyed the company of her handmaidens and the horsemen, who made her laugh with their warm tales, as they rode through rolling sagebrush and sands.

On the third day, they passed the Western Founts to the north. Aven saw Sir Rowan at a distance, waiting alongside the road with bulky packs loaded on his back and his horse. When the front of her party intersected with him, he joined them, riding alongside Guon. Aven was relieved to have her wishes respected, though the party was small enough that he was never more than a few meters away.

Tomas noticed, and asked her as they were midway through ascending the Calam mountains. “Have you not spoken to the new knight?”

“I’ve spoken to him,” Aven said.

“You have?” Tomas said, brows raised. “How do you find him?”

“He is pleasant,” she replied. She had no desire to explain or justify her deliberate avoidance. And Aven was beginning to think it could be mutual, based on the patterns of movement Rowan chose that always seemed as far away from her as possible.

At night when they made camp, everyone gathered for their meal around a comfortable fire. Aven noticed Rowan’s rare and peculiar eyes, tracking her at all times. He kept the flames between them, out of earshot and out of conversation.

Though she engaged in pleasant dialogue with Tomas beside the fire, she glanced frequently toward Rowan. Every time she did, he was rough-housing or chuckling or captivating the other men, who seemed enamored with his company. She couldn’t identify her own emotions at the sight of it; she felt something between relief, disappointment, and satisfaction, all in the same confusing package. Aven thought back to the Trials. She knew she must have been smiling at him when he scanned the crowd, but only because she was pleased to see another knight had made it through unharmed. Her polite expression may have encouraged him in a way she hadn’t predicted, and his choice to woo her was unexpected. He may not have known she was a commoner when he did it, and perhaps his interest would fade fast when he learned her history. That night she tried to sleep, but every time she closed her eyes, she saw Rowan’s warm blue stare across the top of the orange flames.

The next morning they peaked the mountains, and everything felt lighter from Aven’s chest to her toes, as though her burdens had been plucked away.

The easier demeanor in the party was noticeable as well as they drew in their beloved surroundings. The air was waft with rich tree sap scents, thick with crisp moisture, and bursting with bird sounds. Far in the distance were telltale streaks of grey from the heavens, sprinkling rains over the rippling waves of evergreens that characterized the land. From afar, East Shore appeared as a never-ending jungle. But hidden between pockets in that undulating landscape were welcoming farms, keeps, villages, and of course, the duchies. The contrast of worlds on each side of the mountain range had fascinated Aven for as long as she had been part of East Shore.

Since the Founts, Aven’s vision had been drawn to Rowan without intending it. She supposed it was the shining armor he wore and the unique brightness of his golden hair. But when they descended the pass, he disappeared more often into the trees, giving her respite from staring at the back of his pale head. But by the third day of travel through East Shore’s dense forests, Aven could think with more clarity, and Rowan stopped reminding her of the troubles so tender on her heart. They were making their last camp of the journey when she approached Guon at the fireside for consult.

“May I ask you,” she prodded, “did you tell Rowan not to speak to me?”

Guon shook his head. “Nah, I told him to stay at the front, to learn how to look out.”

Aven muttered a thoughtful sound.

“Did’ya want to speak to him?” Guon asked.

“No, not particularly. I am merely concerned I might have made him wary of me. I’m wondering if that will set us off wrong when he is to be my knight. Perhaps I should take a meal with him tomorrow.”

“Can I give ya’ advice, Aven?”

She nodded.

“Don’t worry so much,” Guon’s eyes were warm. “I’ve chatted with him about everythin’ under the almighty’s sky, an’ he seems a genuine lad. He won’t fuss when it comes time for ya’ to give him orders or employ him under your charge. I can’t say I know it for sure, but I’ve met plenty of men more disagreeable, especially Candorians.”

Aven bit her lip, uncertain if the advice would calm her troubled thoughts. “How do you perceive his resolution about going to Colby with us?”

Guon shrugged. “He seems sick for home and always goes on about the Founts and his friends. I think he’s never left Lord Sylas and his keep. Whene’er we stop to piss, he goes off into the woods alone, maybe to let out his feelin’s. He rides a ways behind for hours at a time, liking morose for long stretches. Then he gets a wind of curiosity, an’ comes and chats for a while. I can tell he’s trying not to show himself, but it comes through.”

Guon paused. Aven wondered if a sad knight were better than a bitter knight.

“There’s no anger in him,” Guon continued. “He asks dozens of questions ‘bout what’ll be expected of your knight. In fact, he’s all questions, which Anreich hates.”

Aven giggled. “I suppose curious is a good thing.”

“Aye, reckon so.”

“I’m glad you are getting to know him,” Aven said, giving Guon’s shoulder a squeeze.

“Aye,” Guon agreed, then reiterated his advice. “But give him space. He’s pleasant when he’s not so melancholy. Ya’know how it can be when your heart wounds by somethin’, and ya’ need a few days to steep in it. He’d be shy to let you see how tender he is.”

Aven nodded. “I know. And he’s from Candor. Men from Candor care a great deal about not appearing weak on account of their emotion.”

“What a stupid thing to worry ‘bout,” Guon grumbled.

Aven couldn’t think of a response to that. It would be like trying to describe the sun to someone who has never been above the ground. She thanked Guon for his help and advice, and agreed that she would hold her original plan and wait until they were home to formally speak with Rowan.

Early the next morning, they could spot House Colby from a peak and the welcome horn blast sounded to signify their return. It would take them all the day to reach it, but Aven was vibrating with excited energy that didn’t wane.

The Colby’s duchy was perched at the cliffsides of East Shore, with the structures, homes, and the keep all overlooking the sea. To access the water, there were stretching docks and bridges that crossed and wound downward like wooden snakes, allowing access to the tidal flats and a single inlet. The flats were impassable if tides were high and the boardwalks allowed for no more than a few dozen men to cross at a time. While the system limited fisherman from going out, it also limited raiders from coming in. She’d walked the docks thousands of times, for solitude or curiosity, or simply to visit the fishermen under her care, but it had been a few months since the last time she did. Aven thought of this and decided she would go to the docks within a few days’ time, to let the sea air shake off the last of her memories of Candor.

By late evening they were within the walls of Colby Keep, but Aven had no chance for respite, though she had worn into exhaustion from the travel. The law required her to receive formal command of the duchy once more upon return, so she reported to her council chambers. The twelve councilors of Colby, noble family heads, and all eight Colbys were patiently assembled there, seated and standing around the great table. With a gracious smile, Aven took her place at the head. Barton Colby, her brother-in-law and the eldest living Colby son, sat in the place of honor to Aven’s right. Andres and Graca Colby, her parents-in-law, were at her opposite side. The five younger boys played in a corner of the room, occasionally earning a scolding glance from their mother when their games became louder than her tolerance allowed.

"Barton," Aven began, "thank you for keeping the duchy and protecting your House while I was away. I hope that you found this duty to be rewarding, and a chance to try your hand at ruling?"

Barton shrugged. Under his short cinnamon beard, he bore a crooked smile. "Mmm, I suppose. Let me say that I am very glad you have returned. I'm ready to let you have it back."

"Were there problems?" Aven pressed, casting a glance down the length of the table to see if her councilors appeared concerned.

"No, not significant ones,” Barton replied. “We were lucky to be safe from any raids or fishing problems, at least. The issues we had were more from within the duchy. The Walsh sheep farmers didn't want to have to pay coin for a sheep if it was sick, so I thought that seemed fine. But then the next day, the Douleys came and said that all their sheep were sick so they shouldn't pay anything. The leathersmiths all came in at once, all nine families, saying they had too much work because the lords from House Deen have been buying all their tunics, but I reminded them they should craft for our duchy before they sell to another. Well, that made them angry, and it didn’t go well, at all. The next day, they refused to craft anything. I suppose nothing very important happened, it was simply exhausting. And the people would not listen to my explanations of anything! They kept coming to seek my advice, but then I'd try to give it, and they interrupted me.”

Aven wanted to laugh at how familiar his plight was, but she resisted. "Hmm. I trust that you recorded all the decisions and ceremonies in our log of events?"

"Aye," Barton replied.

“Good,” Aven said. "It can be taxing to hear so many problems every day. But remember, sometimes all our people want is to feel heard, not necessarily be given a solution."

“Indeed,” Barton agreed again, his tawny eyes dropping with a hint of frustration.

Aven reached over to pat him on the elbow. “You did well, Barton. It is good that you practice leading. It is never an easy job, but the important thing is to keep your wits and show confidence.”

He bit his lip and muttered appreciation.

With his briefing complete, Aven addressed the rest of the nobles and councilors around the table. “We will go over the records tomorrow. I will also sit for recognition of new marriages, births, and deaths that occurred while I was away. If there is nothing else immediate, I would like to discuss with you all the result of my visit to Candor and the dilemma I am now posed with. I will be bringing this topic to my councilors, for deliberation, and we will explore it in greater detail, but I first wish to inform you all, while we are here together.”

Aven glanced around and saw nothing but encouraging faces, urging her to continue.

“As you know,” Aven began, “meeting with Queen Zarana was the sole purpose for our journey to Candeo. I’d been given a promise from her liaison that we would have audience with the Queen herself, in order to discuss the status of our armies. I had planned to inform her of the Horne attacks and raids we have been victim of, and request her assistance. Most of you should recall that when I last met with her, a full year ago, she was sympathetic to the plights we were experiencing. Candor sent us that harras of horses, when our studs caught disease. At that meeting, the Queen told me they would have an excess legion to provide to us, but she needed a season to prepare them. That was four seasons ago.”

Aven paused, allowing the weight of her words to settle.

“I was not given my meeting with the Queen,” Aven continued. “Nor was I given an explanation for her absence. I am inclined to think there is something...I wouldn’t say nefarious, that’s too strong a word. But I am suspicious.”

“Aven,” Fitzduncan, the councilor of affairs, raised his hand to speak. “Whom is your suspicion directed towards? Are you suspicious of the Queen? She has been loyal to you, by your account, as long as you have been with us.”

“No,” Aven said, wincing. “I am suspicious of the Prince. He was not forthcoming with me, and he brought me into audience with him. However, he did not provide us with the legion. I determined it was not worthwhile to stay and keep our warriors away from Colby any further.”

Fitzduncan muttered something to Thadeon Cross, the councilor of guardians, beside him. They whispered for a few seconds, before Fitzduncan spoke loud enough to be heard by all in the room. “Can you pursue a meeting with the Queen that Prince Zander will not be privy to?”

Aven shook her head. “I’m not sure the path forward, but I believe we won’t get anywhere doing the same thing over and over. It is clear to me that I cannot rely on Candor, and the Queen, the way I have in the past.”

Barton leaned forward, eyebrows raised. “Do you mean to suggest you will end our alliance with the black crown?”

“I suggest it,” Aven said tersely, “but I do not state it. It will be decided with thorough, careful planning, and I will heed the advice of every voice in this room before I make such a critical decision. You are the true heirs and citizens of Colby, I will not determine anything until every one of you has given your piece. We will begin deliberating on this tomorrow. For now, if there are no further matters which cannot wait, I propose that we convene.”

A handful of the councilors appeared restless with the new information, their eyes darting to one another with uncertainty, but they agreed to reconvene the next day. When Aven stood, all others around the table stood in unison, and they gave their ancient parting phrase in one voice: “May Boenaerya be blessed by the sky above, the depths below, from the peaks of the mountains to the pockets of the seas.”

Though they were finished, Aven lingered for a few minutes to keep polite company. Andres, Gracia, and Barton embraced her, sharing short tales of interesting and amusing events that had occurred in her absence. Gracia gave updates on her six sons and how they were faring, with Aven promising to join them all for a meal, soon. With the sun setting outside the window, Aven kissed her nose to theirs in farewell, and they left the chamber to retire for the evening, going separate ways.

Aven’s mind wandered with possibility and solutions, allowing her legs to lead her through the hallways, walking without consideration. She passed the elaborate stitched tapestries of House Colby ancestors; depictions of their part in the Boen Wars between Calamyta and Boenaerya. Next were the sewn portraits of every Duke of Colby, since the first, Anton. In most of those, the Colby Duke was alongside one of the Fjord kings. In the newest hanging pieces, the Colbys and the Fjords were fighting against Ediva in the Equinox. She turned into the royal wing and down the Duke’s hall, through rows of curtains in Colby’s blue and silver colors. As she entered the boudoir and closed the door, she stopped.

Aven realized her error and winced, squeezing her fists before letting out a long, single breath.

Beyond the next door was her chamber. Or rather, it was the room that had once been her chamber. She had not been there for over a full year's time, living and sleeping in an unoccupied guest's quarters in another wing. In fact, she could hardly believe she had walked this far through the keep without thinking anything of it. It was as if a deep memory had led her there, like a ghost.

Aven took a moment to study the space and was surprised to discover that nothing had changed. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it was as though she had gone back in time to a moment where not a day had passed. Her bottles of perfume were in-place on the chest of drawers where she remembered them. The lounge was covered by the maroon nevera's wool blanket she and Eathon had received as a wedding gift. Some of Aven's dressing and dining gowns hung along the wall. She could see all of it although her candle didn’t fully illuminate the room, because the objects were locked in her mind’s eye.

She was alone, of course, her handmaid’s would have been waiting for her in the guests’ quarters she normally occupied. Perhaps they would come searching for her, but she wasn’t going to meander and wait. Nor would she walk back, now that she was here.

Aven took a deep breath of resolve and lit the lamps. She opened the wardrobe to find a few of her old sleeping gowns, as expected.  

Without pausing to consider it further, she removed her violet dress and the muslin undergarment beneath, donning a grey gown. As she struggled with her buttons, she told herself her hands were shaking from the coldness of the unused room.

Aven picked up the lamp and carried it through the barrier to the inner chamber. Her movements became mechanical, empty, and stiff. She placed the lamp down. She drew back the bed covers. She pulled her hairpins from where they held twisted braids in place, letting loose raven locks to fall thick and wild over her shoulders. She slid her body into the bed, pulling the furs and woven blankets tightly around to fight her chills. She turned the wick on the lamp until the flame went out.

Her head against the pillow, Aven's shivers intensified, causing her to gasp, her breaths short and desperate. She thought of everything she had not allowed herself to think. She thought of the light in the Queen’s library. She thought of Zander leering over her body as if it were a meal to devour. She thought of the bitterness of returning home, empty-handed, with nothing to show for her efforts. Her resistance wore too thin to contain any longer, and her tremors gave way to long, droning sobs. The tears came pouring easily, with all the release of her pain trapped inside. Not solely for her failed quest to Candor, but for all the weight of leading alone, without Eathon at her side. The tears streamed down her pale cheeks, forming saltwater paths to her pillow like the false rivers of the Scablands. Unashamedly, her wails echoed in the emptiness of the bed chamber. Perhaps as long as an hour, perhaps even more, and the Duchess was won over by sleep.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Late the next morning, Aven sought out Thadeon Cross to ask how Sir Rowan was faring.

“Aye,” Thadeon replied, “he’s settled his belongings and had a meal with the other knights. He’s been given quarters in the noble’s wing, and I believe he’s been introduced to all the other knights and stablemen who were not with you to Candeo. Perhaps he should meet the councilors. Would you like me to fetch him?”

Aven contemplated her answer for a moment. She had planned to gather her handmaids and set to work in a sewing circle for the morning and made plans to spend the afternoon visiting a pasture in the duchy with a day-old foal.

She shook her head, dismissing her ideas. “I shouldn’t put off speaking with him any longer,” Aven thought aloud.

Thadeon’s brow furrowed but he didn’t ask her to explain. “I see. I believe he is in the gardens, and I can ask him to stay there, where you and he may speak.”

"Do you think he has eaten, then?" Aven asked.

"Nay, my lady. We hadn’t been served in the nobles’ wing quite yet," Thadeon said.

"Understood, thank you. I will seek him out." Aven left the council chamber and headed through the halls. On her way, she stopped at the kitchens and requested the cooks to bring a meal to her and Sir Rowan.

The gardens were located behind the stables, in the western corner of the keep. It was a short walk from the noble's wing if one took the most direct route out the kitchen and to the livestock yards. But Aven opted against that and, instead, she walked the rampart, past the guard posts and crenelations. Even without climbing up the battlements, she could easily see out beyond the coastline into the ocean, all the way to the Horne Islands. She eyed the fishing boats, containing her people. People of the shore were proud of their heritage as fishermen and were in love with the water; though it was a source of danger to them for hundreds of years, they would not be kept away.

Aven rounded the last corner and paused. She glanced about to confirm she was alone, then moved closer to the wall and peered through a crenel, down into the gardens, spotting Sir Rowan and watching him. Several minutes passed this way.

Rowan was waiting in a clearing beside a stone table littered with gardening tools, buckets of water, and soaps. Around him in the clearing were the medicinal plants, stretching outward in every direction. All of the gardens in the duchy served a practical purpose, but some were more aesthetic than others, and this was perhaps the most beautiful of all.

Aven smiled when she noticed that Rowan had changed out of his bright nobleman’s tunics and into humbler clothing. His golden hair hung to his shoulders and his loose-fitting woven tunic was practical, by Candorian standards. He mulled about, admiring the flowers, inspecting the buds of the season, looking out toward the workers in the fields beyond. When she was satisfied, she descended the stone steps.

"I see you found our best flowers," Aven called out when she approached.

Rowan turned and kneeled at the first sound of her voice, dropping his head as he did so. "My lady! I am Sir Rowan of Candor, son of Brande of East Twin, squired by Lord Sylas, trained in Hawk’s Keep, aligned to the Queen of Candor, and charged by Prince Zander. I am now in your service."

Aven bit back a smirk, "Thank you. I knew all of that. Please stand up."

Rowan obeyed. When he lifted his peachy face, his brow was in knots over his pale eyes. He was likely perplexed by the order and the lack of a formal charge but followed her command nonetheless.

Aven had only seen Rowan from afar, both times, and was surprised to find how alluring his features were, up close. There was no mistaking that he was powerful, the chiseled edges of his muscles were visible even through his generous clothing. But yet his countenance was uniquely gentle. He was also not as tall as she had believed, from the way he carried himself both on and off a horse, she had been certain he would tower over her. When she looked into his eyes her breath caught in her chest. She tried not to stare as she studied them, realizing they were not pure blue, as she’d assumed, but speckled with purple hues.

"Have I offended you, Duchess?" Rowan asked. "I did my best to learn the customs of East Shore before I arrived, but it was difficult to do since I only had the journey to learn from your men. I apologize if I've made an error."

"You’ve not," Aven said. "I appreciate your formality, but knights do not bow to nobles here. Is that all right?"

Rowan nodded, "Yes, I will do my best to adapt, My lady. Whatever customs you wish for me to follow, I shall gladly do it."

"Shall we sit?" Aven gestured to the bench and didn't wait for an answer before taking a seat. The bench was shaped like a horse's hoof; they sat opposite one another.

Rowan placed his hands on the table, knitting his fingers together, and held contact with her eyes as he spoke. “My lady, I want to thank you for accepting me into your charge. I apologize that it is under unfortunate and forced circumstances. I do hope that I will not disappoint you.”

Aven gave half a smile. “I appreciate you saying so. It is a rather...difficult subject. Please do not think I am unhappy to have you or upset with you. I need a capable man such as yourself, and I know you will be employed vigorously by our master-of-arms. But yes, since you broached the topic, I was hoping for a legion of soldiers to help us bolster our defense against raiders. You will learn in time of all the threats to our duchy and to our harvests, there is no doubt, but the raiders from the Horne Islands are the worst of it.”

“Was there not a legion to spare from Candor?”

“Not for now,” Aven said, wondering if he knew more about the answer than he let on. She chose to change the subject. “May we get to know each other? I have sent for a meal for us, and hope you will dine with me.”

“Absolutely, My lady.”

“Good. I keep close contact with all my charges and we share freely. We do not follow strict rules of policy for communications here. If you have troubles with your weapons, your armor, your horses, or ailments, take those to the master-of-arms. If you have strategic decisions to make, those go to Thadeon Cross or Fitzduncan. Anything else that plagues your mind, you may bring to the other councilors, or directly to me. Most of the knights seek my advice, and I hope you will grow comfortable doing the same.”

Rowan smiled, but his eyes remained tense. He didn’t respond, so Aven continued.

“Did you know I was raised in Candor?”

“Yes, my lady, though I do not know much about you, aside from that. I am eager to learn more about you, as well.”

Aven nodded, “I will gladly share my past with you another time, though there is not much to tell about being a servant in the citadel. The reason I asked is that I think I may be the most help to you while you adjust to our customs and culture. I can think of only a handful of former Candorians who live within this duchy, and most of them are serfs. I came here over eight years ago, but the things that stood out to me most are still fresh in my mind. I was shocked by the stark differences, and you might feel the same. I offer myself to you, if you are interested, as your advisor on our customs. You may come to me with any questions you have about how things are done in East Shore. Of course, only if you wish. You are free to continue following royal customs of Candor for the rest of your life if you prefer it."

"No, my lady, I wouldn’t prefer that. I'll gladly learn all that you have time to teach, as long as I am not a burden on your other duties. I humbly accept." Rowan said, his smile earnest.

"You may trust that I will tell you if I do not have time to spare."

Rowan opened his mouth to say something, then took another moment, choosing his words before he spoke. “Pardon me, I have only been here for less than a day, but this is the most beautiful place I have ever seen. The ocean is serene, your keep is well-protected, and you do seem a fair and loved ruler. Your men sang your praises to me for the past three days since I left the Founts. I could be seeing things wrong, but I struggle to understand why the Prince thought sending me here would be a cruel punishment. He might have banished me anywhere outside the kingdom.”

Her eyebrows tightened. “Punishment for what, may I ask?”

“The Trials,” Rowan muttered, glancing away.

Aven wanted to press and ask him exactly what Zander had said about her, but she bit back her curiosity. “Well, it’s likely no secret that Prince Zander hates this land. He wouldn’t think it was any favor to send any man to serve my duchy. However, I hope you will find that you are, in fact, correct about your first impressions of House Colby, and you should be happy while you are here.”

"Thank you, my lady," Rowan said. “You speak as though you know Prince Zander well?”

Aven frowned, “Yes, I do.”

Rowan gave a nod, his eyes darkening with a grimness that Aven could not interpret.

Their impasse was interrupted by the approach of two encumbered kitchen staff, carrying bountiful loads of food through the garden paths. The laborers set to work in haste, spreading out portions of fresh-caught fish, cheese and sauce made from nevera's milk, and soft meats wrapped in vegetable skins. They also placed a large cauldron of waren; dark ale, with winter berries floating on the top, a traditional spring harvest celebratory drink in House Colby. One of the staff took several minutes to introduce and describe each item to Rowan, who listened with rapt attention. As his focus was directed away, Aven took the opportunity to study his features again without risk of being noticed. He was unlike any man she had ever seen in either kingdom, with full lips and sunken cheeks. She wondered if it was the uniqueness of his pale complexion and light hair that made him appear so soft, or if it came from somewhere within him that she could not see. When the two kitchen staff took their leave, Rowan fixated on the table, looking between the platters as if he were inspecting something.

After a moment of searching, his periwinkle eyes trained on Aven with an air of concern. "Do I feed you, my lady?" he asked, appearing settled on this as the only possible answer to his internal quandary.

Aven couldn't help but smile at the familiarity of his predicament. "Nay, here we feed ourselves. Please, eat at your leisure, and you do not need to wait for me to taste any of the food before you do."

"I see,” Rowan eyed the food again, then reached for a morsel of fish.

“Tell me about Hawk’s Keep?” Aven asked, taking her own portions of the meal. “I’ve heard the Western Founts is a beautiful place.”

“Aye, it is. The Founts are blessed with cold rivers and lakes. My uncle, Lord Sylas, doesn’t demand the needless protocol of his people. We are free to learn and train and go about our business, for the most part. I believe I was fortunate to be squired there, as the keep has produced legendary knights for hundreds of years. Did you know that not a single warrior from our House was killed in the Equinox?”

“Really? That is certainly commendable.”

“Indeed.”

“I met your uncle, once,” Aven said. “I am sure he would not remember. I was not even married to Eathon then, and I was just another girl in the tangle of ladies-in-waiting for House Colby. Though I do know that my father-in-law, Andres Colby, knew him well, and always spoke of the Western Founts as a serene, magical place, untainted by the corruption of the black crown.”

“Andres Colby was the duke, during the Equinox?”

“He was.”

Rowan gave a slight nod, but his eyes narrowed. He avoided speaking by instead biting into a bread roll filled with nut and spice.

Aven pressed him. “You’re wondering why he resigned his role as duke and gave it to his son?”

“Pardon me,” Rowan mumbled, “it is not my place.”

“That’s alright, and it is your place, now. Andres was brilliant, and I’m told he preserved the duchy through the Equinox Wars. Unfortunately, he was injured and has since not known his own mind. It grows worse with every passing year. He and Gracia ruled until Eathon was old enough to show good judgment and be given the duchy.”

“My lady, do you mind if I ask you another question?”

“Of course I do not mind. Settle your nerves, if it helps you be more forthcoming with me.” Aven grabbed a goblet and filled it from a cauldron of ale. She extended her hand to offer the drink to Rowan, and he sipped from it as she implied he should.

"Thank you, my lady. I was wondering why you remained the duchess when Eathon passed?”

“Ah,” Aven nodded, “that decision lacks a clean explanation, I’m afraid. Several things happened when my late husband fell ill, though the worst of it was the greatest raid from the Hornes that we had ever seen. We lost two hundred souls, and the people of Colby were terrified. I was able to arrange a meeting with Candor’s Queen, and she sent an army to defend our walls for a full season. The Hornes were battered by autumn, and did not return in those numbers again.”

“I understand. You are the key to the most powerful forces in Calamyta, I surmised as much.”

“Mm,” Aven murmured. “There are other traditions and factors in how nobility is passed, but that is the simplest version of it from an outsider’s perspective. Do you know the history of the shore kingdoms?"

Rowan sipped his ale before speaking. “I learned about East Shore and East Twin when I was a squire, but I only studied the battles. Troop movements, strategies, weaponry numbers, and the like. I’m afraid I do not know much about the noble families from recent history, only the periods hundreds of years ago.”

“What periods? You mean when this land was Boenaerya?”

“Aye, some of that, what it was before the Boen War and after. I know a little about the Fjords and how they were chosen by King Calam to reign over East Shore because they were the best fish harvesters. Did you know the Fjords were from the Western Founts, originally? Before the Calamytans drove out the Boens, I mean. It is strange to me to think about now, how it has only been three hundred years, hardly any time at all, yet the original Calamytan families who established the kingdoms have nearly all been replaced. We are in a different world than they were, and maybe that is why it fascinates me. When I was given the choice over what to study, I always chose the Boen War, so I remember its heroes, and battles, which were mostly fought here, around us.”

"That's wonderful!" Aven exclaimed. "You can teach me a great deal about the Boens. I would love to hear more about your perspective. I, too, studied them since I was a child. They were such a fascinating race, capable of more than we gave them credit, and they were so blessed by the almighties, before the Calamytans eradicated them."

Rowan sputtered into his chalice, ale catching in his throat. "Forgive me, my lady. I've never heard that opinion before. All accounts of the Boens I was taught was how they were awful, savage, barbaric men who sacrificed their infants to a merciless false god."

"Of course. Isn't that the story we tell about our enemies once we've defeated them?"

Rowan frowned. “I do not wish to argue, but they had bountiful food from this land. They were living an easy life with access to crops, fish, and grazing beasts, while the Calamytans starved in the desert. The Calamytans needed this land to survive.”

“I appreciate your outspokenness," Aven leaned forward, "but I wish to offer you a few things to consider. When you read deeper, the Boens were ill-prepared for the war. They had no weapons to fight back against Calamytans. It says in Battle of Brayderfeld that they “picked up sticks and tried to save their children to no avail”. That tells me that they were simple folks. Farmers, fishermen, and the like. This begs the question, who was stopping the Calamytans from simply coming into Boenaerya and taking the harvests they needed, without forcefully eradicating the whole Boen race? I also propose a second question to you, and of this, I have no proof at all. I assure you, this is solely an idea from within my own head. What if the Calamytans were already living in Boenaerya, all along? What if they had structures above the ground, but the Boens were below? You will see if you visit House Hanford, the lower levels of the keep are older than three hundred years.”

“Interesting...then why would they drive the Boens out, at all?”

“The quorillium,” Aven stated. She let herself relax back against her seat, allowing the unconventional notion to sink in for her guest.

Rowan was mulling the idea over with deliberation, which brought Aven joy.

“I’m not sure what to think of that,” Rowan muttered, still aghast.

“It explains the legends of their nightvision, doesn’t it?”

"Aye," Rowan shifted in his seat, chewing at his lip for a moment of thought. His eyes danced, causing him to appear even more youthful than he was.

Aven took delicate bites of her grape leaf rolls in the pause. She wanted to ask him more about his own Boen resemblance, and if he knew more about the race through his own experience. Certainly, he had been from a well-preserved bloodline of Boen descendants to have such prominent features of their people. She decided that was best a conversation for when she knew the man better.

Rowan cleared his throat. “I must say, I am embarrassed that I did not consider alternate views about why Boenaerya was conquered.”

"That's alright, don't be embarrassed," Aven assured, reaching out to pat the tablespace between them. "Trust me, I'm certain that my view of it would be unpopular. Besides, I'm tainted with the responsibility of leading open-minded people. I have the luxury of believing that peaceful negotiations could be a first option before bloodshed. I'm sure if I had lived three hundred years ago with the task of saving my people and had an unknown culture in my way, I might have chosen a bloody war, as well."

"Aye," Rowan repeated.

Aven chuckled. "I'm sorry, Sir Rowan. I'll try not to give you such heavy topics of debate until you've been here at least one full day."

"It's no bother. I know that I'll be expected to make more weighted decisions, now that I'm the only knight in a foreign land. It's good for me to consider all sides of the battle, and everyone affected. You've given me something very valuable to ponder, please do continue to challenge me, if you wish. I embrace it."

"Very well," Aven said,. "I love to challenge those who are open and willing to it, and I appreciate honesty that makes me a better leader, as well. Many men of Candor are not, in my experience, accepting of input from a woman.”

Rowan bristled. “I don’t think it’s so much about your sex as it is a refusal to hear input at all. I will listen to what anyone has to say and then choose to implement the advice if it’s valuable."

"You will do fine here, Rowan. I am sure of it. You will find the people here will embrace you, in all of the most generous of ways, as they embraced me when I was the outsider. I found love here, and happiness here, and now I have deep community with them.”

Rowan grinned over his goblet before he took another drink.

“You said you accept input. May I offer some now, if that does not offend you?"

He swallowed before nodding. “Aye, of course.”

"We don't use titles here, in normal conversation. We reserve them for formal ceremonies, which are rare. My role as duchess is not dominant; I have equal say in decisions for the duchy as every member of the council. So, when we are together, please try to call me Aven."

Rowan's periwinkle eyes went wide. Rather than respond, he shoved an oversized bite of bread and nevera's cheese into his mouth, chewing to try and cover his obvious shock.

"I understand it will probably take getting used to. Also, you need not stand when I stand. Or bow, when I enter. When we are in a council meeting, we all stand together, but no one stands only for me." Aven considered it further. "In fact, don't bow to me at any time, unless it is the formal ceremony I mentioned.”

"I will do my best," Rowan said in a quiet voice.

"By all means, it’s your choice. You may follow all your Candorian traditions if they are comfortable for you. And as well, you may continue wearing your own clothing and sigil. No one in House Colby would ostracize you, though they might mistake you for a visiting noble until they get to know you."

"No, my l— no. It is not my desire to draw personal attention or be known as a foreigner, here. I will gladly accept clothing that enables me to belong, and I will wear the crest of your house if you allow it. The sea creature?"

Aven raised her eyebrows. "You mean the sigil? Aye, it’s a sea creature. It is the midnight garon, fiercest predator of the sea. Like a swimming warhorse with wolf’s teeth within the water."

Rowan laughed, his head tilting back as he did. "I can't wait to see what a wolf of the sea looks like! I will wear the garon and your colors of silver and blue, with honor. I will be the proudest of the midnight garons."

Aven couldn't help but return his infectious smile.

Rowan locked his eyes on hers and held them, the friendly grin still warming his cherubic face. "I don’t long to stand out. I know some of it can’t be helped, for how I look. But is there anything else about my appearance that reeks of Candor?"

She shrugged, buying herself a moment of time by biting into a meat wrap. When she had swallowed, she replied. "You will learn how to paint your face for battle, surely. The knights do not wear helmets, as they need to see in the forest and can’t have anything obstructing their view. You will learn new fighting techniques, better for horseback and leather armor, instead of metal. Also, men of East Shore wear their hair to indicate their brotherhoods and unions, similar to the brother’s braid you have. Most knights have it cut short on the sides and let it grow long on the top, but not past their neck. They have different styles or personas they choose and then decide how to decorate their skulls and their hair with beads and paint, to tell others their personality.”

“What do you mean, personas?”

“They will surely inform you, boastfully, of the details. The knights choose a theme of sorts. Love, family, animal kinship, bravery, wooing women, and knowledge are the most popular. It is the thing they fight for, but they make it into a performance, you could say. Commoners of the duchy admire our knights, so they will create stories about you that make you larger than life.”

Rowan rubbed his hands together. “I like the sound of that.”

“Aye,” Aven nodded. “Most men do. It’s very entertaining. Also, you may have noticed most knights wear beards."

"I did notice," he said. "Unfortunately, the men in my family are unable to grow hair on our faces. I'm afraid it is a particular curse of my Boenish heritage."

“You are unique, and you will likely draw attention. I am sorry for that. In all my life I have only seen a handful of people with complexion and hair like yours, even in Candor. The people of East Shore are kind, but they may stare and ask questions.”

“Aye,” Rowan said, “there are very few of us. I get attention wherever I go, so that’ll be nothing new for me. Sometimes children even want to touch my face. I am not angry about what I cannot change.”

Aven gave him a warm smile. “They will become enamored with you. I’m sure of it.”

"Perhaps," he replied with a shrug.

They ate in silence for several minutes. Far off in the fields, workers strolled through the crops, stopping to remove undesired sprouts from the soil. Rowan followed her eyes to see what had her attention, and he joined her in gazing out toward the gardeners while he ate several more portions of fish and bread.

Aven found her thoughts continued to wander back to the Knight’s Trial, and his advances on her in particular. She debated with herself if it was worth saying aloud, or if it was better to ignore. A few minutes passed, and she spent that thinking through the words she might say, reciting them in her head to make them sound easy and natural.

Rowan turned back to the table to reach for his ale. As he brought it to his lips, Aven caught his pale eyes glancing, with some intensity, over her. It was subtle, and nearly hidden behind his chalice, but there was no mistaking it. His eyes trailed from her neck, downward, then cast away again as fast as they had studied her. She was no stranger to recognizing a man’s gaze on her. Aven found it polite, in a way, that he had not let his eyes fall low enough to admire her breasts. It gave her the justification she was seeking.

"I've been meaning to ask," Aven began, "had you planned what you said to me, at the Trials?"

Rowan wiped a startled sputter from his lips. "Erm. I wouldn’t say, I can’t say that. No, my lady. I’m sorry, Aven. I was absorbed in the combat and danger, honestly. The softening, as you might call it, was quite an unplanned afterthought.”

Aven was amused to see what appeared to be a pink tinge to his ears.

She nodded. "I see. Well, it was impressive, for being spontaneous."

"Thank you," he mumbled, avoiding her eyes.

"We might not speak of it again,” Aven said. “I do not wish to offend you, but people of Colby would find it in bad taste. Though I have mourned my husband for more than a year, their memories are longer than that. I am expected to deny all men’s advances and remain a widow until we live through a doubled season, which the patterns do not predict for some years ahead.”

"Aye, Duchess,” Rowan muttered. “It was part of the performance. You needn’t worry about my treatment of you or any woman of your duchy. I am interested in being a great warrior in your charge, and not fixated on romance.”

Aven gave nothing more than a nod, as she was certain now that he was flushing red. The color blotched in his cheeks and his ears. She was so tempted to stare, she had never seen a pale man blush, but she fixated on the remnants of her meal instead to give him privacy.

The rest of their time together was pleasant. Aven and Rowan continued to talk and graze into the warmest hours of the day. When she felt that they were acquainted with one another enough, she sent for Thadeon Cross to join them, and they moved inside to the council chambers. Thadeon set out maps and charts to explain the landscape and all its effects on defending the duchy from raiders. Aven excused herself, bidding farewell as tactics were not her expertise. She spent the rest of the afternoon preparing for the next council meeting to discuss her interaction with the Prince.

There were several good hours left before nightfall, so she sought to join Andres and Gracia for company as they had proposed the day prior. It had been some time since she had seen all her little ‘brothers’ as well; Barton, Rudge, Anton, Fjorden, Fitzandre, and baby Cam. They laughed, sang, and enjoyed an evening meal together that night. Aven stayed until the sun had set and it was time for the youngest boys to be put into bed.

Aven returned to her chambers that evening feeling lighter than she had for the past several days. Though it had been a full day, she was rather alert from mental stimulation, and not weary enough to try for sleep. All her belongings had been taken from the guest quarters and occupied her royal bedroom, once again. Aven remembered something she had begun stitching many years before when she first arrived at the duchy. She dug through the storage chests until she caught sight of the familiar soft, tanned beast’s hide. She took up a seat in the boudoir and resumed the project; embroidering the garon with silvery threads into the leather tunic. It was nowhere near the quality and craftsmanship that her leathersmiths and seamstresses could create, but she was proud of it, all the same. She hoped perhaps it would be more meaningful to Rowan as a welcome gift, since she herself was the craftsman. When Aven finally extinguished her lamp for the evening, near midnight, her handiwork was finished.
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After two weeks, it was clear to Aven that Sir Rowan settled into his duties without friction. His aptness for growth and learning had not been hyperbole, and he embraced the life of a Colby knight with his whole heart. He’d chosen his knight’s persona: defender of the weak. It was a rare choice, as most knights preferred bolder statements to their virility or might, but the mythos fit Rowan well. 

Aven had observed him training with the other knights on several occasions, and sometimes she stopped and watched from the ramparts. Ever since becoming duchess, Aven walked the keep twice per day to listen and interact with her subjects. But over the last fourteen days, she’d found more excuses to wander where the soldiers, guards, and knights congregated. She wasn’t sure how to reconcile the way her heart raced when she would spot him, nor how long she lingered in the shadows to watch him from afar. He’d cut his sandy hair close to his head, save for a long patch on top that fell toward one side, or sometimes swept back. He’d kept his brotherhood braid, but put blue and silver thread around it to represent his new persona and loyalty to House Colby. Aven also was pleased to see that he wore the tunic she gifted to him often. It hugged his muscular physique far tighter than his Candorian clothes, and she admired the outlines in a way she knew a duchess shouldn’t. Although she did notice he still wore his woven shirts underneath. Perhaps he was uncomfortable with the unfamiliar feel of leather against his bare skin, or modest about his peachy tone. She surmised he had no idea how much more attractive he was compared to other men, accounting for his lack of arrogance.

Aven had noticed on these walks that she saw Rowan more frequently at dusk, and seldom at dawn. When she finally conceived a reason to speak with him, she had no question where to look. 

At dusk, Aven approached Rowan and Sir Jerell, the master-of-arms, at the sparring grounds nearest the stables. The two men were parrying but broke apart as she approached. Rowan gave a prompt bow out of habit, then cringed and muttered a curse.

“Gentlemen, good evening,” Aven began.

They muttered back their greetings, panting from exertion.

“Rowan,” Aven continued, “I have only seen you in the evening, I realize. Is there some other place I would find you at dawn?”

Jerell scoffed, “In his bed, most likely.” He dug an elbow into Rowan’s side and they both laughed, though Rowan bit his lip to stop himself.

“Yes, Aven,” Rowan said, “I am in the habit of sleeping later hours, so I might take watch over the keep in the evening. I like to visit with the guards, and we stare at the Horne Islands in the moonlight. If you prefer—”

“No, no,” she interrupted, anticipating his next words, “I am not complaining. Do not change anything, Rowan. I am thrilled with you, and I am told nothing but praise from my nobles and warriors about your performance here. Please, by all means, continue exactly as you’ve done thus far.”

Rowan beamed, “Aye, thank you.”

“He’s humble, in’he?” Jerell mocked. “You won’t hear any tales of praise from me, I think he’s already had enough compliments to last him a lifetime since he saved the fishing boat.”

Aven raised her eyebrows, but Rowan’s gaze didn’t meet hers.

“What is this of a fishing boat?” she prodded.

“Oy, it’s nothing, Aven,” Rowan muttered, “one of our vessels stayed out in the waters later into the evening than usual. They must have not had much of a catch for the day. The sun was down, and a Horne water-raider tried to come up and overtake the fisherman. I alerted our guards, and they fired a barrage of arrows the instant the Hornes surfaced.”

Aven tried to hold back a smile and Rowan, at last, raised his blue eyes to catch hers, softening when he did.

“That is no small thing, Rowan,” Aven stated.

“Nah,” Rowan said. “I am sure anyone else would have seen it, given a minute longer. I was only lucky to spot it first.”

Aven shook her head. “We struggle to spot the water-raiders until they come up and attack. It is incredibly rare for us to stop one from taking our fishermen. How did you manage to see it beneath the water?”

Rowan shrugged, “It was luck.”

“Beginner’s luck!” Jerell scoffed.

“Well regardless,” Aven pressed, “I will notify the council of your good deed. I reckon that Thadeon Cross will want to employ your skills to help lead the night watchmen, but I will leave that decision in his capable hands.”

“Thank you, that is very kind.” Rowan bowed his head.

“The sun is about to set,” Aven said, “are you going to the guard’s posts, soon?”

Rowan nodded.

“I will be calling it an evening,” Jerell replied. “Old men like me don’t fare well after-hours. I take my leave of you young clucks. I’ll take your weapons into storage with me, if you are finished sparring, Rowan?”

Rowan agreed and handed over his shortsword and pike, bidding farewell to Jerell. When they were alone, Aven chose her words with care.

“Would you show me the place you saw the raiders? I am curious.”

“Of course,” Rowan said. He took a deep breath and wiped the sweat from his brow with the end of his cloth sleeve. Gesturing for her to lead, they set down the path that led away from the training grounds and toward the water. The cliffside watchtowers were visible in the distance, a little more than a furlong away.

“Have you found the other knights and nobles treating you well?” Aven asked as they fell into step.

“Aye,” Rowan replied, “I am comfortable here. You were right, many people are interested in my heritage and uniqueness. Though, they don’t stare or gape as much now that I wear the knight’s paints and cut my hair short.”

Aven smiled, though he likely wouldn’t see it in the dim light of dusk. “May I ask you more about your heritage? I hope you don’t mind.”

Rowan scoffed aloud. “Oh, I don’t mind a bit. I thought for sure we had already discussed it, otherwise I would have told you some time ago. Pardon me, for forgetting. Well, you may have heard of my father, Brande. He is the close cousin of Lord Sylas, which is where my noble bloodline runs. My mother though, she was of strong Boen heritage, and a peasant. I’m afraid I am one of the many warrior’s babies of the Equinox.”

“Ah, there were many children born that way. East Shore had many children with Candorian fathers after that war. There’s no shame in that.”

“No, there isn’t,” Rowan said. “I’m sure my mother was a good woman, but I do not know. I was taken to Brande’s care as an infant and then passed along to Lord Sylas. My father’s wife, Lady Geraldine, was not keen to raise a Boenish child. That is how I came to be in Lord Sylas’s care, and he treated me as well as a son, I believe.”

“That’s lovely, I’m sure you will miss them. If you wish to send for any of your friends or family from your life before, I would welcome them as our guests in the keep.”

Rowan hesitated before he spoke, barely above a whisper. “Thank you, that means a great deal to me.”

“I trust you received the letters they sent? I’m sorry for not delivering them myself, but I was indisposed.”

“I did,” Rowan said, “and I have sent several in reply. I know it can take a fortnight for the messengers to travel, but I wanted to give them an account of my every day. When the next messenger comes, I will have quite a bundle for them to carry.”

Aven grinned, “I trust all is well at Hawk’s Keep?”

“Very well. My cousin Bell has a new flock, she’s hoping these will finally be the war hawks she’s been trying to breed for...years.”

The realization nearly made Aven stop in her tracks. “There are actual hawks? I thought that was only a symbol.”

Rowan’s chuckle was low. “Many think that. The hawks haven’t been fit for war for generations. They used to accompany men of our keep into battle, according to legend. Bell heard that and was determined to make it happen, no matter what anyone says. I didn’t think she ever could but the last time she took me to the aviary, the cursed birds practically pecked my brains out. She never gives up on anything or anyone. She’s incredible, that way.” 

Aven felt a tinge of something coarse through her. She was thinking of how to phrase her next question without sounding childish, but her foot caught on something large along the path. She stumbled, falling forward without control. It was such a brief instant, she threw her hands out to catch herself, but didn’t meet the ground. Strong, swift arms were around her shoulders, holding her, then lifting her back, upright. Aven shook out her foot and smoothed her skirts at the disruption.

“Are you all right?” Rowan asked. His arms loosened around her, but his hands stayed hovered beside her body as if she might fall again without notice.

“Aye, yes,” Aven stammered, wondering at his ability to move with such swiftness to catch her in the dark.

Rowan stayed close. “This path is knotty, I didn’t think of it. Do you wish to take my arm?”

“It wouldn’t look appropriate,” Aven replied, her voice soft. She held her tongue to not tell him how she would feel about it.

“Aye, then let’s walk slower, at least.”

“Thank you, you must know this route much better. Do you walk it every evening?”

“I do. It soothes me. I love the air and the trees here. Your lands are full of beauty, and the smell of the sea gives me vigor, I suppose. I feel blessed to be in your duchy and have such a bountiful place to experience. I wish that my dearest friend could be here to see it, he would love the wildlife. All the birds and fawns, he loves animals.”

“Is that Sir Finley?”

“Aye, Finn,” Rowan replied, his tone flat. “He came to Lord Sylas’s keep the same year as I did. We were both scrappy little boys of eight years. We squired together and were inseparable after our thirteenth birthdays when we had our coming-of-age. He is a thick, stubborn ass, but I love him.”

“A friend of yours will be a friend of mine. Can we send for him? He may stay in Colby as long as he likes,” Aven offered, and realized it would be appropriate to extend the same invitation regarding Bell, but something cinched in her gut that made her not wish to say it.

She was wrestling with herself for several seconds before she noticed Rowan hadn’t replied. Aven searched in the dim moonlight to read his face, but was unable to discern his expression. When he did speak, his voice was suppressed. “Prince Zander chose to punish both of us, for embarrassing him in the Knight’s Trial. He kept Finn and a knight called Allyn of Lox in Candeo, to serve him in the castle. I do not think Finn will be allowed to leave, nor can I safely send messages to him. He is held there, like a captive. I was never one to believe in the almighties from the Edivan faith, but I find myself praying to them every day, asking them for Finn’s safety.”

Aven wanted to give words of comfort, but she could think of nothing that would be honest. She knew the Prince well enough to know that the truth would be cold and bitter.

They stayed side-by-side, their arms occasionally brushing together as they walked, in close proximity on the narrow path. Neither of them said another word until they were at the base of the watchtower. Rowan reached for the ladder, but Aven placed her hand on his elbow, a brief touch, to stop him. Her vision had adjusted enough that she could now make out the steely blue of his eyes when he gazed upon her.

“I’m so sorry for all you’ve endured,” Aven whispered, “and I am sorry for your friend, Finn.”

“Thank you,” Rowan whispered back.

“You belong in my charge now, and I care for my knights. Whatever I may do to ease your troubles and to help your people, I will do.”

Rowan’s lips curled into a brief smile, but it was half-hearted.

Aven took a deep breath and continued. “I want you to know something. It’s important that you are aware of this, as it concerns you. After we returned from Candor, my council met several times to discuss our fledgling alliance with Queen Zarana. The lack of support we have received from the black crown is...well, we must protect this duchy, above all else. I cannot rely on Candor any longer, and that is clear. I’m sure you see that we cannot rely on Prince Zander for aid, or even trust him to honor our agreements. I am losing faith in anyone who sits on that throne to value this House. My council has established several contingencies that we might choose to activate, depending on what happens next. What I am trying to say for you specifically, is there may be a chance in the near future we will separate from the alliance. That will affect you. You would have a choice to make.”

Rowan’s brows knitted together with concern. “What choice would I have? Prince Zander has exiled me. I am your knight, no matter what changes from now.”

“Perhaps,” Aven started, “but he is a petty man. He might change his mind and demand you to return. I know him well enough to know we cannot trust him to keep his word, and I hope it does not offend you that I say this.”

“It does not,” Rowan stated. “I have no affection for Prince Zander or Queen Zarana. You may speak freely with me.”

“I believed as much about your opinion. I do hold the Queen in high regard, but I am disappointed with how she has abandoned Colby, and I am afraid she will allow us to fall to our enemies if nothing changes.”

Rowan’s eyes darkened and his face twisted into something painful, but he did not give an explanation. His jaw was clenched, as though he refused to speak.

Aven chose not to inquire after his bitter expression. “I will give you a choice if no one else will. You are free to come and go from my charge, whether we maintain the alliance or not.”

“Thank you,” Rowan said. The hollowness of his frown subsided and was gone from his face just as fast as it had appeared.

“Shall we?” Aven asked, gesturing to the ladder.

Rowan reached out and rubbed his hand over a rung. “The wood’s a bit slick. Would you like to get on my back?”

Aven swallowed down a laugh when she saw there was no humor in his confident expression. “I believe I can manage.”

“All right,” Rowan conceded, “but I will go behind, and catch you if you fall.”

She smirked at him, challenging, with the grin on her lips. It took a few seconds, but his serious countenance cracked under her stare. Rowan shrugged in concession, giving a chuckle of his own. With their laughter lingering on their lips, Aven began climbing the ladder.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Spring was coming to an end, and so were the insistent raids from the Hornes.

Each week the council met with Aven, and Thadeon Cross reported fewer attacks than the week prior. Rowan had been assigned by Thadeon as overseer of the night watch, and he’d performed the duty with success for a full moon cycle. Under Rowan’s lead, the guards had stopped another two Horne water-raiders from taking fishing vessels.

The first wine festival signified the last berry harvest of the season. Aven could hear the people of the duchy outside, celebrating the occasion, through the open windows and balcony of her council chamber. It was meant to be a brief meeting, with all twelve of her councilors anxious to wrap up and join the festivities. But Aven's councilor of information, Angeline Mondraken, had received a messenger from Candor.

Once the meeting had been initiated, Aven addressed the councilors around the great table. “We did promise today would be quick. If you are all in favor, I would like to forego all our regular updates, so we may focus on Angeline’s news from Candor. Is this approved?”

The response was unanimous. Angeline was a composed, sage woman who held great respect from the rest of the council.

“Thank you,” Angeline began, “I've received word of many changes in Candor, some of them which we did predict. I will begin with the most critical, and work my way down from there. As we suspected, Queen Zarana is very ill. The messengers stated that she has not been up from her bed in several days. Her handmaids found her appetite poor and her speech is difficult to understand. They say she is in and out of coherence so some of her messages are strange. Now, it is up to us to discern what information we believe to be true. As you said, Aven, the Queen was indisposed during your visit. That was nearly three fortnights ago. The crown has given us no indication of her health all this time. There is no surprise in this message, as it only confirms what we already knew to be true.”

In spite of herself, Aven was challenged to contain her sentiment. She rested her lips against her fingers and tried to will her expression to remain neutral.

Angeline continued, "This is the first time in many weeks that our message has contained any guidance attributed to Queen Zarana. She instructed Prince Zander to visit all of the Houses in East Shore, to give each of them a legion, and to open an alliance. She followed that with a personal request for us, that Colby will be part of it.”

There was a murmur through the room.

Aven spoke through her fingertips. “What do we know of the credibility of this request? Do we know that it comes from Queen Zarana, and not Zander?”

“I believe the Queen did speak those words,” Angeline answered. “The messenger I received was Seb Crow, and he has always been trustworthy. He does not repeat words he didn’t hear firsthand. He did insert that he is objectively uncertain about reports of the Queen’s health.”

“What are we being requested to do, specifically?" Aven asked, her voice quiet.

“We are asked to receive Prince Zander,” Angeline said. “He will come with an entourage of travelers. His knights, noblemen, ladies, and the like. You are expected to join him, along with the heads of the highest Colby families, and continue on to each of the Houses in East Shore. You are to convince them that you are pleased with our alliance to the black crown and that they should do the same.”

"He is not welcome. Pardon my disgust," Aven said without hesitation.

Fitzduncan cleared his throat, “But he is giving a legion to each House? Are we included in that? We have desperate need for it, Aven.”

"Yes, we would," Angeline agreed, then settled weary eyes on Aven. "You are entitled to feel disgusted. You know him better than any of us. If you say he is unwelcome, we will support you."

“Aye,” Thadeon interjected, “we did say we were prepared to abolish the alliance if Prince Zander takes the throne. That was one of the criteria we agreed upon. It seems that if Queen Zarana is ill, he has taken control. Is that enough?”

Thadeon looked around the table for affirmation from the other councilors, but Aven held up her hands. “Wait, please,” she requested, “let us hear the whole message before we begin a debate and seek a vote.”

“Indeed, I will press through the rest,” Angeline said. "Supposedly, the Queen also instructed Zander to marry, immediately. He is to take a wife and begin an effort to produce an heir, before the autumn. This conversation was overheard by many of their nobles, councilors, and knights. Zarana had a moment of good health where she addressed her charges in her chamber, and the topic of Zander’s obligation to marry was the focus. However, after the meeting, Zander addressed the people of Candor and stated that he will be allowed to take the throne as king, even before his heir is born. This has never happened in the history of Candor.”

“No, it hasn’t,” Aven explained. “I know most of you aren’t familiar with the traditions of Candor, but this has never been allowed as far as I am aware since the kingdom was founded three hundred years ago. Even King Lyam was not permitted to take the throne when his father King Lysander died. Lyam had to wait over twenty years, and all suspected that Queen Zarana was barren. She was near old age when she finally gave birth to Zander, giving Lyam the throne. In that span, his Uncle Lyon led the kingdom, the same way that Zarana keeps it now, waiting for Zander to produce his own heir.”

“What if she dies?” Fitzduncan asked. “Who will hold the throne, then?”

Aven shrugged, “I am not sure who is next-in-line after Zander, as all of Lyam’s brothers are dead. I believe it is the Duke of Lox, who is Lyam’s cousin.”

“All of this is too unstable,” Thadeon said, shaking his head. “We have to break the alliance and bolster ourselves. The moment she dies, we will be vulnerable and at the whim of a stranger to us. And what’s the point in trying with the young Prince, if his word isn’t to be trusted? I think it’s clear we cannot join the Prince on his tour, or receive him in our gates.”

“How is that clear?” Fitzduncan argued “If we do not join him, we will have no chance at gaining an army. He will convince every other House in East Shore to ally with him, and they will be given legions. We will be given none.”

Eljoy, councilor of harvests, interjected. “Our greatest threat is the Hornes. They cannot overtake us from the sea, they are merely a nuisance to our fishermen. But they can approach our duchy by traversing through another. They can go through O’Piers and raid our farms, and when they have stronger numbers, they will enter our keep. We know it is a matter of time.”

“But if O’Piers has a legion,” Aven said, “they will stop the Hornes.”

Fitzduncan shook his head. “It won’t last. The other Houses will be stronger, and Horne will simply focus all of their raids on us until they are able to find a way to get through our walls. They can shore their boats further up the coast. It will take them longer to traverse around O’Piers, but they will do it. All we are doing is buying time.”

Thadeon nodded. "O’Piers has been attacked relentlessly by the Horne invaders, as of late. They keep their numbers closely guarded, but we estimate they have fewer than fifteen hundred footsoldiers. The past few times Horne ships came to East Shore, they practically used the O'Pier duchy as a road to travel through. The Hornes are getting stronger numbers somehow.”

“We know how,” Fitzduncan said, “the phantom night boats.”

Most councilors at the table rolled their eyes.

“It’s true,” Fitzduncan defended, “they received thousands upon thousands of men, the guards saw it.”

Aven held up her hands at the tired subject, getting the councilors back on-topic. “What reaction can we expect from the other duchies if they are approached by Prince Zander?”

Angeline replied, “They are all eager for armies, but also resistant to join an oppressive kingdom. Hanford and O’Piers are the least likely to accept, they thrive on autonomy since the Equinox. If O’Piers wanted an alliance, they are more apt to seek one from Ediva than Candor. Of all the duchies, I’d expect Deen to join Candor. They have had constant issues of crime and lawlessness, even within their walls. The Ruvians come and go freely from Deen, and they are desperate to gain control. Anyone who promises them an answer to those problems will have their taxes and their loyalty.”

“The O’Piers are a guarded family,” Fitzduncan said. “They refused to support Candor’s forces during the Equinox, and they refuse to engage with any kingdom. I don’t think they can be convinced to join into war.”

“We aren’t talking about war,” Aven stated.

“Aren’t we?” Fitzduncan countered. “What do you expect that Candor wishes to do, once it has aligned all of East Shore to the black crown? Surely then they will have the numbers and forces they need to overthrow Ediva. It is never going to end, the bad blood between them. The sole reason they are at peace now is because they do not wish to take the risk. But as soon as one of them believes they are strong enough, they will topple the other. We will be only pawns again.”

Aven pointed to Thadeon. “How much can we increase our alert forces if we bring our serfs in from labor and train them for battle?”

“No more than two hundred men, at best,” Thadeon answered. “And it takes a full year to train a guard. Three years to make him a horseman or archer. We would hardly see the benefits.”

“May I propose something,” Angeline said. Met with nods by the councilors, she continued her thought, “What if we were to choose to send our own expedition to the duchies, reaching them before Prince Zander arrives? We tell them the truth about what to expect from his rule. No one can explain that better than you can, Aven. Convince them that they should not align with him, and instead, we will form our own kingdom again.”

Eljoy was shaking his bald head before she finished speaking. “They don’t want to be a kingdom. They want to be free to rule their duchies by their own principles. They’ll be led to believe that an alliance with Candor would give them armies in exchange for only exports and taxes. So they will choose the option that seems it will keep them out from under the thumb of a ruler, but protect them from threats.”

“But this is a different notion,” Angeline insisted, “think of it. East Shore has no king, and I’m not proposing that we go back to having one. We are free to decide what matter of land we wish this to be. Surely, the dukes of each House could agree to develop a ruling council. No single monarch, but a cooperative group, the same way that we rule from this very table, where every voice has one vote. If we join together in this way, we can rebuild and show strength in the face of warlords. But if we are separated into alliances without cohesion, divvied out between every other kingdom, we will be conquered again.”

“It’s a fair point,” Aven stated, “but if I were to go to these Houses and convince them to join in a union, and not align with Candor, I would be severing all ties with the black crown. Our alliance with Queen Zarana would be broken, immediately.”

Angeline shrugged. The other councilors glanced away from Aven’s gaze.

Eljoy leaned forward and spoke with animated gestures. “It’s time we accept that alliance will be broken, no matter what. We can act now, and have a chance that we can control. Or, we wait until Zander becomes king, and we let him decide how he wants to control us. I choose the former, if we are ready to vote.”

“I think the details need to be discussed,” Thadeon said, “but I also favor Angeline’s proposal. We should have thrown off the alliance over a year ago when Zarana failed to provide us the forces she promised. It’s time we stop waiting for them to decide our fate. I vote we proceed.”

Aven felt a knot of worry growing in her throat, but had no choice. Two councilors had called for a vote. “Then we will all vote. If the council approves a union with the duchies, we will reconvene tomorrow and decide the details. If the council does not approve, we still have our contingencies we’ve been discussing for weeks. We will adapt those to meet this situation.”

Fitzduncan nodded, taking his positional duty. “A vote of council has been called. The vote is for us to attempt a union with the duchies of East Shore. All those in favor of proposing the union, raise your left hand.”

Aven did not raise her hand. She counted, in synchronicity with Fitzduncan, whose hand was raised. There were seven hands in total; one more than required to approve the vote. Her face fell, and all members of the council realized it at the same time. Twelve sets of eyes settled heavily on her.

“Duchess,” Fitzduncan said, “we have seven votes. You do have the option to exercise your right to ruling prerogative, if you wish, and disapprove the proposal.”

Aven’s lips tightened. She studied their faces and was met with a mix of expressions. Some were encouraging, others appeared concerned. Aven avoided Angeline’s stare, already knowing what to expect from it.

“No,” Aven said. “No, I will not exercise prerogative. You are my council and you have voted your consciences. We will have a great deal of work to do in order to plan this safely. I do have concerns, but we will find a way to address and overcome them, together.”

“What concerns?” Angeline asked.

Aven sighed. “Namely, if I encounter the Prince at any time on my journey, he may be bold and impulsive enough to execute me on the spot. There is no telling what he will do. Also, I am hesitant to break my pact with the Queen but...Eljoy speaks sense. I will think about our other considerations, but I trust your advice and will join you to seek a way to make this solution viable.”

Aven received a chorus of muttering agreeance from around the great table.

“Now, we have been convened long enough, haven’t we?” Aven asked. “It is a disgrace to miss the wine festival, even for such an important matter. We should dismiss before we miss the lighting of the fermented oils ceremony.”

“Indeed,” Fitzduncan said, clapping his hands together, “as the council has decided, we will meet to discuss our planning, t’morrow. What other advisors shall be present?”

Thadeon responded. “I would like to bring in the master-of-arms and his understudy, as well as the knights. All of them can help plan the tactics for a traveling party to accompany the Duchess. We will need to plan for swift, covert movement.”

“Aye,” Angeline agreed, “and I would like the presence of the heads of noble families, as well as Barton Colby. They can provide far more insight to the situations and motivations of the duchies in question.”

With nothing further and the sound of joyous music rising outside the windows, Fitzduncan adjourned the meeting. The councilors filed out, chattering to each other about the wine festival and how they planned to partake. Aven lingered in the room until there was no one else left, remaining in her place at the great table. She felt light-headed and thought it best not to stand until she had firm recovery of her senses. The thoughts swirled in her head; trying to anticipate what the Queen would think or do if she recovered and realized Aven had given up on her.

She caught herself biting the skin around her fingernails. A moment had passed without her realizing, and she had torn away a tender spot. Cursing her nerves, Aven shook her shoulders and let out a heavy breath, forcing herself to her feet and droned toward the hallway. Outside the chamber, she stopped for a mirror and ensured her hair and dress were presentable for the crowd she would indubitably address at the festival, then proceeded down to the bailey.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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ZARANA’S SPRING
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She was at the bottom of a tower. The tower was her body. Her eyelids were the ramparts. Her mind was climbing slowly, crawling, coming to the top. She knew at the top, she could see light and people, and be awake again.

She could see herself walking the stairs. She was an old, frail woman. Her black hair had turned silver, and her skin was now made of leather. It didn't seem right, but she knew it was the truth. When she reached the top, she could open her eyes, but then she stumbled and fell, back down the stairs.

It was hard to keep track of who was coming into her chambers. She kept seeing different faces. Once she was looking at her handmaid, Rashel. She blinked her eyes and Zander was there.

He didn’t bother to be kind to her anymore. He was so ungrateful. If he knew everything she had really done, all of the life she had saved him from, he would feel so guilty for his years of disrespect. She alone was the queen. He had no right to degrade her, in his patronizing tone. She would not sit by and let him destroy all she worked for.

She would not let this illness take her. She fought it. She would not succumb to it and slip away to leave that wicked boy in rule of Candor.

He had to marry and produce an heir. No woman would want to, but someone would have to. They would have to marry him because he was the prince and they would need the alliance. Maybe the kingdom would be lucky to have a wonderful queen.

Isn't that what Zarana had been? Was she a wonderful queen, for the fifteen years that she ruled without Lyam? Surely the people believed she was fair and just. She had kept Candor strong. She had given them an heir. Her son could rule their kingdom and absorb the others. They would be united, again, because their bloodline was pure. That was the only way.

She was tired; it wasn't dark. It felt like she could sleep and it would be all right. Maybe everyone was gone. She couldn't hear anything.

If Zander was talking, she couldn't hear him. Just as well, the ass was always talking and nothing he said was worthwhile. She couldn't hate him. That's right, she must not hate him.

If he didn't have an heir then it was for nothing. All of it was pointless. The kingdom would fall away, disjointed, and Ediva would burn the citadel to the ground. Stupid, selfish boy.

It was dark around the edges of her view but in the center she could see someplace familiar. It was a place she had been, not more than a few weeks before. Zarana cringed when she realized she was seeing the ludicrous arena below her, and the knights were clamoring through it with their poleaxes, swords, and bows. The cursed Trial. Why did her dreams keep dragging her back to that day—to that platform? But this time it wasn’t a dream, it was a vision. She felt her body there. She felt the knobby engraving of the wood griffon on her chair under her fingertips. She smelled the iron of metal from the weapons and the must of freshly overturned earth. She heard the pulsing chants and shouts from the crowd, intermixed with the grunting of the fighting men from the arena. Zander could be commended for the design, although it wasn’t truly his design, was it? 

Zarana cringed when one of the knights slashed another across the thigh with a sword and his blood spattered into the dirt. She wished she could escape, but she couldn’t lift her body or even speak. She remembered it all, but also watched it like it was the first time. Zarana used all her strength to force her eyes to follow where she willed them to. It felt like rolling giant boulders through sand. She scanned over the labyrinth of walls and the uneven mounded barriers of dirt and hay until she found him.

His helmet was off and his blonde hair fell to his shoulders. He was easy to find once she knew to look for him. While the chaos around him exploded, like war, he was calm and steady, raising his bow to fire a calculated arrow. She held her breath, and somehow knew he was doing the same. She wondered at the brotherhood braid he wore and who it was for. Maybe Lyam? Had Henry worn a brotherhood braid for Lyam?

A wave of illness washed over Zarana.

She’d known it then, and she knew it now. It wasn’t Henry, of course. Henry was dead. Her beloved, dearest friend. That was another man in the arena, even though she couldn’t believe how much she was reminded of him. It wasn’t only the Boeny complexion, bone structure, and hairless cheeks. It was the way this young knight broke away from the others and ran ahead of the fray, as though he knew the secret code to a puzzle that no one else would solve. Henry had always been a step ahead of everyone. He’d always made it seem like he was played for a fool, then he would show how he was a master of tricks all along. He’d made her laugh. Until the day when his tricks finally weren’t outsmarting anyone, especially Zarana.

Now she was in the sitting room, and the Trials were over. Zander called each of the knights in. She could plainly see the platform where Zander spoke to each of them, but they couldn’t see her through the screened wall. There was the boy, his helmet off again. Zander sneered at him, and Zarana gripped her skirts in frustration. She heard Zander call out his name, “Sir Rowan”; he was no one. He was a bastard son of Brande, raised by Sylas. If a Boeny woman were his mother, then she must be a cousin to Henry that they’d never known. But why did he seem to remind Zarana so much of the past? Why didn’t she want him to see her face?

Something was pulling her away, and she realized it was herself. The dream was just a dream, like it had been a hundred times before. She was tired of seeing the Trials in her mind, and the questions it made her ask. But she was even more tired of feeling like an invalid, confined to her bed, in the reality she was ripped back into.

She reached the top of the tower again. She could open her eyes. It was night. The candles were lit. Her chamber looked so large. It was like a beast had swallowed her whole and she was living within it. There were people talking somewhere, maybe, she could hear their voices whispering. When Zarana said hello, they didn't answer. She tried to say it again and this time, she heard her own voice out loud, in a groan but not the words she intended.

Rashel was there, and a man. He was at the foot of her bed where she could hardly see him, but she knew she didn't know him. He had thick brown hair and the beginning of a beard. He was strange and out-of-place in her chamber. Why was he there? Were they alone? Who was he?

Then she saw Sir Han'gahan, her trusted knight, and her heart grew with relief. He was standing up as if he had just risen from the floor, by her bedside. He must be there to protect her. Maybe from this strange man? Had the stranger made her this ill? She was so ill. Everything felt like pain from the inside out and back in again. All she wanted to do was sleep. How long had she been there?

"Where is Zander? Where are my councilors?" she managed to ask.

"Asleep, Your Majesty. I will fetch your son for you." Han'gahan said. She didn't want him to leave her with the stranger. What would the stranger do to her if they were alone? Why was he here in her chamber?

Han’gahan was talking to the stranger. He called him Finn. He was telling Finn to leave. He must have known there was something wrong. Rashel was leaving, too. As soon as Zarana saw that the stranger was walking away, she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. She was safe with Han’gahan.

Zander was telling her to wake up. He said that she should wake up. He said they needed to talk, alone. Her eyes were so heavy, they were so thick. Her eyelids were sand and all of the sand was dry and burning. It was like the Scablands stretched over her face and held her down.

There were people now. The healer was there. Zander. Han’gahan. Rashel. The stranger was gone. He was Finn, that was what he was called; she remembered.

“Your Majesty?”

Someone was trying to get her attention. She could keep her eyes open, maybe. She might be able to do this. She couldn't fall back down the tower. She must stay at the top. Look through the window. See them.

“Mother,” Zander. He sounded perturbed. “I need to speak with you. Open your eyes.”

She could be dying. She could be moments from death, and he wouldn’t show any compassion or concern. Yet still, she opened her eyes again, and this time she knew she was awake. She knew it because she could feel all of the pain. Her body was failing her, it was exploding from the inside.

“Why are you here?” she asked, the words sounding small and scratched as if they were being dragged out from her throat by tiny hands.

“You asked to speak with us, Your Majesty,” Han’gahan answered. He cared, he was gentle. He knew she was hurting.

“I don’t remember.” She didn’t. She thought she should. The way they were looking at her, they expected something.

Zander was the most expectant of all. “Well, I need to speak with you, then. You told me I needed to marry someone, do you remember that? It was three days ago. You woke up and talked to me, Han’gahan, Georgio, and all of the council. You talked to us for a very long time. Do you remember?”

“Please, Rashel, help me to sit.”

Rashel came to one side and Han’gahan to the other. He reached his strong arms under her back. He lifted her frail, ailing old body as if it were nothing but a nightgown with no woman inside. As he held her up, Rashel quickly arranged the pillows and blankets underneath to create a comfortable prop for Zarana’s back.

Zarana could see now through the real windows; not the false openings in her mind. She became aware that it must be growing close to dawn, as a warm sliver of light was beginning to drift into the room, casting golden glows upon their faces. Her long silver hair fell down around her shoulders and the top of her fine emerald dress. She was thankful that someone had been caring for her body; bathing her skin and changing her into fresh nightclothes with some frequency. She shuddered to think the other ways they must have been cleaning up after her, an insult to her pride, but she tried not to dwell on the embarrassment that would bring her. It was miserable to be helpless.

“You appear fully awake now, Mother. We need to discuss what you said. Do you remember it, now?” Zander’s brow cinched down tightly over his small, round eyes.

“Yes,” she replied, “I would like some water. My throat and eyes are very dry.”

Rashel responded to her request, disappearing out of the room.

Zander didn’t wait for the handmaid to return. “Mother, do you remember what you said? You told me a list of the women you expected for me to wed so I may produce an heir. You said that I should marry the traitor, Raena Schinen. Do you remember that? She’s dead. She’s been dead for fifteen years, along with all her treasonous House. Why would you say that to me?”

She couldn’t remember. She had said it, and she knew it had been for a reason. She’d been thinking of Henry again, and the man at the trials. She had thought of it so much, she must be confusing it with reality. She felt even more sick that day. Could it have been three days ago? It felt like hours. She must have been delirious. Why would she tell Zander something that he ought not to know?

All eyes were on Zarana, waiting for her response.

“I was very confused. Forgive me.” Zarana had to stop and sigh between each cluster of words. “I have been very ill. I am not sure what I said, or why.”

Zander brought his fingers to his temples in frustration. “The word of what you said has gotten out, Mother. I tried to keep it contained, but someone in your council let it slip, and now everyone knows of it. Peasants. Serfs. The other nobles. Everyone is talking about this. They believe you know the location of that girl. They believe that you hid her somewhere. Do you have any idea what I have had to deal with, the past three days?”

Zarana looked past him, to Han’gahan, who was giving her a curious expression.

“The people forgot about House Schinen once before,” Zarana muttered. “They can forget again. You will come to learn that if you ignore their rumors and chatter, something new will happen, and they will move on.”

“No, Mother,” Zander replied, shaking his head. “No one ever forgot about Henry Schinen. You are simply cushioned away from all their whispers and all of their fear. But now they feel bold, the more ill you grow. They are demanding that we produce her immediately. They want to know why you didn’t kill her, and now they are demanding to know why you killed the rest of House Schinen.”

“That’s all in the past,” Zarana snapped.

“It’s not. It was never ‘in the past’. Candorians were afraid to openly speak ill of you, for fear their houses would be massacred and razed, just like Henry’s. But they never stopped whispering. Yesterday, Duke Lox and his sons came to the castle, asking for help. Their scribes are demanding to know what Henry’s crime was, so they may write it in the royal documents and histories. He said he cannot travel anywhere without a nobleman stopping him and asking where Raena is and why she isn’t dead. But you didn’t have to deal with that, did you, Mother? No. I’m the one who has to try and clean up every disaster you’ve created.”

Zarana wished she had the strength or reason to order his execution. “The beast that you feed is the beast that grows. Tell them to be silent, then speak no more of it. If anyone else asks you about House Schinen, accuse them of treason. They will stop.”

“That’s your solution?” Zander snapped. “I am to throw every nobleman in the gaol?”

She mustered a shrug. Delicate matters required authority, but Zander possessed only the power to manipulate.

Zander groaned, wearing a disgusted expression. “You’re no help to me. They already have been challenging our family's right to the throne, do you realize that? Duke Lox suspects his librarians are searching the texts for hints of another bloodline descended from King Candor, besides ours. They are desperate to see if some other nephew or cousin was skipped, a hundred years ago, that might have descendants elsewhere.”

Han'gahan scoffed. "Excuse me, Majesty, but nothing will come of that. The Paytons have ruled Candor for three hundred years and were heroes of the Boen War that gave us our freedom. Lox is deceiving you. He is only looking for a way to secure his own place, third in line. I wouldn’t be surprised if—"

"None of this is a threat to us!" Zarana barked. "They can ask all the questions they want. They are peasants! It won't matter if they want to know. We are telling them nothing!"

Zander and Han'gahan shared a wordless, questioning glance.

"You will do what I asked of you, Prince," Zarana said, with a wheezing sigh, her body growing exhausted. "You will go to the East Shore and win over those houses and their duchies. You will insist upon their allegiance to us. And somewhere along this journey, you will choose a wife. Strategically."

"Am I to understand that you believe I will find Raena Schinen, then? If I do, am I to marry her, or kill her?"

"Neither. You won't find her. I never did. If she still lives, she left Candor years ago. She was like a ghost." Something about this made Zarana laugh. Her eyes closed, and her head weighed down heavier on the pillow. She listened for a response, but Zander wasn’t talking to her anymore. So she let rest come and hoped with futility she wouldn’t dream of the Trials again. She felt herself drifting away again into her oblivious state, somewhere between sleep and death.

Far away, she heard their voices, like whispers in a canyon. They were arguing about leaving the kingdom and leaving a "sick woman" in charge. She wanted to shout at them that if they didn't listen, then it wouldn’t matter. There wouldn’t be anyone to rule the kingdom. If the people found out the truth, it would all be over, and that damned ass Lox would produce the laws of Candor as evidence they must select a new bloodline. The rioting nobles would throw her in the gaol and let her rot, if they didn’t execute her. She would watch everything she and Lyam and Henry had built slowly crumble and fall under the hands of some impure dolt.

Or, she might die of this illness, and that would be merciful.

The voices were going. They were moving away from her.

They were softer and farther.

They were gone.

Someone was holding her up and removing the pillows from her back to lay her down. Someone had their arms around her to hold her up. She could feel the scratch of a beard against her cheek as he struggled to lift her with one hand. He smelled like terra and the forest. It wasn't Han'gahan, nor was it the healer, that was for certain. This man was stout, muscular, and rough. His arms felt like Lyam's, when they had been young together.

The pillows were gone and he was laying her back. He placed her down as if he regarded her as nothing of value; not like the queen she was. She couldn't open her eyes. She felt panic in her chest but she couldn't will herself to move. He was over her. His hot breath was on her cheeks. Where was her knight?

"You might not know where Raena is," he whispered, his voice gritty and harsh against her ear, "but I do. And she will have her vengeance. Sleep well, Your Majesty."

She didn't know his voice. She tried to grab for him, to stop him, but her arms refused to cooperate. She desperately tried to open her eyes, but it felt like she was falling, deeper and farther, hundreds of meters down within. She was lost in the tower and the top was her body. Her mind was tumbling away. "Help me" she cried, but it was in a shadow.

There was no one.

She was lost at the bottom of the tower.

Alone.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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RAENA’S SUMMER
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Summer was a gentle season in the East Shore, and arrived without the blast of dry heat that Raena had experienced all her life in Candor. Raena was bemused by the mildness of her new surroundings. The sun was often veiled by generous cloud cover, making it easy to stay out all day, working, traveling, or relaxing if one's position allowed for it.

She had been thankful for her nights at the watchtower. Stopping the Hornes from slaughtering Colby’s gentle fishermen was rewarding employment for “Sir Rowan”. She found herself staying later by a few minutes, every night, sometimes sitting in the towers until dawn. The night watchmen were good company, though a bit rough around the edges. Raena had always been fascinated by the way men acted and spoke toward one another, and of course, that demographic included her. The way they carried on about women would have made her blush when she was younger, but by now she’d developed a thick skin to it. After all, if she bristled at crude talk, she would draw more unwanted attention.

When Raena first heard rumors that Duchess Aven was assembling a party to leave the keep she had felt unexplained worry. That was on the day of the wine festival, symbolizing that spring had come to an end. Wine festivals were not traditions in Candor, and Raena had enjoyed the fresh experience. 

She’d kept near the other knights, namely Anreich, partaking in drink and sports, her favorite game quickly becoming the “lewberry toss”. The competition was to throw a bowl of rotten berries two yards into an open barrel, painting the least space on hanging white blankets around the target in the process. Late in the day, Raena was rather intoxicated, and so was Anreich, so neither of them were playing with any skill. She shoved her hand into the bottom of her lewberry bowl, and felt only thick sludge around her fingers. Raena laughed aloud at the odd sensation, searching for Anreich to complain about the nastiness. But when she looked up for her counterpart, her eyes settled on a fairer complexion, beyond him.

Aven had stood across the sporting field, steady and still. Her eyes were fixated on Raena, as if waiting for something. When their gazes connected, Raena’s laughter stopped, but her wide grin didn’t fall away. Aven returned the smile, though without the same reckless enthusiasm. The light of dusk was low, illuminating the air with a golden glow. Something about the warmth of the wine and the heat of Aven’s stare filled Raena with excitement low in her chest.

It felt like several seconds passed, then Aven turned and disappeared into the raucous crowd.

Raena relived that moment in her mind—several times— over the next three nights she kept watch on the tower. She tried not to fantasize about following Aven through the crowd, into a shadowed corner, both of them alone in secret; but the vision had entered her imagination and wouldn’t let her be. It was particularly easy to envision when she was alone, in the dark, and lonely feelings crept through her like needling insects. She’d thought about women in such ways before, but they were always nameless, unknown visitors she saw from afar. Raena had been certain that affection from a woman would solidify her disguise, and that was why she craved it. Yet that explanation felt frail when she pictured her fingers tracing Aven’s lips where there would be no one around to see them. 

Four nights after the festival, Aven came to the armory, catching Raena sorting through the guards’ weapons before a night watch.

“My lady,” Raena blurted, stopping short of a bow at the unexpected interruption.

Aven chuckled. “You’re still formal, I see.”

“Aye, but I am improving. I thought of dropping prostrate to the ground and kissing your feet, as all nobles of Candor prefer.”

“Oh, I prefer that, as well.”

The corner of Raena’s mouth turned up in a smirk, but she couldn’t think of any remark that would be appropriate in a duchess’s company, so she bit her tongue. She supposed she’d been with the men in the tower for too many nights. Raena slid a war hammer and pick into a barrel, then faced Aven again with her composure intact. She’d imagined Aven so many times, standing in front of her exactly like this, and now her mind drifted easily into the fantasy. She fought away the idea in her thoughts as if Aven might sense the desire somehow. Raena willed herself to stare at Aven and attempt to appear as neutral as possible.

“Well,” Aven began, “I suppose you know that I am planning an expedition of sorts. You are likely privy to most of what happens in Colby, through the other knights?”

“Aye,” Raena said. She leaned back against a poleaxe locker and hooked her thumbs in her belt.

“Do you know the purpose?”

Raena shook her head.

Aven’s eyes narrowed for a moment, as if she were studying Raena for honesty. There was a pause while they held each other in regard, then Aven took a seat on a stone bench, less than a yard from where Raena was perched. With them settled in, Aven explained.

“Things have been strained between us and Candor, since the black crown has not supported our alliance. You’re aware of that, we’ve discussed it before.”

“Aye, it’s no surprise to me.”

Aven nodded. “My council has developed a proposal for the five duchies of East Shore to form a cooperative union. We believe that there are enough forces and arms in the five Houses to show unity, dissuading any attacks from Ediva. Or Candor.”

Raena’s brow tightened.

Aven must have misunderstood the meaning of Raena’s solemn glare. “I do not wish to betray the black crown. You know that I have deep affection for Zarana, and my intent is to be loyal to her. But I have to think of this duchy, first, and we are dangerously vulnerable to raids from the Horne islands. We also wouldn’t last if Ediva and Candor went to war again.”

“I see.”

“I’m sorry, I do not mean to place you in a difficult position.” Aven stammered, “L-let me begin again—”

“Aven, please,” Raena stepped forward, holding out her hands, “no need to defend yourself. I am not questioning you. You are my duchess now. I follow you. Whatever you do for the sake of Colby, that is what I will follow.”

“Do you mean that? Even if the Queen severs the alliance?”

Raena struggled to find the words to convey her hatred for Zarana in a tactful way. “If your intent is to bring peace for the citizens of East Shore, and to defend yourself, then that is what I also wish. I hope the black crown sees your actions for what they are. If the Queen will not support you, then you are being given no choice. I understand that in the mere moment since we have been talking. If she doesn’t see it, then pardon me, but she is a fool.”

Aven grimaced. “You are more pragmatic than I suspected.”

“And you are more loyal to your people than any noble I’ve ever met.”

They shared an affectionate glance, but it was fleeting, Aven’s hazel eyes darting away. Something about the interaction was too much, and Aven stood from the bench to walk the rocky armory floor.

“Listen, Rowan,” Aven said, “this will be a long expedition. I would like for you to accompany us...me. Your wisdom and insight will be invaluable, and I believe it will be in your best interest, to see and understand these other duchies. You might learn how diverse East Shore is, even though we are barely half the size of Candor, this land is rich with culture.”

Raena watched her pace in circles with an air of amused fascination. “You don’t have to convince me.”

“I’m not trying to convince you, I mean to ask you. Would you like to go?”

“Well, that depends,” Raena smirked, “will there be cravens? Will I finally see my first froy beast? Will I have the forest echo my name to shake my bones, like it did in Brave Allyn the Warlord of Boenaerya?”

Aven cringed. “I’m fairly certain none of those things are real.”

“Hmm, I was so looking forward to having my bones shaken until they resemble pudding.”

“Perhaps that one story is true,” Aven said, a glimmer in her eyes, “you will absolutely see all places from your list of legends, though. Tell me, what is your favorite story from the Boen War?”

“Hmm,” Raena bit her lip and leaned back, folding her arms, “I suppose the Battle of Salish, though I believe that is in Ediva.”

“It may be,” Aven replied, “but some accounts describe Salish south of a ‘great river’. There are three great rivers in Boenaerya, and all of them are south of Ediva. So, the old Salish must have been in East Shore, or perhaps as far as East Twin. I’m afraid wherever it was, it may not have survived.”

“Aye, it was described as a wooden structure. I’m sure it burned, long ago.”

“Tell me why that’s your choice?”

Raena nodded. “The battle was unexpected, which was the beauty of it. It was also an efficient use of resources that probably limited the casualties by a great number. The leading families of Calamyta tricked the Boen leaders, by arranging a political meeting, and instead, the Calamytans sent their best warriors. I liked how the legend said that the Calamytans were separate warring tribes, but they put that aside for the common goal, and all contributed a warrior to this ambush.”

"Hmm. I’m not sure I would call them ‘warring tribes’." Aven said.

"Well, maybe that's only how I interpreted it," Rowan snickered, "I liked the idea that they plotted together and it's what made them victorious. Either way, they were a formidable troupe for an ambush, and they easily crippled the Boens by killing the heads of all their families. Then the real invasion began. The Calamytans sent the first two campaigns immediately, they say. Somehow the Boens were wise to that and met the forces at the Western Founts. They are said to have fought until the lakes were purpled with blood. In the Founts, we tell the story of the day that migrating junebirds flew over Candor, the lower halves of their feathers stained red. They say that's how the lords knew their armies had won the battle and sent the next wave."

“Interesting,” Aven replied, “I’ve read the tales and accounts of the Boen War, many times, and never heard it with such color as you gave it.”

“Well, I hope I did our ancestors justice, then.”

Aven opened her mouth to say something, then stopped. She seemed to fight with herself over choosing her words. There was a pause, and then she spoke. “When you say ‘our ancestors’, may I ask...do you think of the Boens?”

“I suppose,” Raena hesitated, “but not always. It’s hard to explain.”

“Can you try?”

Raena rubbed her fingers against her fresh-shorn golden hair, stewing in her reflection. “The only way I can describe it is, when I think of recent history, such as the Equinox Battles and the valor of our knights, I feel proud to be Calamytan. I connect with those stories, they seem to include my legacy, although I was not there to witness them. But when I think of a time before that...when I try to imagine what a day was like for the Boen; I picture them, free on the land, harvesting from the trees without a care, and living without concern or fear. I see it as if I dreamt it. As clearly as if I was born, knowing it. Does that make any sense at all?”

“It makes sense,” Aven whispered, “though I can’t say it’s anything I have felt, myself.”

Raena grinned, then cast a glance at the open armory doors. “It’s dark, Duchess, and a long way back to the noble’s wing. I’ll escort you, if you like.”

Aven clucked under her breath. “What have I told you about appearances? My people will begin to talk.”

“Well,” Raena boldened, “then why do you sneak away for chances to visit me alone?”

“Hmm.” Aven raised her eyebrows, then walked to the door.

For a moment, Raena felt a twinge of panic in her chest, that perhaps she had crossed the line and been insulting. She wanted to call out before Aven parted, debating whether it might make the matter worse to stumble through an apology. But Raena didn’t have to say anything, because, at the threshold, Aven paused and turned back to throw a comment over her shoulder.

“You know, if you’re looking for opportunities where no one would see us alone, accompanying me on the touring expedition would be an ideal place to start.”

With that clever parting blow, Aven stepped out into the night.

Raena couldn’t settle the pounding in her chest for several minutes, trying to busy herself to the point of distraction, to no avail. She wanted to deny the way Aven made her feel, but her body wouldn’t commit to the lie. Perhaps it would be best if she found an excuse not to go, and stayed behind at the keep. But Raena shook her head and chuckled as she cleaned a blade. The idea that Aven, a beauty beyond compare, undoubtedly the object of every man’s affection, would have any interest in Raena? It was clear Raena had nothing to worry about except perhaps making a fool of herself. With that realization, Raena was resolved. She would be going on that expedition in the morning.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Aven’s goal was to keep the touring party small and quick. There had been no rumors that the Prince had yet left Candor, but there was still a risk he could beat them to one of the East Shore duchies. As they rode out of Colby at sunrise, Aven reiterated her desire to avoid the Prince at all costs. The horsemen in front would watch for bandits, but also scan the distance for Candorian travelers.

Aside from Raena and Aven, the party consisted of seven horsemen, six guards, two handmaids, the councilor Fitzduncan, and the two eldest Colby boys, Barton and Rudge. Raena was already well-acquainted with the guards and horsemen, so she relished the opportunity to get to know the Colby boys better.

Their first leg of the journey was a three-day ride to House Hanford. Raena was accustomed to a certain riding order for small parties; spread thin with the nobility and women in the center, so the guarding men formed a circle of protection. Like everything else, even riding order was different in East Shore. The party was divided into groups of two or three, with at least one knight, guard, or horseman with each of the travelers less-capable to defend themselves. Guon explained it was “because of the trees” and offered little else to Raena, except instruction.

Raena found it a pleasant coincidence that she was chosen to ride with Aven for most of the first stretch of the journey. Any time Raena had the opportunity, she would let her rouncey fall a few paces behind so she could observe Aven, studying the exposed skin of her shoulders and neck. It was a growing madness of desire within her.

“Are you always dragging behind, Rowan?” Aven called, over her shoulder. “Do Candorian knights try to be slow on purpose?”

Raena grimaced at the comment, cursing herself for being too obvious. “Aye, it’s our tradition. Our sacred ‘drag behind’ tradition.”

Aven chuckled, motioning for Raena to come closer. Raena complied and brought her horse alongside. Up ahead about forty paces rode Dancy, a guard.

“I thought you were going to use the journey as an opportunity to speak with me,” Aven said, “here we are. No one but the trees to listen.”

“Indeed,” Raena muttered, “I do have many questions for you, I suppose.”

“Oh?”

“I am learning the types of trees here, but I don’t know the names for anything. Can you teach me that?”

“Of course,” Aven obliged, smiling, “the first thing to know is what category the tree belongs to, and that will give you a clue of its name. We have three types of trees in Boenaerya, while the western lands have only one type. In Candor, all trees change color in the autumn and shed in the winter. You will see some of those here. But then in East Shore, we have the second type, which never changes color, and never sheds. Those are called eternal trees, so all their names represent a circle. Do you see that tree there, with green needles?”

Raena squinted, “Aye, it looks much like a pine, though.”

“It is, but it’s an infinity pine. It won’t go bare in the winter.”

Raena scoffed with amusement. “I’ve a hard time imagining what it would be like to see a tree with needles or leaves in the winter. I am excited to be here for that.”

Aven’s face softened and she gave Raena a warm gaze. Raena didn’t need to ask, she could guess Aven was happy at the mention of seasons passing when they were together.

“Did you notice that tree, ahead?” Aven asked, bringing her horse closer to Raena’s. Both the rounceys stopped, sensing the distraction from their riders.

Raena strained to see into the forest for signs of what she should be noticing. “Is it more...moss?”

“No, but good try,” she leaned forward into Raena’s space, pointing. “See how there are scratches along the bark?”

Raena shook her head; it was impossible to focus, now. The back of Aven’s arm was pressed against Raena’s leather tunic, exactly where her tightly-bound breasts were concealed. Raena took steady, contained breaths, glancing at Aven out of the corner of her eye.

“Well, if you look harder,” Aven placed her left hand on Raena’s thigh to shift her weight even further forward so she was leaning over Raena’s lap. Aven’s face was within inches of Raena’s, aligning their eyes to stare with a common purpose. Her voice came out in a delicate whisper. “See, now?”

“Yes,” Raena lied for preservation’s sake.

Aven stayed, whispering. “Good. Those are the scratches of spyrens. Notice how short the markings are; their claws are only about the size of our fingernails. But they are faster than any creature I’ve ever seen. They appear in a flash and are gone just as quickly. They can be fodder for nightmares.”

As much as Raena enjoyed the closeness, it was giving her heart palpitations. She felt relief when Aven leaned back and centered on her own horse again.

“Really?” Raena teased. “This seems like something you would have thought to tell me before bringing me out to the middle of your forests.”

Aven giggled. “You’re right, I’m so sorry!”

Raena made her eyes grow wide with mock dismay, acting taken by Aven’s teasing. This roleplay was successful, and Aven let out a louder, howling laugh, slapping Raena’s arm in the process.

“I can’t believe we forgot to tell you!” Aven exclaimed.

“Well, I hope you don’t forget to clean up the sliced little pieces of my body, too.”

“Stop!” Aven shouted, covering her mouth.

“Why? Are they attracted to laughter?”

Both of them giggled, their eyes meeting as they did, and Raena couldn’t ignore how a flush had risen up Aven’s chest and neck, painting her skin with rare rose tones. Raena stared at the exposed skin, wanting to brush her fingertips over it. She lingered a moment too long, and Aven noticed; raising an eyebrow of supplication.

Raena jolted her eyes away and kicked her horse, setting ahead on the trail again. They were quiet for a few minutes until they reached the base of a steep hill.

“Did you have companions, in the Founts?” Aven asked.

Raena shuddered at the question, knowing she couldn’t answer honestly. “I had a few...more admirers, than anything.”

Aven hesitated. Her words were choppy; monotone. “Anyone particularly special?”

“Nay,” Raena said, “not particularly.”

“Hmm,” Aven murmured.

There was an awkward pause, as neither of them seemed to have anywhere to take the topic, but then Aven must’ve caught another wind of boldness.

“You’re aging, for a nobleman,” Aven said, “didn’t your father or Lord Sylas want you to take a wife?”

Raena thought of how impossible the idea was, but gave a half-answer. “Lord Sylas asks us to be knights first, before all else. He never pressed me, or Finn, to think about marriage. I know it will be important soon, but I hope I have a choice to find someone who I...care for.”

“You mean you hope to fall in love?”

There was no mistaking the honey drip tone to Aven’s voice, and it made Raena’s stomach whirl, but she gripped the reins tighter to focus her nerves.

“Aye,” Raena said, “or at least to have a great partnership.”

Aven smiled, which Raena saw indirectly, as she didn’t trust herself to gaze fully on Aven without breaking into a feverish blush.

“I had a great partnership with Eathon,” Aven said, her voice dropping lower.

“Then you know what marriage can be?”

“Indeed,” Aven muttered, “we were friends before we were wed. I believe that made all the difference.”

“What sort of man was he?”

Aven thought for a quiet moment, only the sound of the horse hooves and rustles of leaves. “He was serious,” she said contemplatively, “he could be quiet. Sometimes he was slow to speak his mind, or his heart. Both of us could be that way, I suppose. We would have chosen to sit together and read in silence every day of our lives if it weren’t for the duchy.”

“Did he lead like you do?”

Aven shrugged, “I suppose. I may have learned a lot of my leadership from watching him. He listened to everyone and weighed their views equally. I try to emulate that, but I am not sure if I am able. I think I am too stubborn and too emotional, sometimes.”

“That’s not what I see.”

“Really? Dare I ask how you see me?”

Raena drew a long breath, willing her voice to remain neutral of affection. “Like you’ll fight for every last one of your people, and that your vision of the duchy is a heaven-on-earth that you must protect. You think it stubbornness but I see you as a champion. I can tell your people do, as well.”

“Thank you, Rowan,” Aven said. “That’s kind of you to say. I saw Eathon lead that way, but he was comfortable with making more sacrifices for his goals than I want to accept. I’d never led anyone before, and I still find myself questioning everything. That’s why I put such faith in you, and the council, and every voice who can advise me.”

Raena smiled, “You may question yourself inside, but it’s invisible. At least to me. I see you as constantly at ease, as though you are confident.”

“I think it’s this,” Aven gestured around them.

“What do you mean? The moss?”

“Yes, and no. I mean it’s all this. This place, this kingdom. This world. The old name for it is Boenaerya, the land of the Boens. It’s a beautiful-sounding word. But it isn’t only the moss, it’s what Boenaerya represented then and what it represents now. The land itself could be empty and hollow without the people. I love these people. I love the way they accept and welcome outsiders, and the weak, and the broken. I love that they are content to live a simple life, appreciating their contributions, and no one forces them to serve each other. They are generous and loyal, and they gave me warmth from the moment I arrived here.”

“Anyone might,” Raena said, “there are people in Candor who love easily, too. Maybe it’s only harder to find them.”

Aven shook her head. “I wish I agreed, but that wasn’t my experience. I had felt that kind of warmth from my own mother. And I suppose, the Queen.”

Raena cringed, “Zarana...introduced you to Eathon, isn’t that right? Is that why you’ve an affinity for her?”

“She did. She arranged for him to come to Candeo, and I returned here, with him. We weren’t married right away, that’s how we had the chance to become friends. Has anyone told you how marriages work, in East Shore?”

“I hadn’t asked, honestly,” Raena said.

Aven grinned, bowing her head to focus on her grip on the reins. “It’s a choice, unlike Candor. It’s similar to what you just described Sylas would allow for you. I was given the freedom to decide, from the moment I arrived here. I was sixteen, I believed I knew what I wanted. But the Colby’s were wise enough to steady me and give me time to get to know Eathon, and the rest of their family. They also wanted me to understand their customs, like I have tried to share them with you. It matters that you feel rooted and accepted, even though you were forced to come here.”

Raena was quiet, allowing the words to soak in. She sensed Aven was on the verge of another thought, so she waited for it.

Aven sighed, “I wasn’t forced to come here, the way you were. Looking back, I might have had dozens of options, but I felt as though there were none. I had to leave the castle. It wasn’t safe for me. My family didn’t have the means or the connections to find me anywhere else to go. I considered running away and joining the Ruvians, but all I knew of their life was that they stole from peasants and raided camps, like bandits.”

Raena nodded, “So you went to the Queen and asked for a way out?”

“She knew I needed refuge, and though I can’t be certain, I imagine that the Colby’s agreed to bring me here, simply because they wanted to help a girl who needed them. They may be strategists, but it benefited me, and Queen Zarana, more than it did the duchy.”

“The alliance of your marriage ensured protection by the crown, though?”

Aven waved her hand upward to emphasize the question. “It should, shouldn’t it? I was protected only from...from one person who wanted to do me harm.”

Raena felt burning suspicion brewing in her mind as the pieces began to form a muddled thought of cohesion. “Does that person still try to harm you, when you visit Candor?”

“Yes.”

“Then why do you go?”

“I must go, mustn’t I?” Aven asked. “It is the only way to maintain the alliance and request the armies that we need. Prince Zander insisted that a criterion of our alliance is for me to visit the castle, every spring. So, I have.”

“Why the spring?”

Aven became preoccupied with a tangle in her horse’s mane. So much so, that Raena thought perhaps her question had not been loud enough. They were cresting the long hill, finally, and the moment was enough to draw Raena’s attention to the scenery instead of the odd shift in conversation. Both women wordlessly stopped their horses and turned to the right to gaze out through the breaks in trees. Rock formations and kelly green mounds peppered the expanse as if they were dropped by gods. She kept her eyes focused though she sensed that Aven had moved closer, the same way she had when pointing out the spyren’s mark on the trees.

“He nearly killed me, in the spring,” Aven’s voice was tender and low.

Raena didn’t turn her head, afraid to break the openness of Aven’s confession.

Aven dipped her eyes. “He might have meant to kill me, but I survived. Well, that’s obvious. He wants to make me remember what he did. He always tries to lead me to visit the Queen’s library, where it happened. He calls it,” she paused to swallow down a wavering quiver, “he calls it ‘our anniversary’.”

Raena noticed the edge of the reins beginning to cut into her hands from her grip. Her jaw was set tight, and she kept staring at the ocean as if it would vanquish all of House Payton from history.

“I never told Eathon, or any of the Colby’s, for that matter. I was ashamed, for years, that I felt I had to appease him. But I suppose after Eathon died, I realized that it was a game Zander created. Another one of his games to torment me.”

Raena shifted halfway, seeing Aven in her peripheral vision, relieved at how close they were. Her horse bowed to nibble at a patch of grass, and Raena leaned back, her leg brushing against Aven’s.

“I’m sorry for telling you this. It is a heavy burden.” Aven said.

“You can share anything with me. I will always side with you. I am glad you’ve told me, so now I see the extent of his cruelty.”

Aven sighed, messing again with her horse’s mane as if it were a muss of discarded chainmail. “We were only children. I want to forgive him, and I could have, many years ago. But it’s clear that he will not let it go and change his heart.”

“Justice is owed, forgiveness is earned.”

“I don’t believe that,” Aven said, her hazel eyes locking with Raena’s. “Everyone is worthy and deserving of forgiveness.”

Raena’s brow furrowed at the thought. If she understood what Aven was implying Zander had done to her, it was despicable. He should have been castrated and left to hang in the woods, where hawks might tear his flesh from his bone all through the night. She wished now, more than ever, she’d had the courage to throw him off the balcony after the Knight’s Trial.

“May I tell you something I’ve noticed?” Aven asked.

Raena nodded.

“You are tender and fair, and you see the good in others.” Aven paused and took a deep breath, as though bracing herself. “But, you seem afraid to believe in that. I see the way you try to hide away your care and your love. You try to emulate men who aren’t worthy of admiration. You are a better man than any from Candor who I’ve ever known. Don’t harden your heart to be like them.”

“Thank you,” Raena said, “that sounds exactly like the advice someone dear to me gave me. It wasn’t that long ago, but I’ll admit, it feels like ages.”

“Oh? Was it your friend Finn?”

“No, it was someone else. Lady Islabell, she’s like a sister to me, in Hawk’s Keep. She, Finn, and I were inseparable. The three of us were always up to trouble, I suppose, but they are my family.”

Aven grinned, “See? These are the things I want to know about you. I want you to feel free to tell me openly.”

The words stung a little, as Raena knew how many secrets she was keeping.

With the lack of reply, Aven continued. “Some might say it’s hypocritical that I suggest you show more openness and affection. There are many who warn me that I seem cold and closed-off from them. They say it’s not the right quality in a leader, as the people want to see past my exterior and know that my heart can break the same as anyone else’s. If I had to guess though, I think that’s why it’s so easy for me to recognize the same traits in you.”

“Well, pardon me for disagreeing with whoever told you that,” Raena quipped, “Anyone can see how true your heart is, and how generous you are with your love. If anything, it’s clear you care much more than most and are affected so much that it would wound you to see anyone else hurt. I have known you hardly a season, and it’s plain to see how tender you are.”

Aven chuckled, but her eyes remained solemn. She leaned forward, so close that Raena could feel Aven’s warm breath on her neck. A sudden calm spread through Raena’s nerves, like drinking a full horn of ale.

“Thank you, for your words. And thank you, for making me feel safe to share with you the things that have wounded me,” Aven said, near a whisper.

“Your hurts are safe in my care.”

“And yours are safe in mine,” Aven retorted without hesitation. “You are free, here. You are safe. You are safe to be who you are, and to live without chains or fear.”

Raena’s throat went dry. “I...yes, I will.”

“It’s not a command. I am not always your duchess. Look around us, alone in this wilderness.” Aven lifted her hands to gesture at the trees. “There is no one from Candor here to tell you how to behave, or how to speak to me. It is only Rowan, and Aven, refugees of the oppressive kingdom, hated rejects of Prince Zander, lost souls of Calamyta.”

Raena smiled and dipped her chin.

“Rowan. No one can testify to freedom, better than I can. Be free with me?”

“Aye, Aven.” 

For the rest of the day, Raena used learning about customs as her excuse to ride next to Aven and talk. They didn’t stop for their meals, but ate as they traveled, discussing everything that came to mind. It was easy conversation; Raena was reminded of how comfortable she used to feel talking to Finn when they were squires and could stay up all night giggling and swapping stories. Of course, the difference was that with Aven, there was a low hum of something beneath the surface, as if Raena were stepping closer to a swath of lightning sand and couldn’t stop herself.

That night, they made camp; the source of another anomaly for Raena. She was fascinated that encampments in East Shore were scattered in a random pattern instead of a circular ring of protectors. Each beddown was camouflaged by ferns and branches, and indistinguishable from the foliage around it. Guards would hide in the trees above, ready to leap down upon a raider. There were also no fires, relying on body heat to fill the tight space.

For the first time since dawn, Raena and Aven were separated. The camps were made and Raena found a seat on a fallen log near her beddown, digging into her pack for dried fish and marbled bread. She could still hear the horsemen chatting through the crops of trees, as they built the ladies-in-waiting a camp on a soft patch of moss.

From behind her, there was a snap of twigs, sending Raena to her feet with one hand on her dagger.

"Still anxious in the forest, I see," Aven cracked, amusement painted on her expressive eyebrows.

Raena grinned, "You might have snuck right upon me if it weren't for those branches."

"I was trying my best. I was going to tackle you.”

Raena was flustered into silence at the visual. Her excitement was amplified by the carefree beauty that Aven exhibited in the moment, even more so than usual. Aven's hair was untied and fell in waved locks, framing her face and shoulders. Her cheeks were naturally olive without the paling powder she normally wore. Her shoulders were bared by her dark grey sleeping gown, which began at her bosom and ended at her knees. Raena could not remember a time that she had ever seen another woman in so little clothing.

Raena’s expression must have conveyed her curiosity because Aven shrugged and batted her eyelashes in an apologetic way. "I wanted to see where your camp would be before I am to sleep for the night. I'm relieved that you will be close-by."

"I will be," Raena whispered.

Aven mumbled in approval, glancing at the beddown of branches. "Are you sleeping alone?"

"I believe I'm with Barton, and Dancy and Guon will sleep with us when they're not taking watch."

Aven stepped out of the shadow she'd been standing in, and did not stop until she was within an arm's length of Raena. She looked up with a steadiness and bold curiosity in her dark dusty eyes, then spoke in a husky tone. "Why aren't you with the others?"

"I wasn't of use to them. I don't know how to make camp here."

"You will learn it all. Soon you will be right at home, here. You will be the one meeting an outsider and showing them how things are done."

"Thank you for saying so. I want to be useful and today I felt that I didn't have much to offer. I'll continue learning as much as I can."

"Come with me. I'll show you something.” Aven reached out her hand and it lingered in the space between them.

Raena stared down for a moment, incredulous. She knew what the offer meant but couldn't bring herself to believe it was genuinely meant for her. Pushing aside her hesitance, Raena responded by joining her hand to Aven's. The touch sent electric pulses through her limbs and Raena felt a flutter of nervous excitement as their eyes met again. Staring into Aven felt all the more exposing, with their touch like an anchor that held Raena to that spot. Without a word, Aven turned and began guiding Raena through the forest, their joined hands never separating.

"You need to learn first the plants you must not touch," Aven said over her shoulder. "We have four that will hurt you, and one so severe that you will be covered in boils if you touch it. You will want all your skin burnt off you, I'm told."

"This would have been good to know when I first arrived nearly six weeks ago."

Aven scoffed. "Certainly. It's unfortunate that your duchess thought it was more pressing to explain tunics to you."

"I'm so fond of my tunic though." Raena had not meant the words to be flirtatious, but they sounded thick as honey from her own throat. It caused Aven to stop pulling from ahead, and as she turned back, they were suddenly sharing the same immediate space.

"Then, you're welcome."

Raena could feel Aven's warm breath tickling against her cheeks. They were close enough that if either one of them stepped forward at all, their bodies would be flush together. Raena sensed herself heating from the inside and hoped her held hand was not becoming sweaty and damp. She witnessed Aven’s eyes focus intently on Raena’s lips for a long second, seeming to study them, before glancing away. Raena thought she must have imagined it, or misunderstood what Aven was thinking. She wished she had the nerve to ask, the way she did in her fantasies of them being this close. And closer.

Without a word, Aven turned back toward the forest ahead and continued to pull through the thickets. They trudged for a good three meters until they broke through into a clearing.

Even though the light was dim, Raena could make out the glorious beauty of the spot. There was a shallow creek bubbling over smooth colorful rocks, and along the banks were more of the same. Around both edges extending outward were wide patches of thick, lush grass. The trees sloped overhead, dangling and reaching to cover the open space and create a canopy above the stream.

"Can you check here for intruders, so that I may safely sleep?" Aven asked.

"This is where you're sleeping? It's serene."

Aven nodded and gestured to a steep slope that had been carved from when the river was high in winter. Tucked into the side was a faint line, and if Raena stared directly into it she could make out a rounded shape of branches.

"I would gladly verify your safety, and I will try if you wish. But one of the horsemen would be better suited. I'm not confident I'd notice a bear sitting in this stream."

"You won't learn if never given the opportunity, Rowan."

Raena set her jaw with determination. She let go of Aven; though she hated to do so, it was true that they had already been holding hands for longer than warranted between colleagues.

Without an honest hint of what she was to do, Raena began searching about in the brush. She unearthed a thick pole of leafless wood, which she then used as a tool to poke and push branches aside.

"What are you looking for, under those wee ferns?" Aven asked with amusement. Her arms were folded over her chest and she seemed all too content.

"Well," Raena paused, "I was thinking there could be evil where I least expect it. So, I would least expect it beneath the fronds. Wouldn't you?"

"Aye, that is astute. Look at you, it turns out that you're the true expert of protection."

"I must be."

Raena was locked in a stretch and caught Aven’s gaze fixated on her shoulders. With curiosity, Raena lifted one arm up over her head, knowing it was an angle that made her muscles fill the sleeve of her beige undershirt. Aven's eyes appeared to darken a few shades as they followed the movement and stared without restraint. It was a long, lustful glance, and that was when Raena knew her answer for certain. There was no mistaking the intention in the hungry, wanting gaze. Raena’s throat ran dry at the heat between them.

"I believe it's safe now, Aven."

"Aye."

"Sleep well, you know I'm not far if you need anything."

"Oh. Thank you, sir."

Raena couldn't be sure if she was reading disappointment or confusion, but she was too hurried to go than to wait and investigate further. As she made her way back through the patches of brush toward her own camp, she cursed at her recklessness. How could she have allowed something to bloom between her and her duchess? There was a bounty of reasons why it was a dangerous attraction, even if she weren’t trying to conceal her identity, which was the most dangerous thing of all. Something in her churned. She knew there was no chance that she would be able to sleep. It was as if her habit of keeping watch over the sea and the Horne islands every night had given her the insistent need to protect something precious in the night.

Raena turned back to the clearing, spotting Aven’s beddown again in the dark. She found a patch against a birch trunk without many protruding roots, a few paces away from Aven's shelter, and rested.

Despite the season it was a chilly night, and with no protection from the elements Raena should have been cold. But her mind kept looping over the look in Aven's eyes; replaying the longing that passed between them. She was buzzing with anticipation, amplified by the knowledge that somewhere ahead in the shadows, the woman in question was tucked away in that unforgettably short gown.

Raena dozed into a light sleep, her mind staying alert of her surroundings. She awoke at least thrice to nocturnal sounds: an owren overhead, an unfamiliar weasel-like chitter, and the howls from a pack of canid rups. When she stirred the fourth time, she couldn't be sure if her senses were to be trusted. Sunrise had come, but only just; the light was tinted golden and many parts of the forest remained dim.

She heard a familiar whistling in the air. She knew the sound well. She had listened to it in the archery yards, more days than not, since she was eight years old.

Raena heard the telltale whistling again, and again, followed by a heavy thud and a man's groan. His tone was familiar even though he wasn’t making coherent sound, and Raena was certain it was the guard, Dancy.

The arrows struck against the trees opposite the stream in quick succession, raining from a vantage point above and to her left. Raena rolled to her knees with her sword unsheathed, cowering into the bank for cover as she began to crawl. She could see the rustling grey fabric of Aven’s nightdress through the leaning fronds, straight ahead. If the archers had not discovered the camouflaged location of the Duchess yet, they soon would, as the canopy began to shift from Aven pushing underneath.

Dancy's voice was forcing words through his groans of pain: "Bannnndits! Rrrrrun!"

Raena could pinpoint his location from his cries, and the bandits probably did, as well. She didn't dare call for help or to alert the rest of the party, and risk giving away her own location.

A second cloud of arrows rained down; this batch went past the stream, which meant the enemies were seconds away. She could hear their beating footsteps drawing nearer, estimating a raiding party of twenty men and no horses.

She heard the guard Dancy give his final cry of defensive rage, the last protest; and he was silent. Her heart dropped in her chest, but she couldn't give pause now, each second was precious.

Aven’s beddown structure was built like a butterfly's cocoon, with one narrow end to enter and exit. Raena found the hole covered loosely by draped foliage, held it aside, and slid in headfirst.

Raena had no time for tact nor explanation. The startled Aven began to rise, questioning, but Raena's firm hands reached for her shoulders and pinned her back down to the grass. Aven gave a stunned sound of alarm that ended in Raena's palm, covering Aven’s mouth. Raena swiftly allowed her full weight to bear down, pinning Aven still, beneath her. Raena pleaded with her eyes, desperate, and made the slightest hushing sound.

The confusion left Aven's face and recognition took its place. The men's voices and footsteps were beyond the bank now, some beside the stream. One, in particular, was trodding within a stone's throw, but all were coming closer. With her left hand, Raena's fingers curled anxiously at the hilt of her sword, Slayer, like a cat kneading its master.

Raena prayed the bandits would move on before thinking to inspect the beddown.

As she tried to assess the foes' distances through tiny gaps in the branches, she had the gentle sensation of something warm sliding over her right hand, and holding it secure. A glance confirmed that it was Aven's hand holding hers in place. She allowed herself to pause and truly take in the trembling woman beneath her, whose skin was paler than the birch bark in the clearing. Aven was staring up at Raena with pleading and fear in her tender eyes. It was not the time to be captivated by her, nor to host fantasizing thoughts of lips against honey beige skin.

Raena leaned down, tilting her head, to place her mouth as close to Aven's ear as she could. She rested the tip of her nose against her lady's temple. "It's alright. I'll protect you," she whispered.

She felt Aven's chest fall with a deep sigh as her shaking mellowed.

The bandits had gathered in the grass of the clearing and were speaking in low voices. Raena rested her cheek on the back of Aven's hand and focused on drawing steady breaths, her adrenaline peaking.

She was ready. She was ready to kill every last one of them to keep them from reaching her Duchess.

"Here's the tracks end, lad," a hoarse voice grumbled, a mere half meter from the beddown.

"Nay, they cross the river, 'ere," a second man argued.

"Ye're wrong! There're two of 'em and they go into the thicket! Ye jus dunnae wanna touch a thorn, ye wee babe."

A third voice joined in. "Nah jus go pokin' it with yer sword, eejits. Then we kin hurry on before they all wake up."

"Aye," the second man grunted in submission.

There was a rustle above the women's heads as a blade stabbed through the brush multiple times, missing them, but not by far. Both of them tensed, and Raena adjusted to try and cover as much of her Duchess's body as physically possible, using her elbows and knees to tuck in Aven’s limbs. The sword slid through again, lower this time, and in one of the passes it dipped, slicing across Raena's upper arm. The cut was clean and rapid. It didn't go through her leather, but across her tricep, which began leaking blood the second the weapon was free. Raena winced and bit down hard on her bottom lip to keep from crying out.

"Somefin snagged, lads!" the bandit shouted, and the group of them began to rally around the structure, blades visible through the leaves. A few of the men were on their knees, and Raena caught a pair of mud-colored eyes staring back at her.

She was spotted.

"No! NO! Git up!"

All at once, the bandits were crying out. The brown eyes disappeared and were replaced by a scrambled flurry of feet. Raena heard the distinct and unmistakable sound of swords clashing, and she pushed up onto her hands and knees, shimmying down to move out the small exit.

"Our men have found us," Raena explained, "stay here."

"You're bleeding!" Aven gasped, grabbing Rowan by the shoulder.

"I've bled before."

With a kick and two downward shrimp-like movements, Raena popped free of the hiding place and arose dead center to the fight. The House Colby guards and horsemen were mostly at the outer edge of a half-moon formation, holding their own against the unskilled bandits.

They were outnumbered.

Raena hoisted her sword and set her focus on the weakest among the foes: a set of young chaps keeping at the back of the holding line. From behind, her advantage was great, but as soon as she revealed herself, she would be a lone target and at-risk.

Acting as rapid as she could with precision, Raena smashed the end-most point of her hilt into the temple of the first man. In the backswing of the strike, she brought her elbow to the jaw of the second man. Both of them fell to the ground, stunned if not unconscious from the unforeseen blows.

Without pausing to confirm, she was at the back of a formidable bandit, who himself was advancing on Fitzduncan. The opponent caught her in his peripheral and spun in time to block the incoming sword with his own, the metals clanging together. Raena could feel the cheap softness of the other man's sword as she hammered against it; she had never fought common men wielding amateur weapons. Everything about the parry felt sluggish and odd to her. There was no gracefulness in his movements and it put Raena into defensive postures as she struggled to anticipate him. The bandit swung erratically, striking Slayer three times, in the same fashion.

There was a sickening grunt to Raena’s side; she had heard a man taking a weapon to his gut before, and knew the sound. She couldn’t turn to see if it was Fitzduncan, but the fear that it may be was enough to boost her with adrenaline. She kicked the side of the bandit’s knee, collapsing his leg under him. As he twisted down and away, she had a clear path under his chin. Her blade chopped into his neck as though it were a log of ham. The blood did not spurt out forcefully as she anticipated, but she hadn’t much reference to draw from.

The bandit down, Raena clutched Slayer into her chest and spun. Fitzduncan was on his feet, engaged with a stocky bloke. Raena didn’t wait to see where she had heard the grunt from. She couldn’t take inventory of the bodies until more of the foes were eliminated. Lunging forward, she saw one of the unfamiliar faces and brought her sword into the crux of his elbow. He dropped his sword and screamed. She finished him with a punch, driving Slayer’s hilt through his jaw. When he fell, she caught sight of Barton, flanked by two lithe bandits, closing in on him.

The young man was ill-trained for combat.

Raena ignored all other demands. The crunch of leather. The clang of metal. The iron smell of blood in the air. The visceral shouts of pain and rage. The clap of flesh hitting flesh. She pushed all of it away, silencing her impulses, and bolted through the tangle of combat.

It was chaos; the two bandits were practically flailing without skill. Barton was their equal, in a way, backing himself toward the trees as fast as he could muster. Before Raena was in striking distance, Barton tripped on a root and fell to his backside.

The bandit on the right lifted his sword with both hands, over his head, like he was raising an axe to chop into firewood. It was probably the most idiotic and vulnerable position Raena had ever seen someone use during a fight. She couldn’t believe her luck as she placed her sword at his back, guiding the tip between his ribs and spine, then drove it through. It was a clean, easy jab, avoiding all bone. He was crumbling to the ground before she could even tug Slayer free once more.

Unfortunately, the trap for her sword became an advantage for the second bandit, who jumped in her direction. His arm came at her with a haphazard spin suited for skipping a rock across a pond, allowing the air’s resistance to create drag around his weapon. Raena had no choice but to throw herself forward, weaponless, driving her shoulder into his exposed armpit. The tackle was effective enough to knock the wind from the bandit’s chest with a hard, wheezing, cough. Keeping her chin tucked, Raena thrust upwards, clocking his jaw with the thick top of her skull. Before he could turn his weapon into her, she grappled for control of his arm, trapping it with a rapid twist.

“ROWAN! Behind you!” a voice screamed.

She had no weapon, so she used what she had. With her locked arm against the bandit’s shoulder, she grabbed for his ear and tugged. With her opposite hip, Raena jerked, throwing her side into his frame.

It spun them both to the left, and they clamored for stability in the turn.

Raena felt an added secondary pressure collide with them both, but she couldn’t see with her face pressed to the bandit’s sweat-covered furs. She disentangled her grasp and gave the best shove she could muster.

The two men separated. The sweaty one had dropped his sword in the grass. He fumbled to search for it, but the second man had no such delay. He charged toward her with a short-handled scythe. Raena ducked to avoid the weapon, dropping low enough to grab the handle of Slayer, ripping it upward.

The blood on the blade didn’t even have time to cool in the air, as she whipped Slayer fluidly, out from the body of one man and into the chest of the other.

Raena let out a guttural scream to give her power. It wasn’t an ideal angle, and the bandit’s ribs resisted her. She was in, though, and with a second, equal thrust, she drove the blade further into her intended target. There was no doubt she severed his heart, from below.

He made a groaning sound, the likes of which Raena had never heard. She had heard all sorts of cries of pain, in her years of training, but this was something entirely foreign. In the moment, his umber eyes locked into hers. They seemed to fade to grey from the inside out, like a flower blooming in reverse.

The bandit fell forward. Raena tried to roll, but he toppled onto her, his bulk pinning her from the waist to the chest.

Her first thought was how hard it was to breathe. Her second thought was that she should play dead, to keep from being noticed by anyone while she was defenseless. Neither concern was a worry for more than a few cumbersome seconds.

“Oy, Rowan, you dead?” Guon asked, his blood-streaked face appearing over her.

“Not as dead as this poor sap,” she grunted.

He laughed, making levity of the situation, then squatted down to roll the dead man away. “Not bad, for a new boy from Candor,” Guon pulled Slayer out and handed it over to Raena. “How many are your kills?”

Raena stood, wavering more than usual, and assessed the tiny battlefield. There were twenty-three dead bandits on the ground.

She shrugged. “Hard to say. I had two for certain. A few others I knocked down, but I can’t take the glory. Someone else might’ve finished them, for me.”

“You’ll get the hang of it,” Guon encouraged with a lighthearted chuckle.

They began the undesirable task of tending to the bodies. They dragged the dead bandits into the lowest point of the land, which was a dip in the bank at the water’s edge. There they piled the men together. As they were heaping them gently, one of the bandits let out a groan. Raena recognized him as one of the young chaps she had first struck down when she entered the fight.

For mercy, she placed the tip of her sword at his chest, readying to end his pain.

“Wait, Rowan,” Guon said, prodding her hand aside. “We will give him a blessing now, while he can still witness it.”

Raena obliged, stepping back. She watched with humbled and adept fascination, as Guon knelt in the grass and blood, closing his eyes and drawing a deep, smooth breath.

“Your body is a chalice, but it is the water that quenches thirst. Your body is the tree, but it is the fruit that provides the life. Your body is a vessel, but it is only to carry your true self...” as he spoke, Guon moved his hands in a pattern, illustrating the movement of his words.

The boy’s groaning grew in volume, now desperate with pain.

The others were still gathering weapons and moving bodies around them, but that distraction became white noise as Raena took in the spiritual ceremony with her full attention.

“...Your soul is the water. Your soul is the fruit. Your soul is your true self.” Guon leaned over to grab a handful of water from the stream. With his other hand, he dipped a finger and traced a pattern, painting the boy’s chest with liquid. “...The Creator has a new vessel for your soul. We know not the vessel. Go forth—”

The boy’s moans turned to screams. Raena couldn’t bear to watch his misery. She gripped her sword still, and she took one step forward to put a stop to this suffering, only to feel the firm grasp of a small hand on her elbow pulling her back with intention. Raena knew without turning, it was Aven holding her steady.

The boy was silent.

“...to your new adventure.” Guon finished. He withdrew a bloody dagger from the boy’s chest, wiped it on the grass, then stood. He appeared settled about the matter, as if he had done a job as simple as wiping crumbs from a bread platter. He said nothing more and went back to the business of gathering the bodies for their final blessings.

Raena raised her brows at Aven, searching for answers.

“The Ruvians believe in a Creator,” Aven explained. “We honor their wishes by giving them the blessing they have chosen. We do the same for the Hornes that we kill, though they believe in gods of terra and water. No matter what they believe, death is sacred and must be given the respect it demands.”

“He was suffering,” Raena whispered.

“For a moment. But he was a Ruvian boy. He needed to hear his blessing.”

Raena nodded.

Without a word, Aven stepped forward, taking Raena’s arm in her hands. Aven inspected the site where Raena had been gashed, pulling at the cloth sleeve.

“It’s not as bad as it seemed,” Aven whispered, “but still needs to be dressed. I’ll get a clean cloth.”

Before Aven could set to her task, Raena grabbed hold of her hands. Their eyes locked, and Raena whispered something she meant very deeply. “I am glad I was there, to protect you.”

Aven’s eyes narrowed. “What were you doing, away from your own camp?”

The pause between them was unnatural. Aven’s countenance was curious and open. The weight seemed enough to shift the very air, giving Raena a chill. They were staring, breathing in tandem, connected in a magical pulse. Raena didn’t understand what she had said or done to ignite it, but she recognized the blatant fire. She knew she didn’t have to explain or give any answer, at all.

Aven didn’t wait longer than a few seconds. She turned away, leaving Raena feeling breathless and exposed. Had the men around them noticed the air thick with heavy glances between the knight and the Duchess? If they had noticed, would they punish Raena for it? In Candor, the knight would be held accountable. Raena had not been able to bring herself to ask anyone how such a pairing would be treated in East Shore, as she felt it would ring too suspicious.

“We should prepare to leave this camp, or we risk another raiding party,” Guon said, kneeled over another bandit. “Go on and make yourself useful, Rowan.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

[image: image]


[image: image]

Duke Hale Hanford had ruled the duchy through the Equinox. He had seven children, the eldest five grown and married. Hale was a portly, cheerful man, with skin the color of willow bark, and deep-set brown eyes.

Raena met Hale at the morning meal, and that was the last time they were all together for the day. After that, Aven, Fitzduncan, and Hale were alone in council until nightfall. Raena and the other men from the party spent their day in the training yard, tossing axes for target practice. She took a fast liking to Rudge Colby, though he was barely seventeen, he was full of laughter and good company.

When the sun set, the party went to the far edge of the duchy, near a grove of cornelian and lingon trees. A few nobles from Hanford joined them in solidarity.

They wrapped Dancy’s body in dried leaves and fronds, provided by the gardeners of Hanford. He was placed over a pile of river stones and coated in fragrant oils. Raena was between Barton and Rudge, and she watched them out of the corners of her eyes, to copy their behavior through the funeral. When they bowed, she bowed, when they said a blessing, she did her best to mumble along. When Dancy’s body was set aflame, Aven went forward to sing a blessing over him. Her voice was angelic, though the notes were sorrowful. The sound clutched at Raena’s heart with a vice grip. Some of the men fell to their knees, wailing out in mourning. Raena had never seen such raw, unashamed emotion from men.

It scared her.

But she questioned why she need feel afraid when she knew it was right to cry for the loss of someone dear.

After Aven’s song, the men embraced one another, while the women gathered to hold hands and say more blessings. Guon’s face was soaked in hot tears when he put his cheek to Raena’s. He held her face against his with his hand on the back of her skull.

“Your body is a vessel,” Guon whispered, “you flood the man inside it with pain. Let go of your pain, weep it to the world, and the rivers resume their course.”

He then broke away to hug someone else, leaving Raena startled and uneasy. She wondered what he expected her to do.

It was several hours of respects for Dancy. The Hanford serfs came to add wagonfulls of wood, making the flames rise high overhead. They could no longer see the remnants of the man underneath, but Raena was told he would be nothing but ash before sunrise.

“In Candor, we buried men.”

Raena didn’t need to turn her head to know Aven was beside her, watching the growing fire.

“Aye,” Raena replied.

“We can’t do that here,” Aven continued, “there is so much rock beneath the ground we can’t dig through. But there is something more beautiful, I think, about witnessing the body return to nothing. If he were buried, he would fade into the dirt, alone. Do you agree?”

“I’m not certain. I haven’t had time to reflect on it.”

Aven turned toward Raena. The fire brought an orange glow to Aven’s skin and danced in her eyes. All around them, the others were mourning, crying, and praying. Aven’s face was smudged with tears and paint from being embraced by every guard. Under the streaks of color, she was steady and composed.

“Will you walk with me?” Aven asked. Her voice was low so no one else might hear.

Raena rubbed her thumb against her palm, waiting, wondering if she understood the question. Something about the look in Aven’s gaze was haunting. Raena was afraid to assume or think she understood the nuances, so she let Aven take the lead. A nod was all she had to give, that was enough.

Aven turned her back to the fire and led as though she were slipping away from the others. Raena followed in perplexed silence. In a few seconds, they were past the outer barrier of the orchard, disappearing like shadows within the trees. Raena glanced back to see the orange flames, peaking above the treetops, accented by black silhouettes.

Aven’s pace was careful as the density of the trees thickened, and the illumination from the fire faded. Raena could see the edge of the grove not far ahead, and the curtain walls of Hanford keep beyond. Aven pushed back a wrinwood branch that was so green, it cracked back fast as a whip toward Raena’s face. She laughed as she dodged it. It reminded her how much she missed searching for wrinwood with Finn, carving it into sad little pedestrian bows, as they used to do in an afternoon. Aven was pressing down another wrinwood branch, holding it chambered to step over it. This time, Raena reached out to stop it from whipping back at her, but she misjudged, and her fingertips grazed the pale back of Aven’s outstretched hand.

The touch was a bolt of lightning.

Aven spun toward Raena quicker than a heartbeat. Equally fast, the forgotten branch snapped behind Aven, discarded. Raena started at the unexpected movement, and followed the wrinwood, watching it for a moment. In that second, Raena felt pressure on her chest. One of Aven’s hand firmly grabbed the collar of Raena’s tunic; the other slid upward, caressing her neck before settling on her cheek.

Their eyes met. Raena’s were filled with questions. Aven’s urged for nothing to be said.

Aven’s hands pulled in synchronicity, tugging Raena downward to meet her. Raena helplessly surrendered to the crushing of their lips in an inevitable kiss. There was no hesitation from Aven, who tightened her grip on Raena’s tunic, securing them into the heat searing through their lips.

Raena had never kissed a woman.

Raena leaned in, her lips pressed, still, against Aven’s. She reveled in the absolute softness and the loss of all other sensation outside their connection. She had imagined what it might feel like to kiss a woman, and in her thoughts, it never overwhelmed her to make it seem like the center of the universe. But this real kiss did.

Aven took more control. Her mouth parted to draw in each of Raena’s lips, separately, alternating attention between them. She caressed along Raena’s hairline, to the back of her neck, settling her fingertips in the trim locks of golden hair.

Raena’s hands hung, limp at her sides. She wanted to feel every sliver of skin on Aven’s body. She desperately wanted to touch her, everywhere. But she had no idea where to begin, already afraid to break the spell. Aven’s advantage of experience was evident, as she deepened the kiss, tilting her head. Raena allowed the other woman’s lead.

It was when a moan escaped Aven’s throat that she broke the kiss, dipping her head to hide her face in Raena’s shoulder. Raena missed the contact instantly, longing for it to last hours if she could have everything she wanted.

“I’m sorry,” Aven whispered. Her fingers stroked with a soothing rhythm at the nape of Raena’s neck. “I...something came over me. I’ve had so much emotion within me.”

“It’s all right, it was...you must have had a lot of feelings, after this day.”

Aven leaned back, searching for something in Raena’s expression. Her eyes narrowed in an almost sad expression. “No, that’s not the emotion I meant. I meant that I have had so much emotion...about you.”

Raena nodded. She felt a new, unwanted temperature rising within her, with a growing sense of dread.

“I’ve been waiting for you to kiss me for four damn weeks, Rowan.”

“But,” Raena knew her argument was foolish before she even allowed the words to exit her mouth, “I am your knight. I cannot.”

Aven smiled, “Is that why you stood here as stiff as that birch tree? Because you’re my knight?” Aven’s second hand let go of the tunic and joined its counterpart, both of them lazily playing in Raena’s hair.

“I...don’t know.”

“I do know. I’ve seen your eyes. I wouldn’t have kissed you if I didn’t see you calling to me through them.”

Raena knew there was no more to protest. She had no argument. Slowly, with meaning, she tilted her head and leaned in. This time, Aven waited, closing her eyes and allowing her lips to part in anticipation.

Raena’s kiss was the opposite; it was the complement. In every way Aven’s lips had been abrupt and demanding, Raena encouraged a steady surrender. They moved with perfect unison. Raena savored the taste of Aven’s mouth, which she had been too shocked to reflect on at first.

Encouraged, Raena lifted her hands, placing them on either side of Aven’s waist. At the contact, Aven’s body seemed to melt, dipping down, then finding balance as she pressed forward into Raena. As their hips collided, Aven moaned once more, this time fuller than the last, and it echoed into Raena’s open mouth.

Raena jerked her hips backward, breaking the contact. It was more forceful than she intended.

She didn’t have to explain, because the sound of voices nearing interrupted their embrace. Both of them pulled away, looking toward the source of the sound. Raena couldn’t see their party, but knew they were nearby.

“We had best go to the keep,” Raena stated, catching her breath.

Aven began to smile, but then it faded into a contemplative expression. “We should.”

They walked to the keep in silence, though it was not uncomfortable. As Aven led a few paces ahead, Raena’s mind was reeling. She couldn’t accept the reality of what had happened, and what it meant, and what it changed. She had fantasized about kissing Aven a few hundred times, but all her imagination paled in comparison to the real experience.

The chambers for the knights and guards were in the westernmost hall of the keep, and Aven’s guest quarters were near the top of the noble’s tower. Raena thought of all the places she had been, Hanford reminded her the most of Hawk’s Keep. She surmised it must have been built by similar architects. Moving through the corridors felt familiar, as though the rooms were where she anticipated them to be. Aven carried a candle in one hand and maintained her distance, leading the way. When they reached the inner corridor that divided toward their respective wings, Raena began to pull off, muttering a parting word of good evening. But Aven shot her a glance and reached out, grabbing Raena’s sleeve, and pulling her along. To Raena’s surprise, they took the western route, staying on the lower floor reserved for the warriors and unwed men. In the late hour, they passed no one.

Aven paused in the hallway and whispered, “Which chamber is yours?”

“Here,” Raena said, gesturing to the door.

Aven didn’t ask for an invitation, and they entered the bedroom together, Raena closing the door behind them. It was a modest space, meant for visiting warriors or lower councilors. Aven glanced about, seeming to inspect it, before her eyes settled on Raena again, the candle providing the only light. Aven placed it on an end table beside the bed.

“Have I frightened you?” Aven whispered.

Raena stepped forward, closer to her Duchess. “No.”

“Am I too bold?”

Raena shook her head. There was less than a hand’s width between them, yet Raena still felt both of them were asking one another permission, over and over, with their eyes and hesitant movements.

Aven’s eyes focused on Raena’s lips, and she opened her mouth as if to whisper again, but Raena stopped her with another crushing kiss.

Everything inside Raena was at war. Her mind screamed at her to run, to hide herself, to not take this risk. The voice of Lord Sylas was repeating in her mind: “never get close enough to anyone that they might suspect who you really are”. She mocked that rule even before this moment, and Raena knew it. She’d been running into danger longer than she could admit.

But the opposing force inside Raena’s heart was winning. It was encouraging, goading her on. She wanted Aven. She wanted their closeness, their connection, their...love. She wanted to feel it. To bathe in it. Raena wanted to delight and soak in each kiss’s sensation, then grab for the next, and the next. And as Aven’s hands roamed over Raena’s body as if they were searching for riches, she knew Aven wanted her equally.

Raena allowed her heart to win the battle. She broke the kiss, to immediately assault Aven’s exposed skin with her lips. She had stared at Aven’s neck and shoulders dozens of times, wondering how they would taste and feel. She wanted to spend the rest of the night, living with her mouth to Aven’s throat, never coming up for air. Aven moaned, and Raena both heard and felt it, vibrating against her lips.

“Will you take me to your bed?” Aven whispered. Her hands rubbed Raena’s back, encouraging, pleading.

An alarm of fear rang within Raena’s thoughts. What reason did she have to reject such an offer? Certainly “Rowan” had no reason to say no. “Rowan” should already have begun removing his clothing and making demands for his penis, by all men’s accounts of sex that Raena had been told. Aside from Finn, there was no man alive that would deny this offer from a woman, especially one as beautiful as Aven.

Buying herself time to think of excuses, Raena brought her lips back to Aven’s, again, silencing them both. As they kissed, Aven began pulling Raena’s tunic and stepping backward in small steps, leading them both closer to the bed.

Raena snapped away. Her heart was pounding. “Aven...I—we should not.”

A mixture of confusion and disappointment passed over Aven’s face, then turned to surprise. “Are you still worried about propriety?”

It seemed as reasonable an excuse as any.

“Yes,” Raena said.

Aven scoffed, “I thought so. I think I understand what the problem is.”

Raena’s chest clenched. Her heart was pounding so hard that it felt as if blood rushed through her ears, clouding her head with a ball, turning her vision white with panic.

“Will you be honest with me?” Aven asked, wringing her hands.

Raena nodded, but was prepared to run from the room.

Aven looked hurt, and scared, and every feeling that Raena was certain her own face betrayed. This was exactly the pain that Lord Sylas had warned her to avoid, over and over again.

Aven swallowed and continued her questioning. “Is it improper because you’re a knight and I’m your duchess...or...”

The pause was palpable.

Aven was not finishing, leaving the words for Raena to assume.

“Because you’re a woman” Raena imagined her saying. But those words did not come. Part of Raena, hidden so deep inside her that it was almost a foreign place, almost wished that Aven would say it. The tiny, hidden place wanted all this pretending to be over with. It wanted Raena to demand to be seen for who she really was, after all this time. But that little place inside her was dangerous, and Raena tried to squash it out, because those demands would end in death.

“Or?” Raena asked, her throat dry.

Aven sighed, “Or, because you’re a nobleman and I’m a commoner?”

Raena could have burst out with laughter at how stupid that notion was. Her eyebrows must have shot up with some amusement, because Aven folded her arms, defensively.

“That’s a reasonable question, Rowan,” Aven snapped, “even if you believe it doesn’t matter to you, it must have some bearing. I know how it is for nobles of Candor, to constantly believe that blood is the purest measure of a person’s worth. And I—”

Aven did not get a chance to finish, because Raena’s lips were capturing hers, again. The kiss had a hint of salt to it that wasn’t there before. Raena realized it was the taste of tears, which Aven must have shed without her even noticing. Raena kissed her as if she were kissing away that emotion and all hints of that question. When she sensed the resistance from Aven fade, and they relaxed into each other’s arms again, Raena pressed her forehead to Aven’s and whispered against her cheek.

“I do not care about bloodlines,” Raena said. “I promise you, I could not care even enough to think about them once. I care about who you are, and who you will be, and how you make me feel. Maybe that is selfish, but that is all that matters to me.”

Aven cracked with a sad, garbled chuckle, against Raena’s jaw.

“I’m...” Raena continued, forcing herself to speak, “I’m sorry. I should have told you this, but I was embarrassed. The truth is...I have never made love to a woman. I know, that is not a reason to stop, but it’s my reason. I want you in my bed tonight, but perhaps I am not prepared for it. I find I am a bit frightened. I’m so sorry.”

Raena felt Aven soften, as if every centimeter of her was melting at the words. To most extents, Raena’s confession was true, and she was relieved that she didn’t have to lie.

“Oh, Rowan,” Aven whispered, “cursed almighties, you sweet, beautiful thing.”

“You aren’t upset with me?”

Aven sighed. “Of course I am not upset with you. I am proud of you. I am...I am thankful that it matters enough to you, that you desire to treat me with so much consideration.”

Raena smiled, relief flooding through her. She had nothing more to say, so she pressed small, grateful kisses to Aven’s jaw.

“But may I stay, and just kiss you, for a while longer?” Aven asked, her voice soft.

There was no way Raena would say no to that. She wanted nothing more, in all the sky and land and sea.

They did not kiss until sunrise, but nearly. By the time Aven did leave Raena’s room, they had time for no more than two hours of sleep before they would be woken by Hanford’s handmaids. Raena chose not to sleep at all, too giddy and excited. Instead, she sat on a bench near her window and thought.

She thought about what might happen, the next time. She tried to envision how Aven would react, if she pulled back Raena’s tunic, or slid her hands into Raena’s trousers. She tried to imagine the conversation, concentrating on words and reactions she had witnessed from Aven already. Every time, Raena found herself unable to anticipate anything except warmth, affection, and peacefulness from her Duchess. She had yet to see Aven be anything but calm and rational, even in the face of great emotional potential. Raena knew that it would be a shock, and Aven would no doubt be alarmed. Perhaps Aven would feel betrayed, and ask Raena to leave. That possibility seemed feasible enough. But would she call for Raena’s execution? Would she send Raena back to the Queen and reveal her as the traitorous Schinen daughter, guilty by association?

Raena didn’t think so.

And the longer her thoughts steeped and brewed, Raena felt more confident in her assessment. She knew Aven’s character was compassionate, and treasured others. She trusted that Aven would not want Raena killed, at the very least.

When the orange sun peeked over the rolling hills of Boenaerya outside, Raena began to dress for the day, resolved.

Raena had decided.

She would find the right moment, and reveal herself to Aven.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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AVEN’S SUMMER
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Hale Hanford was a reasonable man, and he agreed to the East Shore Union, as they were calling it. His condition was tentative, however, and he would not remain part of the union if all other duchies did not join. Aven was invigorated by his agreeance and wished not to waste any more time, so they traveled onward, north to House Deen.

Between Hanford and Deen was a well-used trade route, as the two duchies shared many resources and peasants. Aven’s party could use the road for this leg of their travel. The advantage was that they could all ride together, moving swiftly, with no concern for bandits and Ruvians. However, Aven was remiss that she was given no more time alone with Rowan on forested trails.

Every now and then, Rowan would cast her a flirtatious smirk, or a raise of the eyebrows, when no one else was paying attention. Other than stolen glances, most of the day they were joined in conversation by the others or rode in silence.

As they rode, she thought of him, and the things about him that were still unknown to her. There were things he did that puzzled her. Sometimes a sad hesitance passed over him, and she saw in his eyes that he was carrying something bigger. Aven had noticed his countenance changed most-often when they spoke about Zarana. It was as if mentioning the Queen unveiled brokenness from his spirit. She had hoped that by sharing a fraction of Zander’s abuse, it would encourage Rowan to do the same. But for whatever reason, he didn’t appear ready.

After stewing on this for a few hours of the ride, Aven resolved that she should make more effort to get to know his story. She had extended promises to him that he was safe in her care. Whatever dark secrets were in him, she wouldn’t betray that promise.

The sun set and there were still at least two hours of riding before they would reach Deen. Guon hung back to ride alongside Aven, suggesting what they ought to do.

“We can ride on, but we will have to huddle together to see with torches,” Guon said.

“Agreed,” Aven responded. “We shouldn’t stop now. Put the best men at the front who can discern well in the dark. They can lead the way to keep us moving quickly.”

Rowan overheard them and called over to interject. “I’m accustomed to the dark now, since keeping night’s watch. I can go to the front.”

Guon made an incredulous expression. “That’s not how eyes work, thickhead git.”

Rowan shrugged.

“Let him go to the front,” Aven muttered under her breath, “don’t badger him.”

Guon huffed. “He’s a knight, not a delicate flower.”

Aven glared, and Guon conceded. Guon was an observant man, but also discreet. Aven considered the possibility that he might sense what was brewing between her and Rowan, but she trusted him to consult her before speaking his thoughts aloud.

The party reached the outer gates of Deen within an hour’s time and was inside the keep shy of midnight. Deen’s guards separated them, leading Aven with the ladies-in-waiting, deeper into the center of the keep. She had been there before and was always disturbed by how thick and dark the structures were. The nobles lived almost as if buried within a labyrinth of heavy walls, nowhere near sunlight, and isolated from their subjects.

Once she had been shown her chambers, she asked the Deen guard to escort her back to speak with her knight.

“I have forgotten to consult with him on a private matter,” Aven said, purposefully vague.

The guard raised his eyebrow, but said nothing, leading her through the narrow corridors back out of the maze.

When they came to the heavy wood door of Rowan’s chamber, she tried to dismiss the guard.

“I’m sorry, Duchess,” the guard argued, “all outer rooms of the keep are dangerous. We do not leave nobles unattended.”

Aven scoffed. “How is your keep dangerous? We passed the curtain walls an hour ago. Surely, any invaders would be stopped long before they can penetrate your keep.”

The guard shook his head. “Nay, ‘tis not invaders we worry about. The subjects are restless and prone to seek an audience with the Duke. They rush in, at times, so it is best I stay with you.”

Aven was appalled, but she kept her sentiments to herself. “Behind this door is my knight. Down this corridor is my full entourage of guards and horsemen. I am certainly protected enough. Thank you, but you are dismissed.”

The guard pursed his lips in protest, then turned on his heel to comply.

As though he had been listening all along, Rowan pulled open the door. He was wearing a pleased grin and his full riding leathers still. Aven reconciled an inappropriate notion that she had hoped he would be more undressed. His room was illuminated by slivers of moonlight, as he was fortunate to be lodged at the edge of the keep, where tiny windows were possible.

“Sir Rowan,” she said, in case anyone could hear, “I need to speak with you regarding an urgent matter.”

Rowan’s smirk grew wider and he stepped back to allow her entry.

He’d barely managed to press closed the door before her lips were on his, devouring him with a hunger that had grown within her, rising, every moment of the day.

Though she was exhausted from sleeping no more than a few hours the night before, Aven couldn’t resist her need to repeat the experience. They lounged on his bed of hay and furs, kissing and whispering in the dark, until long past midnight. A few times he made her laugh, and she had to cushion her giggles into his shoulder, or else risk anyone hearing them.

She respected Rowan’s modest wishes and did not pressure him to undress or to escalate their reserved touches. But she wanted him to. She wanted him more than she could remember ever wanting anyone. Even—and she would never admit this to anyone—more than she remembered desiring her late husband, Eathon. But Rowan did not advance his respectful caresses of her, and she was left in-need when they parted ways, overcome by heavy eyelids. He’d redressed fully into his leathers only to walk her safely to her room. It was another morning of limited sleep, leaving her exhausted when the sun rose.

Unfortunately, Aven needed her wits, and her patience was limited by the lack of proper rest. Duke Claue Deen was a begrudging, paranoid man, and difficult to reason with.

The entire day was spent in debate. Anything Aven or Fitzduncan suggested was countered with reasons from Claue or his council why it couldn’t be done.

By the time of the evening meal, Aven was weary and impatient. She found herself tempted to storm away from House Deen, leaving stubborn Claue for good. If only his agreeance to the union didn’t also secure Hanford’s.

"Duchess,” Claue said, when evening wine had been poured, “there are several families who plan to leave my duchy and seek to join the courts of Candor. These are affluent families. Families who can protect us against upcoming conflict, or at least provide the coin to fund an army. If I align with Prince Zander, those families may stay. The union you propose gives them no such assurances."

Aven placed her fingertips to the bridge of her nose, leaning sideways into the angular wooden chair. "Right, yes. But it is your responsibility as duke to stop lawlessness and robbery within your own keep. No alliance is going to change that. It’s not relevant to this union."

"It's all about perception," Sha, the Deen's councilor of battle spoke, "if you think you have it under control but they don't think you do, it won't matter. You have to make them think you have it. You have to convince everyone that the solution to the problem has been found, so they will believe it. If we believe it, they all will."

“Sha, help me understand. You are saying that allying with Candor will stop the crime? Or it will only make your affluent nobles believe you have stopped the crime?” Aven narrowed her eyes in his direction as she spoke.

“Well, yes—”

“Which is it?” Aven snapped. “Is it perception, or truth? Deceiving your people is not sustainable.”

Claue looked as if he were about to burst with venom when Guon and Rowan rushed into the room and all heads turned toward the disruption. Aven’s spirits lifted to see them, but she realized the panicked expressions they wore, and sensed this was not a joyful interruption.

“Pardon us,” Guon said, dipping his chin in respect. “My lady, gentlemen, there was a bit of a brawl in the market. I am afraid a few of our men were injured.”

“How badly?” Aven asked, rising from her seat.

“The healer is with them. They are small wounds. I do not expect they will need anything more than salves and rest.”

“Who was at fault?” Claue barked.

Guon and Rowan exchanged a reserved glance.

Rowan spoke, “They were attacked, my lord. Thieves came out of the shadow and grabbed for their purses. Guon was there, he knocked one unconscious, and they drug him to the gaol.”

Aven wasted no time to gather her fur wrap and shawl from the chair beside her. “Who else was hurt?”

Rowan squeezed the pads of his hands and flashed a pleading look at Guon.

“It’s little Rudge,” Guon confessed with a heavy breath. “He’s alright, though—”

“Take me to him,” Aven insisted. She moved toward them and gestured to the door.

Rowan gave a nod and obeyed without a word.

“Our apologies, my lord,” Fitzduncan addressed Duke Claue as he also stood from the great table, “we shall return with the Duchess shortly.”

Claue shook his head, “No need. We may finish for the evening. I am sorry that this has happened in our streets. I will ensure the thieves are dealt with, and the story of their punishment will be spread as a warning.”

Fitzduncan grimaced, then bowed, and as he joined Aven, they rushed into the hall and down the corridors.

Rowan reached out and took the fur that was slipping through Aven’s grip. She muttered her thanks, and he hummed in acknowledgment but avoided looking her in the eye. He draped the cumbersome fur around his back, tucking it away from his neck into a roll, then quickened his pace to lead toward the outer quarters. The windowless corridors and torches made for an ominous passage of shadows leading ahead. Aven shuddered and pulled the shawl over her bare shoulders as they rounded a corner, earning Rowan’s attention. Even in the dim light from the flames, she could make out his pale eyes dipping to her hands, holding the shawl at her chest. She raised one eyebrow in his direction, waiting, until his eyes wandered upward once again. He jolted at her stare, turning his face away, but not before his blush began to creep through his cheeks.

“Here he is,” Guon gestured to a closed door. “Should be resting in there. If you don’t mind, I will seek the healer myself.”

Aven inspected his body for signs of injury, realizing she had missed a brown patch on the side of his tunic, wet with blood.

“Of course,” Aven acknowledged, whispering.

Guon took his leave while Fitzduncan prodded open the door. It opened to a dark bedroom with a lone candle near the bedside.

Aven entered alone, the men staying behind. She gave her eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light, listening for Rudge’s breathing. He was a sweet, handsome boy; she had to remind herself that he was nearly a man now. Though in the bed, wounded and fast-asleep, he looked more like a baby than ever. His bandages were placed around his shoulders, and his face showed no tension or fear.

Aven took care to walk gracefully out of the room again, not to awaken Rudge. Rowan and Fitzduncan were waiting with worried eyes.

“How many wounds does he have?” she whispered, pulling the door to close behind her.

Rowan tilted his head. “Maybe seven. Only two with much depth, they said the bandit stabbed him twice but couldn’t get his dagger in again. Rudge fought him well, I hear.”

Aven closed her eyes and let go of a hard breath. “From now on, we all stay together. All of us. You will attend the meetings with me in the council chambers tomorrow. It is no wonder that Claue and his family never go anywhere except the deep center of their own keep.”

Fitzduncan nodded in agreement, but Rowan only grunted, a short sound of contemplation.

“Sir Rowan, speak your mind then,” Aven urged.

“Aye, well, it’s only that it seems the problem and the symptoms are connected, don’t you agree? The royalty all stays hidden up inside, and they don’t lead anyone. The people in the streets aren’t certain what to do or what to expect, so they do whatever they please. They have only each other to fear, but no one to tell them how to live any better.”

Fitzduncan glanced up and down the hallway, then gestured to the two of them to step into a dark, open room. He squeaked when he whispered, “Are you suggesting that we try to become visible in their streets to send a message?”

Rowan waved his hands, “No, no. Calm down. We wouldn’t bring any sort of peace to them, we are outsiders. I think the point must be made to Claue and his family, that their lack of leadership is the problem. They need to show the people of the duchy that they are strong. They need to be present in the everyday moments. Like you are, my lady.”

“Thank you, but not everyone must lead the way that I do. Or, not everyone should. There are many ways to be present. It seems Claue is right to be wary of leaving the keep when dangerous thieves would readily attack anyone who appears to have coin in their purse.”

“It’s two different worlds, here,” Rowan insisted. “One world inside this keep, where it is a silent fortress. One world outside these walls, where it is wild, true madness. There is no shred of House Deen to be found in the duchy. You might as well let all the rest of their people loose to live with the Ruvians.”

Fitzduncan grumbled, “Surely we can’t expect any meaningful union from a ruler who can’t align his own people.”

Aven set her jaw, “We have to try, gentlemen. Claue has made it clear he wants Zander’s alliance, and he will jump at the chance. We must find something that matters to him, more than that. Everyone can be convinced if you find the right motivator.”

Rowan huffed and tugged at the furs around his neck. “Yes, but Duchess, Fitzduncan is right. Their army is made up of subjects, from outside the walls of the keep. Half the subjects are lawless, as we saw today. It stands to reason that probably half their army are wild scoundrels or drunks, or worse. I wouldn’t expect them to get out of bed if Claue asked for it, they definitely won’t fight for him. He has little to offer his own people, and that means he has nothing to offer to Colby.”

“Be that as it may,” Aven whispered, “a union with Deen is a formality. What they offer us is political, not physical. If we cannot convince Claue Deen, we risk losing Hanford, and maybe lose O’Piers. If I had endless time to discuss this, I would. But I will not give up on this.”

“But what about the people of Deen?” Rowan insisted. “You are leaving them no better off. If you force Claue Deen to make changes, we gain more than an ally. You can help his people, too. You can fix this place.”

“I don’t have time for that,” Aven snapped.

Rowan frowned. Aven could read his expression; he was disappointed. She knew his boldness was a result of the blooming connection between them, and he was still entitled to his opinion. He stared, brows furrowed at her, as if waiting for her to concede.

She did not.

Fitzduncan watched the exchange between the two of them, observing their amplified but wordless exchange. Aven hoped he might come to the conclusion that Rowan was hotheaded, or perhaps unusually upset at seeing Rudge injured.

Aven was unable to tolerate the silence. “I can’t help everyone.”

“You can find a way,” Rowan said. “You are not a coward as he is. Don’t pretend that you don’t care for every one of those poor souls out in that street. Don’t tell yourself that you don’t want to help them, just because you aren’t sure if you can. Because I know you can.”

“There are thousands of people in this duchy. Changing them to trust in their leader will take years, maybe a lifetime.”

“It will,” he fired back without pause. “But that doesn’t mean you should never start. There is a way to break through to Claue, and you will find it. Even if it starts now, and takes years to complete, you can see it through. I know you will, because I know you are seeing here what we both understand; the people on these streets are just like the people of Candor.”

Anger flashed in Rowan’s eyes as he spoke, and Aven was sure that the same look was mirrored on her own face. She nodded, soaking in the implication that Rowan had laid out for her to unravel.

After a moment, Aven looked to Fitzduncan, who appeared frustrated and confused all at once. She stepped out of the room and back into the hallway, both men accompanying her. Aven cast a glance beyond him to see down the hallway, eyeing the door to Rowan’s guest room. Rowan followed her gaze and turned his head to see where her attention was fixated.

“Fitzduncan,” Aven addressed him with a terse smile, “do you mind going to Duke Claue and informing him that I wish to resume our discussions, first thing in the morning?”

Fitzduncan flinched. “Aye, I can...but he knows that, Aven.”

Aven shook her head, “I cannot remember what was said, I was so upset about Rudge. Please, make sure he understands, and convey to him that I will be bringing everyone from my party to participate in the discussion. Even my handmaids.”

“Aye,” Fitzduncan muttered. There was a pause of skepticism, and the weight of his wonderings hung in the air, but he didn’t question Aven further. Instead, he muttered a terse farewell to them both and proceeded away through the corridor.

Rowan’s attention was fixed on the floor where he nudged at the edge of a stone tile with his boot.

Aven tried to catch Rowan’s eye, stepping closer toward him. “May I speak with you, alone?”

The premise was vague, as they were already alone, and Rowan's expression remained unreadable.

"Aye, of course. I'm always at your disposal," he mumbled.

"Good. After you,” she gestured toward his door.

If Rowan knew what she was implying, he gave no indication. She felt her cheeks threaten to flush as they walked through the hall, side-by-side, Rowan staying quiet all along. When she reached his door, Aven felt hesitant. Perhaps he was too angry with her now. Perhaps he was so disappointed in her, his desire for her had been squashed. She feared rejection, so she looked up, searching for hints of his demeanor.

Rowan was indeed stoic, but not angry. Under the surface, deep in his blue eyes, she recognized the glint of his desire for her; challenging, and familiar.

She pushed open the door and stepped inside, Rowan following closely. It was dark in the room and she realized he had left no candles or fire. As the door shut behind them, the room was enveloped with darkness.

"Can you please fetch the—" Aven began to ask, but was silenced by the sudden, urgent press of lips to her own. She let out a surprised squeak at the contact.

Rowan was everywhere at once.

His kisses were passionate flurries against her lips, as if he'd been starving for them since the moment they last separated. His arms wrapped around her, his hands on her back. He held her tightly against him, the length of their bodies connected everywhere. Aven found her hands had rested on his chest without deliberation.

Aven tried to match the pace and the passion, attempting to return each kiss with equal intention, but it was useless. He was leading with strength in his energy. She let go. She surrendered to him.

The second she allowed it Rowan took control. He had a purpose in every touch and every kiss. He had a goal.

They had kissed now, hundreds or thousands of times. They had kissed for hours on end. In none of those moments had Rowan shown such unrestrained passion and lust for her. It was as if she was with a different man than the previous nights’ encounters.

He grabbed the shawl from her shoulders and threw it elsewhere. His hands returned to her body and teased at the laced threads across her back, loosening her dress. She felt her breasts relax without the pressure of the restricting garment. Rowan's mouth dropped to her chin; her jaw; her chest.

His kisses were open-mouthed and full of hot breath. She knew she had allowed encouraging moans to escape her throat, more than once, but then he groaned into her neck. The sound was deep and it sent a shiver through her.

"Forgive me," he whispered against the pulse beneath her jaw.

Aven could hardly speak, but she managed, "Whatever for?"

"Losing control."

"Oh, yes, it’s terrible," Aven slid her hands into his hair, teasing it with her fingertips. "I suppose I can forgive you if you don't stop now."

Rowan dropped down and set his arm behind her knees, sweeping her up in a fluid motion as if she weighed nothing. Aven bit back a squeal, as she was helpless in his arms in pure darkness. She clung to his shoulders as he carried her forward.

Rowan held her easily and laid her down on top of a generous pile of furs. She sunk further into the bedding when his weight settled on top of her and he kissed her once again. Aven's hands caressed his face and his neck. She could sense his hesitance returning, the same tense restraint he’d exhibited the other nights. She wanted to chase that fear back out of him and keep this new, invigorated Rowan.

Aven wrapped her fingers around the back of his neck and prodded his lips open with her own. When he obliged, she dipped her tongue past his lips, exploring his mouth.

Rowan groaned again in pleasure, and his hips rocked forward, against Aven's. She opened her thighs further to allow him in, just as he opened his mouth for her. She felt the hint of him through his trousers and her dress, making her ache for the rest. But when Aven pressed her hips harder against his, she found a distinct, soft lack of substance. She knew what a man should feel like, and he did, but only as if he had no arousal at all.

Separating their mouths, she searched for his pale blue eyes in the dark.

"Rowan," a soft command.

His lidded eyes were filled with desire, and he whispered through heavy breaths. "Yes?"

"Are you...are you afraid? It’s all right," she glanced downward, indicating her reason for asking. Her fingers stroked calming patterns on his neck.

Rowan bit his lip. "Aye. I do want this. I do want you. I’m sorry that I haven’t—”

“Please do not apologize,” Aven interjected, “you have nothing to apologize for. I enjoy kissing you. I do. I am not trying to push you to go any further, I promise. You could just kiss me, all of the nights, and I wouldn’t be upset with you.”

“Really? You would never grow frustrated?”

“Well,” Aven blushed, “I am frustrated, yes. I want more, and I am starting to feel...uncomfortably dissatisfied. But that doesn’t make me angry. It only means that I want more of you.”

“Hmm,” Rowan muttered. He was quiet for a moment, seeming to contemplate this information.

Aven broke the silence, “I just wonder if there is something I can do, to reassure you? Is there some way I can help you be more comfortable?”

“I think so,” Rowan whispered, “I’ve thought about something I’d prefer, a little. Before tonight.”

“Please, do tell me.”

His eyes traced the curves of her body down before he gained the courage to say his thoughts aloud, “Would it be alright...would it be alright, if I please you with my clothes on?"

"That feels greatly unfair. I can wait until you are ready. I promise."

“But, you are ready, aren’t you?” Rowan asked.

“Yes,” Aven said without hesitation.

“Then why should you have to wait?” Rowan whispered, dipping down to kiss her neck. His lips wandered lower until they were at the beginning of her breast, testing the fabric of her dress, pushing it down to forge his path.

Aven wanted to protest and insist that they be equals, but she knew she needed his offer far too desperately to take a moral high ground. She betrayed her convictions, moaning in encouragement.

"I am ready for one thing," Rowan said against her skin, his head traveling lower. "I'm ready to serve you. I'm ready to make you my queen in this chamber. I’m ready to learn what you need and give it to you until you’re sated. I've been ready to touch you since the moment I saw your eyes in the arena."

Giving in to her desire was as easy as whispering his name, and guiding him to where she needed his attention, and he responded with an insatiable hunger for her.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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When Aven woke in the morning it was to the crackle of a fresh fire. She always woke when handmaids came in to warm and prep the room, especially in guests’ quarters, but it seemed she had slept through their bustling. The room was still cold, dim, and damp from moisture trapped in the stone and lack of natural light.

She pulled the furs over her naked body up to her chin, then covered her reddening face with her hands. She caught the scent of lyrewood and leather all around her. It was the scent of Rowan, and it covered her flesh, evidence of what they had done for hours the night before.

Aven smiled, shaking her head a few times muting a giggle with the blankets. One thing was certain, she was no longer uncomfortably dissatisfied. He had made certain of that; many times in his chamber and then sneaking into hers where he made certain of it, again.

She wiped the dust of sleep from her eyes, rubbing at her cheeks through a yawn. Realizing how late the hour could be and that Claue may be waiting, she rose from the bed to dress with haste.

“Duchess?” the familiar voice of Fitzduncan called from outside her room.

Aven yanked a fur from the bed to cover her nude body, “I’m not dressed!” she shouted back.

“My apologies, Aven,” he said, his voice coming from the boudoir. “I won’t come in. I came to tell you that a messenger has come with news this morning. Would you like to hear it now? Or I can wait outside until you are ready.”

“Go ahead, just...stay out there, please?” she grabbed for a suitable dress, grey and brown, with long sleeves to cover her in the frigid chambers of the keep. She avoided the archway and moved to the other side of her bed to don her undergarments.

“All right, then,” Fitzduncan grumbled. “The message is quite delayed, as it was on its way to House Colby, but intercepted by the Deen messengers. I think it prudent to point out that I don’t trust the origins.”

“That’s fine, Duncan, please proceed.”

“The Prince of Candor has left his castle as he promised he would, and he makes his way toward East Shore with an impressive entourage. He moves slow, with many of his guards and knights and kingsmen on display. He has stopped in the Western Founts, or at least, he was stopped there several days ago. By this time, he may already be much closer.”

Aven dropped the dress she was holding and as she went to grab for it, she knocked several unlit candles from the nightstand. There was a clatter when she scrambled for them.

“Are you alright in there, Aven?”

“Yes. Yes. I am fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Please don’t speculate, tell me the rest of the message.”

“Very well. The message said he was staying in the Western Founts until he resolves the issue of finding a bride. Then he will continue on. The message said he seeks to convince the houses of East Shore to align with him, as we expected. Once he has done so, he stated he plans to go on to House Colby, to strategize your defenses against Ediva.”

Aven stood beside the bed, wearing her dress, but the back still untied. She held her fingertips to her mouth and stared into the bedding and blankets as if they would speak wisdom into her. Her hazel eyes were bleak and the color drained from her face.

“Aven? Can you still hear me?”

“Yes,” she muttered back, then raised her voice. “Yes, I heard you.”

“Alright, should I call for your handmaidens?”

“No,” Aven replied, “tell them I want to be alone.”

“Aye, I will.”

Aven blew out a long breath through her teeth, then jolted. “Wait! Fitzduncan?”

“Yes?” 

“Can you please send me Sir Rowan? I wish to speak with him about the Western Founts.”

There was an odd pause but then a muttered, “Alright, my lady.”

Aven lit a wick from the fire and set to work lighting candles, though her hands shook with a severity that belabored the task. She then remembered her dress was untied, and reached for it, but couldn't manage to calm her hands enough to pull the ribbons tight. She returned to the candles, placing some at her bedside, some at the reading desk, before moving them once more.

"Aven, did you send for me?" Rowan's voice called from the boudoir.

She dropped a candle on the desk, knocking over a cup and a stag-shaped stand for jewelry. She patted at the wood but the flame was extinguished in the fall.

There was a cough from the doorway, and she turned to see Rowan, standing casually with his hands behind his back. It appeared that he had bathed since the night before, his crop of blonde hair was fluffy, and there was a dull line on his cheek from sleep. He was fully dressed, however, in a loose muslin undershirt and deerskin pants.

"I did," she replied, shrugging at the mess of objects she had scattered over the desk and floor.

"You wanted me to come help you clean?" Rowan asked, a spark of amusement in his periwinkle eyes. His steps toward her accentuated his words. "And you need me to tie your dress, apparently? Am I to be your new lady-in-waiting?"

Aven tried to laugh but instead choked on the building water in her throat. She stared down at her hands, fixating on her fingers gripping the edge of the knotted wood.

She felt Rowan's body closing in more than she saw it, and then his breath was warm against her back. Delicately, his hands gathered at the material there, pulling the ribbons as if they were foreign and fragile. It was nowhere near tight enough to hold her bosom in place, but she said nothing to correct him. He ministrated at the ties, pulling them one way, then another, finally settling on a knot of sorts.

"Thank you," Aven whispered, holding herself steady with flexed arms.

"Am I the reason you seem wounded this morning? If you regret last night, don't worry, I can forget it ever happened if I must."

She shook her head and a broken gasp escaped her, involuntarily. She covered her mouth with one hand. "No. No, stupid boy."

"Excuse me, Duchess. I'll have you know I'm simple and ignorant, at best."

A garbled laugh escaped Aven and she turned, finally meeting his eyes in earnest. Her tears had begun to fall and she wiped a few away from her cheeks, then stepped forward to bury her face in Rowan's shoulder. His arms enveloped her, the strength of his broad shoulders and ample biceps were a welcome comfort. Tension cascaded out of Aven with each exhale.

"I'm sorry. I’m upset and afraid but...I don’t know why I am crying like this. I assure you, I’m not so fragile," Aven whimpered.

"It’s all right, Aven. Everyone cries. Did something happen?" Rowan whispered into her tussled, raven hair.

"Prince Zander has left Candeo. He is traveling here, with an entourage. They said he stopped in the Western Founts, I believe he could be there with Lord Sylas."

Aven felt Rowan's body go rigid at the mention of the Prince.

She waited in silence, then continued. "I don’t know where he will go next, but I suspect Hanford. There is a chance he is already there."

Rowan stepped back and held Aven by the shoulders. He searched her face as though he were investigating her eyes for an answer. She sniffled, returning his gaze with resignation in the place of curious energy.

"Tell me what you need," Rowan offered. "What can I do? No request is too much for me."

She should have needed to consider her options, but she knew exactly what needed to be done. "How quickly can you ride alone to the Founts?"

His hands slid down her arms and dropped to his sides. "Maybe three days. If I'm on a fresh horse, and the pass is dry? Maybe less."

Aven nodded and set her jaw with resolve, the tears now stopped and all evidence of her momentary crying wiped away.

"If that is where you need me, I will go," Rowan said.

"Your people will hide you, when you arrive? They won’t let Zander know you are in the keep?"

"Of course,” Rowan nodded. “There is no place safer.”

"Good. Then you can begin your ride tomorrow.”

Aven stepped away from him and began to pace through her chamber, rubbing her palms together.

Rowan gave her a moment to think, before interjecting with a question. “Aven, am I to understand what you intend for me to do, when I find the Prince?”

“What is it you believe that is.”

Rowan moved so close to her that she could feel his breath on her cheek when he whispered his answer. “Kill him.”

Aven gasped and stepped away. “Almighties burn your tongue!”

“I...” Rowan trailed off, his face contorting into an apologetic, confused expression.

“No, Rowan,” Aven exclaimed with a whisper. “I might despise him, but I have no interest in a war, and I certainly have no wish to see you executed!”

Oddly, something in Rowan’s countenance conveyed that he wasn’t opposed to the idea, or at least, wasn’t surprised at the consequences.

Aven chose to ignore it. “I want you to find where he is, then come back and warn me how much time we have to finish the negotiations. Travel on higher ground, above the roads if you can, so you can spot him far ahead. If you find he’s left the Founts, return to find me. You will have the advantage of speed. And if his party is as large as they describe, they will probably be loud and cumbersome. I know you'll find them easily."

Rowan dipped his head. "I will find him. I won't disappoint you."

Aven bit her lip to keep from bursting as a flash of memory appeared in her thoughts. "Of course you won't. You didn’t disappoint me last night.”

His eyes widened in surprise, then he gave an arrogant smirk. Rowan leaned in, leaving a hair’s width of space between their lips, torturing her with the closeness unfulfilled. He would be bold to kiss her where anyone may walk in and see them.

"Then can I also not disappoint you tonight?" Rowan whispered against the corner of her mouth.

She stepped back, though she didn’t want to, glancing toward the boudoir. “The handmaidens may come in, at any moment.”

“Mmm, but you didn’t answer my question.”

"You should already know.”

"I still want to hear you ask," Rowan smirked.

“Yes,” Aven said with a coy smile. “But now you’d better go, and prepare for your journey tomorrow. You will have to leave early and reach the gate before dawn. The forests are treacherous with Ruvians, but not when you near the Calam foothills.”

“Aye, I’ll pack my things, and I will send the messenger. What else can I do for you, today?”

Aven thought of a lewd answer, but bit her tongue. “Please look after young Rudge, and come along to any of my meetings with the Duke Claue, when you have time. I’d welcome your insight in the chamber.”

Rowan nodded with a half-smile before he leaned down. Gingerly, he cupped her face with his hand and delivered a warm, full kiss to her lips. Aven responded eagerly, pressing back, wishing it were already nightfall when he would take her again. But he stopped the second kiss, smiling, and they broke apart. Her body felt cold from the absence of him.

Rowan gave a quick, arrogant bow before retreating through the doorway, a proud bounce to his step.

Aven stayed in her room for nearly an hour, collecting herself for the day, ignoring the knowledge that she still had to speak with Duke Claue. She had to tie her dress properly, though she was so tempted to leave it loose, just for the memory of his silly, inexperienced attempt.

When she finally emerged, she was confident that the telltale beaming cheeks and glow of her joyful night had drained from her face. The last thing she wanted to do was wander into a grim discussion with the appearance of a woman fresh from a lover’s embrace. She had to keep reminding herself of Zander and his incoming troupe, which gave her a stoic expression.

When she did go to speak with Duke Claue, the room was filled with councilors and all of her party, save for Rowan, and injured Rudge.

"Duke Claue, thank you for your patience," Aven began as she took a seat at the great table.

“Of course, are we ready to resume?” Claue asked.

Aven frowned, "Before we can return to our discussions, I do think it prudent to tell you that I've received word Prince Zander himself is on his way to East Shore, this morning. I expect him to be at least as far as the Western Founts. He may be as close as a day's ride, but as far out as a fortnight."

The councilors glanced at one another, shared expressions of intrigue crossing their faces.

"Is he expected to visit here?" Claue asked.

Aven clenched her jaw. "Yes, he plans to visit all the duchies, though I'm not sure in what order. It may be several weeks."

"I see. I will need a lesson from you on how to receive a prince of Candor. I'm afraid we are not familiar with all the customs and the proper forums to give."

"Of course," Aven said, "I will happily prepare you for his visit."

Claue nodded with a satisfied smile.

There was a pause while Aven collected her thoughts into a tactful way to present them. “Duke, I do wish to make it clear that Zander may be seeking an alliance with you. If you enter into this union with us, he will likely ask you a break it and be under Candorian rule.”

“I see,” Claue muttered, “well, to be honest with you, he can offer me much more in an alliance. I told you as much yesterday. I appreciate what you bring to me, but I cannot see the value.”

Aven forced a smile. She folded her fingers to keep from fidgeting. "I’d like to bring a few things to your attention then, if it’s open for discussion.”

“It is.”

“Thank you,” Aven said. “Aligning with Candor has not been a reasonable solution for Colby. We have requested armies for the past three spring seasons, and received one knight. We have paid taxes in raw quorillium, as well as exported crops, and sent laborers to assist Candeo in salt flats. While the alliance may seem to hold weight, the promises from the black crown have been hollow. I have no reason to trust that Prince Zander will honor any of the agreements you establish.”

“Yes,” Claue nodded. “But we have plenty of laborers and resources to share. It wouldn’t affect us to send our peasants or quorillium.”

Aven had anticipated that response. “Councilor Fitzduncan, how much quorillium did we send to Candor?”

“We send enough for a thousand men, every year,” Fitzduncan replied.

“And how many laborers have we sent?”

Fitzduncan gave it a moment of thought. “Near four thousand.”

Aven gave Claue a pointed look. “If he hadn’t wasted our efforts on Candor, we could have trained three or four thousand men, and equipped a thousand of them with quorillium weapons. Our army would be large enough to dissuade Ediva then. But instead, we tossed our goals aside with hopes and promises that the black crown never fulfilled.”

“Maybe,” Claue said, “but you have different problems in Colby. You don’t have unruly people, like I do.”

Aven leaned forward, narrowing her eyes at him. “I have given your problems with criminals much consideration. I do have a solution to offer you, and I have many more. You see, I am interested in the long-term preservation of Deen, under your rule. I am interested in the stability and security of your duchy, so that both our duchies may prosper and grow. Prince Zander has no such interests in you, or your noble House. His goal is to find what you can give him, and take it from you. When he has had enough, he will move on.”

Duke Claue rubbed at his lips, his expression stoic.

“I won’t abandon you,” Aven continued. “I will send my most persuasive men here to speak on your behalf, addressing your people. I will send my guards to train your warriors, and teach them how to train others. I will even offer to take your worst serfs and peasants. They can come to Colby and I will welcome them to farm for us. And for every lawless peasant who you send to Colby, I will repay you, with a hardworking and honorable serf.”

Claue guffawed. "You will take my lawless? Believe me, Duchess, you’ll have no need for them except to throw them off your cliffs."

“Perhaps,” Aven said, “it will be difficult to change them. But I have learned that people’s hearts can change when you give them liberty, security, and love. We are one land, so we will rely on each other. Can you not trust a house of East Shore more than any crown of Candor?”

“I suppose.”

Aven nodded. “There will be terms, of course. We will ask that you do your part to make your duchy more welcoming to the serfs. Especially those who we send. They are accustomed to having audience with the council and nobles. They expect their grievances to be heard.”

“I’ll hear your people,” Claue scoffed, “but I have given up on the useless peasants in my duchy. None of them ever stop complaining. It’s madness.”

Aven bit back the retort she had at the edge of her tongue. “I do request that you give your people an opportunity to take positions of valor. Give them a Knight’s Trial to prove themselves.”

Claue shook his head with fervor, but Aven held up her hand to stop him.

“If you are unwilling to offer them knighthood, extend another position. Guard, or soldier, perhaps. The goal is to show your people that they have choices. They have hope. If your street urchins are pickpockets, it's because they believe they won't have an opportunity to be anything more than a pickpocket. Once they see there are chances to become more, they will start aspiring for that. You will give them a purpose, and they will love you."

Claue had stopped laughing, but his face was still twisted with skepticism.

"Or I will be giving the criminals a chance to organize within my army's ranks and destroy it from the inside."

"Or giving them a chance to prove they have value. Would you be in a worse position than you are already?"

Claue shifted. "Tell me your other ideas. How would they be done?"

For the remainder of the day, Aven detailed the strategies she had used in her own duchy to draw her people together. She had plans, in specific steps, that she shared for the Duke and his councilors. Together, they developed ideas. Many of the concepts Aven had were rejected, but she kept giving Claue more to work with, until he saw a piece that he could visualize executing. It was slow, like grinding grain for bread, but progress was made. Aven was starting to feel hope, and knew they had crossed a turning point. By the time they convened for the day, she knew she was close to her negotiation goal.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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After they were served an evening meal in the chambers, Aven began to anticipate the evening ahead of her, with Rowan. She had not forgotten the way his body had felt on her, and the bliss she had experienced under his warm fingertips. At any lull in the day, she found her mind drifting back to it, and she had to purposefully remind herself not to become distracted. She was pleased that she would have one more night with him, and she dreaded to think of the implications of where he would go tomorrow.

When the sun had set, Aven rushed to end the discussion with Duke Claue, claiming that her meal had not settled well. Aside from being eager to meet Rowan, she also had complete faith that their discussions were at a tipping point, and would no longer be productive past sunset.

When she was excused from the chamber, Guon followed her into the corridors. She didn’t ask what he wanted to speak about, instead waiting until they were around a few corners and in a place that appeared private. Aven stepped into a corner, a shadow falling around her.

“Is there something on your mind, Guon?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

Guon gave a slight nod. “I’m hoping it’s alright if we speak about a matter, yes.”

Aven felt her stomach clench, but she tried to remind herself she had nothing to fear from a guard, even if he was a man she held in high regard.

Her silence invited him to continue.

“I am concerned for you,” Guon said, “I care for you a great deal. I am also concerned...for the Colby’s. There are a lot of worries on my mind, but I assure you, they are in your best interest.”

Aven clenched her jaw. “What is your concern for the Colby’s?”

He frowned, “Please do not take offense to this, Aven. Our duchy has been able to accept you, even though you are an outsider. We can see that you were barely a girl when you became part of our land. But if both the Duke and Duchess were foreigners? After what Candor has done. I am afraid you will not be able to stay here if you marry Rowan.”

Aven laughed aloud before she could stop herself. “Marriage? Bane of curses, Guon. Marriage is not...no.”

Guon shrugged, “You might not be thinking of it, but I am. It’s my job to look ahead and see what’s coming. I was a young man, once. I can see it in his eyes, even if they are weird and pale, he is in love with you, and that will not fade unless his heart is shattered.”

Aven felt warmth rushing to her cheeks.

“And,” Guon continued, “I see how fond you are of him as well. But what if he wants to marry a true-born noblewoman? Candorian men care a great deal about that sort of thing.”

“He doesn’t,” Aven mumbled.

“He may be a good man, but he will do what he knows. I only see this ending in tragedy, for the both of you. And although I tolerate him, I actually love you. So if you are hurt, I’ll gladly cut off his ballocks and drain them into his nostrils.”

“That’s...a horrible thing to say.”

Guon nodded, “Yes, it would be awful for him, I’m sure of it.”

With a heavy sigh, Aven reached out and brushed both her hands down Guon’s muscular arms. “Thank you, for looking out for me. And thank you for loving me. I understand what you’re saying and...I suppose I haven’t let myself consider it.”

“Aye,” Guon’s eyes fell, “you know you can be with him. You can be with him and no one would ever hold it against you. But if you did, you couldn’t stay our duchess. And that is where I believe you belong, more than anywhere.”

Aven nodded, pursing her lips with conviction.

“My lady,” Fitzduncan called out, appearing from the direction of the council chamber, “I was coming to find you. We received word back from our messenger.”

Aven and Guon stepped out of the shadowed alcove and into the candlelight.

“Very well,” Aven said. “What is the news?"

Fitzduncan clasped his hands, struggling to catch his breath. "Prince Zander sent word to the Queen from the Western Founts. He added Lady Islabell of Hawk’s Keep to his entourage. He plans to marry her the moment his tour of East Shore is complete.”

"I see. Do we know if he has yet left the Founts?”

Fitzduncan shook his head, “That was not revealed, but he could be as far as Hanford.”

Aven nodded, holding her tongue. "Thank you for the message."

"Is there anything else, my lady?"

"No, thank you. That'll be all. I am retiring to my chambers, and I am very tired from the day. I am not to be disturbed unless it is a certain emergency."

Fitzduncan gave a farewell, but Guon paused to raise a skeptical eyebrow, staring her down.

"Good evening, gentlemen," Aven said firmly.

She tried to keep from rushing through the halls, her anxiety to be in her chambers was demanding. She wondered if Sir Rowan would be there, waiting. As she entered and saw that it was pitch black in her boudoir, her heart sunk with moderate disappointment.

Aven lit the candles and sconces in her room and went to the mirror to begin brushing out her thick, black hair.

When she heard the brush of the door over the stone, she jolted and dropped her brush with a clatter.

“So sorry to startle you, my lady,” Rowan whispered, sliding the door shut behind him. “I was doing my best to stay quiet.”

Aven grinned and rushed across the room as if escaping from a fire behind her, falling into his arms. She kissed him hungrily, as though she possessed ownership of his lips. As they crushed together, she reflected on how new and exciting, yet familiar and comforting his kiss felt, all at once.

Rowan’s returned affection was gentle and cautious. His hands politely rested on Aven’s hips, holding her steady and flush against him. He lacked the fervor he’d displayed the previous night, but his tenderness was every bit as passionate. They stayed like this, exchanging unspoken confessions, for minutes.

Then Rowan pulled back, resting his forehead to hers and whispering, “I was remiss today, not to see you.”

Aven felt a flutter pass through her chest. “I felt the same. I kept looking to see if you were in the council chambers.”

She felt his smile against her skin. “I would have joined you, but I sat with Rudge and let him help with my planning. He is so astute. We rolled out every map and he showed me all the hills where I can watch for Prince Zander on the road. It will be a more delicate operation than I expected, I’m afraid, but I am up to the challenge now.”

She ran her hands over his tunic, feeling the muscles of his chest and shoulders. “Get into bed with me, and tell me.”

“Are you sure we’ll be able to talk, under those circumstances?”

“Are you implying that I cannot control my wild sexual desires for you?” she gasped in mock indignance. “Sir Rowan, how dare you. I am a proper lady and a duchess. I have nothing but complete prudence and self-control.”

He dipped his head to her neck, brushing his lips across the supple skin below her ear, trailing along her jaw. “My apologies. Of course, sweet lady. You will not be tempted by the idea of my touch. You would never lose yourself in the feeling of my mouth on your body, the way you did last night.”

“Of course I wouldn’t. That was...” she struggled to speak, stifling her moans, as his lips caressed her collarbone. “It was a fluke. I was enchanted. I have regained all my dignity.”

“Very well,” he grunted. “Let us speak, in bed, like two old and lifeless politicians.”

With a smile, Aven pulled the blankets and furs aside to give them space. She walked to the opposite side of the bed, pretending to ignore Rowan, but watching him in the corner of her eye. He had a pensive expression and he didn’t stop staring at her as he took a seat on the bed.

Aven reached behind her back and began to pull loose the ties of her dress, allowing it to fall. Rowan swallowed audibly.

“I thought you said we were going to talk?” he asked with a rasp to his voice.

“We are,” Aven smirked. “You don’t expect me to get into bed with all of this, do you? Laying on this dress would ruin it.”

Rowan’s eyes darkened. “You want me to suffer.”

“Of course I don’t,” Aven said, but her actions spoke otherwise. With both hands, she took hold of her bodice and pulled it down. She stared, challenging, straight into Rowan’s steeled blue eyes. His chest rose with the weight of his quickening breaths, but he gave no other reaction. He was skilled at remaining calm and not bearing his true emotional weakness, which she suspected she was teasing with great success.

She was bare, except for the modest layer of short pants she wore as an undergarment, though they were a summer weight and left nothing to the imagination. Leaving the pants, she climbed onto the mattress and reclined, still facing him. She pulled a blanket up over her naked chest, catching his gaze flicker there before returning to her face.

“There now,” Aven said, “you may focus on what you have to discuss with me. We will accomplish so much.”

He reclined to be her mirror image, propping his head up on his arm, and making a disgruntled face. “How am I to discuss anything with you, knowing you are this close and wearing almost nothing beneath this blanket?”

“Well, you shall have to concentrate very well.”

“And here your people believe you are such a benevolent leader of compassion. They must never know the truth, that you are a cruel, heartless woman, who tortures her subjects into terrible pain.”

Aven giggled, despite her effort to suppress it. She shifted closer until the blanket lay taut over the top of them, leaving a pocket of only air in the space between his body and hers. “The sooner you tell me what you needed to say, the sooner we will be done talking.”

Rowan bit his lip and pushed out a hard breath. “Aye. I wish I could remember.”

“You said it would be a delicate operation. Tell me the plan.”

“Aye, the plan,” Rowan said, looking toward the wall. “If he is in the Founts, I may hide easily. I know places I can listen to him, and watch him, without him ever detecting me. If he continues to Hanford, I will wait outside the curtain. I’ll tell the guards I am there and to send for Hale at night when everyone is asleep. If they don’t remember me, I had a good rapport with their master-of-arms, Brunus, and I will ask for him by name. Then they will come, and I will ask them to hide me.”

“I can see why this plan took the full day for you to craft,” Aven said, nodding in approval. “What will you do from inside Hanford?”

“Watch him. Hide and listen. When I find out what he has done, and what he will do, I’ll return to you as fast as lightning.”

“Good,” she reached out and cupped Rowan’s cheek, tilting his head until his eyes held hers. “If you sense he has discovered you, at any moment, you must escape. Even though you are a citizen of East Shore, and you have every right to be anywhere within its borders, he cannot be trusted.”

“He’s had his chances to kill me. He doesn’t care enough to want me dead.”

“No, not dead. He wouldn’t kill you,” Aven brushed her fingers through Rowan’s hair. “He would bring you back into his control, which is worse than death. He will find a way to use you up for his gain, the same way he has with...”

Rowan flinched at the near-mention of his dearest friend, but he blinked it away. “I understand. I will be cautious.”

Aven let her hand fall to his chest and she stroked her fingers along his collarbone, idly feeling the ridges of muscle through his tunic. “In addition to the union, and the friends you have made, we also have secret allies in House Hanford. You must not reveal their identities, but I will tell you who they are. If the worst happens, they will help you.”

“Mmm.” Rowan shifted, his eyelids fluttering.

“Can you remember their names, if I tell you now?”

He glanced down. The blanket had drifted south with their movement and was now draped lower on Aven’s ribs, revealing most of her breasts to his gaze.

“I...No. I will not remember anything except how beautiful and perfect you look,” he whispered.

“You poor, tortured soul,” Aven said. She clenched his tunic and pulled him toward her in a rough, abrupt move. “Very well, we will talk in the morning. Will that satisfy your distracting hunger?”

“I seem to lack self-control.”

“You do. Fortunately, I like that flaw of yours, quite a great deal.”

Rowan responded in full, taking the touches he wanted. His hands moved to her sides, beneath the blanket, roaming over her skin with enthusiasm. As he tried to close the gap between their lips, Aven turned her face.

“Tell me,” she said to his ear, “will you let me touch you, tonight?”

He sighed. “Let me learn your body, in every way. When I have memorized it, and I am a master of pleasing you, then—”

“But that is not what I want,” Aven stated in a commanding tone.

He pulled her hips closer against his own, pressing against her with a steady, firm motion. The pressure elicited a moan from deep inside her chest, and she tipped her head back. The instant her neck was open and exposed to him, he took advantage, showering the tender skin with his eager kisses.

“You cannot distract me,” Aven said through another moan. In spite of her words, her body reacted with intent. She fumbled to grab his back, balling the fabric of his tunic in her fists.

Rowan rolled forward and in one motion he was over her, with Aven flat on her back beneath him. He braced himself, looking into her eyes with a soft, but unreadable expression.

“May I have this, first? The way I desire you?” he asked.

Aven hesitated, biting her lip. She slid her hands down his back and slipped them upward, stroking the skin of his lower back. She felt his muscles flex with tension he tried to hide, but was obvious. She wanted to question him, so she could wipe away his insecurity and reassure his worries.

“Rowan,” she whispered, “whatever it is, I am sure it is not as much as you have made it out to be, in your mind. You can trust me. I want to show you.”

“I’m not ready,” he replied, with sudden confidence.

“I... alright,” she moved her hands out of his tunic and felt him relax. “How can I help you to be ready?”

His eyebrows knotted at the question. “I don’t know, I’ve...I decided that I would do this and that I would be ready. But I find I am still scared. I didn’t expect this to happen so fast.”

Aven chuckled. “Neither did I. You are my knight. I am still a widow in mourning. Believe me, I never expected it, either. Yet you have wooed me in every possible way, and I cannot deny the way I desire to be closer to you. I know you must desire the same things. I can feel it, in the way you touch me, and I hear it in your sounds.” Cautiously, with the sweetest restraint, Aven opened her legs, wide enough for both of Rowan’s to slide between them. Wrapping her ankles around his thighs, she rocked upward, before he could create another gap between them.

He didn’t resist, but he lowered his head, groaning into her shoulder. “I...I want to. But if you see how I am, under these clothes, you may be very unhappy with me.”

“That can’t possibly be true.”

“Yes, I’m—it’s not what you’re expecting. I’m afraid you will feel betrayed, though I promise you, my goal has never been to hide anything or to deceive you.” Rowan’s voice trembled and each word sounded labored.

Aven pressed her hand to his cheek, prodding him upward until their eyes could meet.

“I don’t expect anything,” Aven said, her eyes filled with sincerity, “I want you, however you are, in any form. I know what I am getting, and it’s you. That’s what I expect.”

“What if I am truly different?” Rowan whispered. “What if it changes everything you think you know about me?”

Aven’s eyes opened with a quick flurry of surprise, but it was fleeting. “Is your heart true? All of the feelings you have revealed to me, are they honest? Have you shown me the care and affection that you truly possess? And when you care for the people who are beside us, is that genuine.”

Rowan stiffened, his tone solemn, “Yes. It’s genuine.”

“Then your body changes nothing, to me.”

Aven was resolved. Her lips were set in a thin line, and her eyes were daring, formidable. She had worn that face in the presence of danger, confrontation, and change. She had been this bold and determined when she had first arrived at East Shore and expected to be shunned for her foreignness. She had been this determined when the healers told her that nothing could be done to help Eathon but she said they must continue trying. She had been this determined when she met opposition from men like Claue who refused her advice, time and time again, but she knew she was right.

She was right about Rowan, she knew it. And by the softening, questioning look in his blue eyes, he was inclined to believe her. Something passed over him, and he let out a long sigh. His demeanor changed into resolution.

Without a word, he pushed back the blanket, rose to his knees, then stepped down off the bed. Aven watched, waiting, but didn’t question. She would stay silent and give him whatever he needed. This was his moment.

In a soft puff, Rowan extinguished the wall sconce. He turned and did the same to the candle on the bedside table. The smell of smoke filled the room as he proceeded to blow out one after another, until only one candle, that nearest to Aven, remained.

Rowan took each step back toward her side of the bed with deliberation, moving at a snail’s pace. He reached the second bedside table and leaned down, his eyes glancing toward Aven. He studied her face one last time, then blew.

With the lack of a window, the room was shrouded in absolute darkness. Aven’s eyes would adjust, in time, to see the difference in shadows. At this moment though, she had no visual awareness of Rowan, and all she could rely on was sound and memory, knowing he must still be there beside the bed.

She heard the rustle of movement followed by the soft thud of leather hitting the stone floor, in succession. She heard a brush of clothing sliding over flesh, followed by another patter on the ground beside the bed. She counted five items of clothing, which was more than she expected, but she held her tongue. She allowed Rowan the comfort of undressing in his own terms, as he had set them, with silence and darkness.

In anticipation, and needing equality, Aven removed her pants. It seemed proper that she be nude if he were.

“Are you sure, you won’t be shocked, no matter what?” Rowan asked, one more time. His voice was trembling and small in the darkness.

“May I have your hand?” Aven replied with confidence. She felt his familiar fingers slip into hers. “I promise you, I will not be shocked. I swear to you, on the duchy, you can trust that I will guard you.”

Rowan squeezed her hand, once, then climbed into the bed.

The instant their skin touched Aven was warmed from her center, outward, with a flood of emotions. Rowan’s lips were on hers as if to hunt for reassurance, as he moved closer under the furs. Aven wanted every centimeter of them to touch, to fulfill her. She wanted to prove that she was capable of loving Rowan, just as she had promised.

But she couldn’t move past their kisses, for many minutes.

She couldn’t bring her hand away from Rowan’s cheek.

She couldn’t will herself to explore Rowan’s body with her hands because she needed a few more moments where she hung in the grey space.

Rowan rolled closer, and Aven felt a shape against her forearm that was unfamiliar, yet also completely familiar, all at once. She recognized the form of Rowan’s body perhaps the way she might recognize her own in the mirror, or another like hers from a silhouette. Slowly, as not to frighten Rowan, Aven traced her fingertips down Rowan’s shoulder and stopped when she felt the top of a woman’s breast.

Aven knew.

Of course, Aven knew.

And she was no longer in the grey space. Now there was only black and white.

Her mind reeled with every explanation and possibility for what brought Rowan this far, and what other secrets Rowan may hold. Aven focused on the feel of their lips together, dancing with tenderness, and she felt as if the truth were dawning on her, over and over again, in a new way.

Why Rowan could not grow a beard.

Why Rowan respected Aven as an equal.

Why Rowan was tender and gentle.

Why Rowan cared for anyone who was weak.

Why Rowan didn’t make advances toward her.

And as she thought of each of these, Aven realized how deep her own affection ran. She craved the attention Rowan gave her, yes, but it was more than that.

Somehow, and Aven couldn’t understand why she felt relief.

Their lips broke apart, and Aven replaced the affection by sliding her fingers through Rowan’s hair.

“What may I call you?” Aven whispered.

The question was met with silence for several seconds.

Aven could wait. She traced lazy patterns in the lower scruff of Rowan’s hair, dragging her fingertips down, then up, more times than she could count.

Then, a low whisper. “I suppose, you might call me Rae.”

“Beautiful,” Aven replied. She leaned in, supplanting kisses across Rae’s cheeks. She followed the kisses with the rest of her body, allowing herself to push until Rae collapsed beneath her. For the first time, they were touching, everywhere. Now there was no denying the truth.

Aven could feel Rae trembling, likely waiting for any affirmation that would come. So, she offered it by leaning in and whispering all of the things she wanted them to accomplish in satisfying one another before dawn.

That encouraged a chuckle of surprise and liberation from them both, which evolved into another warm kiss. Aven allowed her hands to roam, this time, moving downward to explore Rae’s body for the first time. She was amazed by how much firm, bulging muscle she found, contrasted by feminine areas of delicate softness. Aven couldn’t imagine what it would take for a woman to become so strong, but she reveled in it.

Later, Aven would reflect on this moment, and wonder why she felt so welcome to her revelations. She would contemplate if she might love any other women, or if she was capable of only loving this one. She would come to the conclusion, after much reflection, that she didn’t believe she would love only one type of person exclusively, woman or man. Some part of her had always known that, as well, but she hadn’t needed to confront it or give it serious consideration until now.

And it was hours later, when they were both content in each other’s arms, that Aven wanted to confess how pure and deep her heart’s adoration for Rae was. But that should wait. The soothing fingers tracing over her back was lulling Aven into her neglected sleep.

Aven decided she wouldn’t send Rae to spy on Prince Zander, after all. It was too dangerous. Now that she knew the secret being kept, the risk of Rae being discovered and punished by death for posing as a knight? It was too great.

Aven would stop her, in the morning. Someone else would go in Rae’s place.

Aven would tell her, as soon as she opened her eyes again.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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ZARANA’S SUMMER
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Zander left the castle with half the council and knights, and fortunately that included his awful bearded friend. Zarana had begun feeling better every day since they left, more clarity coming to her and after a few days, she was able to rise from bed. She wondered if it was the toxicity of Zander’s cruelty that had made her ill. It was a ridiculous thought, but she found it such a strange coincidence that she could begin to heal without him in the vicinity.

Within a week she had healed enough to walk, but wouldn't be considered healthy by any means. Her trips around Candeo were routine; from bed to the throne room, to the gardens, back to bed. She gradually increased the trips until she could do them thrice in a day, relying on guards to accompany and assist her if it became too overwhelming.

As she walked, all she thought about was her kingdom and how to save it from her son. Soon, Zander would reign. He would have ruling authority over all of Candor.

Zarana changed her mind and began to believe the true reason her body was healing was pure determination, from deep within her, to keep Zander from taking the throne. She had a way to stop him and give the throne to its rightful heir, but she needed more time.

If she died, the secret would die with her.

Zarana had to find a way to send a message, but who could she trust to deliver it? The people of Candeo used to belong to her. She used to have allies who would do anything she asked, even to put their own lives at risk.

Those allies were dead, or missing, or they would choose Zander over her, she was certain of that.

She sat in the bailey on a stone bench, watching the occasional passerby. None of them looked her in the eye. Guards stood within a few feet of her at either side. She was never alone, but she was always lonely.

"Queen Zarana," Councilor Georgio approached her, appearing breathless and flustered.

"Good evening,” she greeted.

He gave a deep bow of respect. “May I accompany you on your evening walk? Have you yet been to the gardens?”

“I haven’t. You may join me if you don’t insist on talking. I have grown quite accustomed to enjoying the view, and the silence.”

Georgio shrugged with a discontent grumble. He was a rotund man only a few years her junior. One could see he had once been muscled and strong but the years of politics had added layers of fluff over his chest and arms. He gave a dismissive wave of his hand to the guards.

Zarana stood, placing her gloved hand in the crook of Georgio’s arm for balance. Her steps were choppy and limited as they headed toward the gardens. She wouldn’t admit it, but she did welcome new company as she had grown tired of the guards. They passed under the arches of the bailey, leaving the walled section of the castle and starting a sloped path of bricks with thick shrubs lining the sides.

Georgio seemed to forget his promise in the garden. "We've had a great deal of activity in East Shore, Your Majesty."

“Shh,” Zarana chided, “if you must speak, wait until we are at the benches.”

Georgio muttered something she couldn’t hear, hastily leading her to a stone bench in reaction to her request.

Their seat was under cover from the generous branches of a billowing groventree, patches of leaves tinged with amber in anticipation of the coming season. Soon all of the garden would follow suit, but for now, it was lush with blossoms and greenery as if ignorant of the chill to come. Zarana’s legs wouldn’t cooperate as she tried to sit, so Georgio held her elbows and lowered her to the seat.

“Thank you,” Zarana said, “though today is only a bad day, I assure you, my health is excellent and improving every minute.”

“I’m sure it is, Majesty.”

"What do you have from the Founts, then?”

Georgio smiled, looking ready to burst with his information. “Your Duchess, Avenna of Colby, has been meddling. I have word from some of the messengers that they have spotted her going round to the houses of East Shore, trying to re-establish a kingdom there.”

Zarana scoffed. “How reliable is that?”

“Quite. Her traveling party was seen at Deen and Hanford, both.”

“Interesting,” Zarana mused, “but how do your messengers know her intentions? She might be simply visiting. She has mourned her dead husband the Duke long enough, maybe she is looking for a new husband.”

“That is a possibility,” Georgio said, “but Hanford has already expressed interest in a new kingdom, for some time. That was Aven’s first visit.”

“Then whom would she establish as ruler of that kingdom? She is not eligible to rule any noble house, much less a kingdom, she’s a commoner.”

Georgio nodded. “Indeed, she isn’t. But she may have a way to convince them. At the very least, she is trying to.”

Zarana pursed her lips and stared out at the foliage. “Zander will soon be there. He can find out for himself. I don’t trust this rumor.”

“It’s reliable, and I advise you to begin thinking of what should be done with her. Once we align with the other East Shore duchies, we won’t have much need for her.”

Zarana’s chest clenched. “I don’t appreciate your advice, and I didn’t ask for it. There are complicated matters to consider with a delicate and unstable territory such as East Shore. You cannot remove a leader who is loved by her people, and loved by our own commoners.”

“Can’t you?” Georgio chuckled. “You’ve removed dukes, and entire houses, and executed noblemen for less.”

Zarana shot him a glare of warning. He knew better than to discuss that part of the past.

Georgio waved his hands and stammered in apology. “M-Majesty, all I am saying, is I do believe we should be prepared for the possibility that Avenna does not intend to uphold the alliance. If that is the case, what will we have in East Shore?”

“Is Zander to Hanford, yet?” Zarana snapped.

"No. He hasn't yet crossed the border. He's still in the Western Founts, trying to woo young Lady Islabell, which is taking him more than a week, it seems. There’s another consideration I want to bring to your attention, regarding the same subject.”

Zarana shook her head, but gestured for him to continue.

"You know of the Horne islands. They are a savage people who pester the Colby’s and O'Pier’s. It's been fun to hear for years they've been gaining strength," he wet his lips. "Well, now the forces have been tracked in daylight by our watch officers. They are gaining troops by the hundreds, from a northern-origin vessel.”

Zarana felt a chill rush through her. "And who do you propose has sent these ships? The Hornes are a savage race. There is no one in the land of Calamyta who would go to their aid. What benefit would that give them? This is a myth, spread by farmers and simpletons.”

He could barely wait for her to finish speaking before having his turn. "Pardon me, but you are mistaken. Nay, I mean to say that you have been misinformed. My Queen, we have many reliable accounts, even from East Shore’s messengers. It has been the source of their plea for forces from Candor, to protect them."

"Then of what interest is it to me?"

"Ah, yes. Pardon me, Majesty, I do not mean to waste your patience. Our tactical experts have analyzed the Horne movements and see it is incredibly sophisticated. They may fight with sticks, and live like sheep, but even sheep can be deadly if their master is a wolf."

Zarana tapped together the tips of her fingers. "And what 'wolf', do you propose, is commanding the Hornes?"

"Colby, of course. Or should I say, your Duchess Aven."

Zarana scoffed. "Are you mad? How dare you propose this idiocy to me. What intelligence do you have to make any of these claims? You should know better than this."

"Please, Majesty," Georgio pleaded, “it is the most logical and obvious conclusion. All requests for armies have been denied to her. She has no choice but to make it appear as if her duchy will be sacked, and we will lose all access to our quorillium supply which they provide. She is a clever girl.”

“So she gives away what few men she has, to her enemy? Do you not see how this is filled with flaws?”

“She doesn’t give away her men,” Georgio said, “she is sending away the unwanted. She sends deplorables, criminals, and Ruvians. I have it on good authority that she propositioned Duke Claue of House Deen that he should send her all of his disorderly population, and she will care for them. Where would those people go? There is no room for them to rehabilitate in Colby. She will load them to her boats and send them to Horne islands. Then, when Zander arrives, she will show him that she is helpless against her attackers. This is precisely what she is offering these other duchies. And once she has their trust, and ours, she will align her new kingdom with Ediva and turn against us.”

Zarana knew this was false, but she couldn’t think of another way to argue. She knew Aven better than anyone, she was certain. But there was no way to explain how, without creating a dozen questions.

Her lack of response encouraged Georgio to speak again.

"Your Majesty, respectfully, it is my duty to suspect our enemies are always more prepared than they appear, and—"

"It's your duty. It's your job. It doesn't mean that your suspicions are always accurate. There is a grey area between observation and fantasy, which is where the truth is usually found."

Georgio grimaced, saying nothing.

“I want to know who you have, inside the walls of Colby,” Zarana said.

“Well, I cannot—”

“I want to know every person,” Zarana interrupted, “I want to know the names and locations of every spy, and messenger, and every person you have hidden in all of East Shore.”

Georgio huffed, his nostrils flaring. “Your Majesty, if we reveal their identities, we may lose even more critical information. It takes years to hide spies within a kingdom.”

“You will tell me,” Zarana said, “or you will come to me with the correct information and true evidence to back it up. I’m not going to demolish a duchy and break an alliance over your assumptions and a few messengers, whose credibility is unknown to me.”

“Aye, Majesty.”

“If you find something tangible, I’ll consider the options. It would be easier to attack Colby before any alliances are formed, as squashing one small duchy is easily done. But I’d rather not have to waste my armies and forces on a siege over one woman’s disobedience.”

Georgio smiled again, light returning to his eyes. “We could assassinate her and make it appear blameless. It was easy enough to do with...”

Zarana gave him a steel glance of warning, and he stopped himself short from saying the name aloud.

Georgio swallowed and continued. “Well, if we need to, and you say the word, we will. That would avoid the war.”

“And likely end the alliance, as the rest of Colby has no bond with us. But now we are talking in circles over hypothetical ideations. I would like to be alone again. Go up to the bailey and fetch my guards. They are better company than you are, which disappoints me.”

“Aye, Majesty.” Georgio stood from the bench and produced a bow. Before he parted, he made a final vow; “I know my messengers can be trusted, and I am right about my assumptions, in this case. I will find you the proof, rest assured.”

Zarana frowned at his back as he ascended the trail, away from her.

She stayed in the garden, for an hour or more, with much to contemplate. She needed to find a way to warn Aven of the spies, as well. They had to be removed from Colby before Zarana would be able to do anything she needed to do. She longed for the days when her power was stronger and it was simpler to enact her will. She had control, then.

But all hope was not lost. She could see several paths to a solution.

And at the center of all of them, Zander was the only thing in her way.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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RAENA’S AUTUMN
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There was a point, after several hours, when Aven was satisfied and exhausted. Raena was sore and drained, but couldn’t even think of sleep. Her nerves had been a tangle of fear and joy and lust and love, all at once. She was a ball of excitement and anxiety that wouldn’t quell.

As soon as Raena sensed Aven was asleep beside her, she got up from the bed and dressed, slipping out of the room with nary a sound.

Raena didn’t wait until dawn to leave. She was confident that she could move undetected in the dark and it would be to her advantage. After all, she was one rider and she would wear a thick concealment cloak and take a light-trodding horse.

She fetched her bags from the guest quarters, took a satchel from the kitchen, and mounted a healthy rouncey from the stables. Once she passed through the gates, she took to the hills. Within an hour she was high above the roads so she could watch for signs of travelers when the sun rose.

It was quiet, in the trees, except for the soft patting of the rouncey’s feet atop the leaves and the random calls of birds that Raena didn’t recognize. After midday, she realized she had seen no riders at all for over an hour, and her mind began to drift and wander back to thoughts of Aven.

Raena was relieved but still terrified. When she thought about her decision to tell Aven, it seemed ludicrous. She’d known Aven a few months, and trusted her with the secret that could cost Raena her life? But, when Raena listened to her heart and let Aven’s own words and actions be her guide, she was certain that she had chosen the right course.

Going back and forth inside her head became tedious, and so Raena decided instead to focus on imagining the reunion they would have, when she returned. They wouldn’t be apart for long, if Raena might resolve this task with the Prince in a few short days and be back to Colby and Aven’s arms.

Her thoughts were focused on Aven the full day. Raena never saw any more riders than the expected parties of peasants, merchants, and laboring serfs. Raena reached the outer edge of Hanford duchy by nightfall, and she lurked in shadows, watching for signs of Zander’s men or horses near the gates. She bound her horse in the forest then covered herself in her cloak and charcoal paint to conceal her bright, pale skin.

Raena had to cross an open field to reach the furthest outpost, her eyes darting side-to-side as she did. When they called down to her, she pulled open her cloak to reveal the sigil of House Colby on her chest, and they beckoned her closer for recognition.

“May I come up?” Raena called to the guards, whispering as loudly as she could.

They scanned the field behind her for signs of anything unusual, then one of them shook his head and descended the ladder to her. She supposed he was right to be wary of an ambush, when she was acting so suspicious.

“Sir Rowan? That is you. Weren’t you here a few days ago, with the others?” the guard asked when he reached the bottom rung. He wore a wolf skull as a mask to conceal his face, the jaw bone missing. Raena didn’t recognize him from his protruding black beard, and had no patience for pleasantries anyway.

“Aye,” Raena said, “I’ve been sent back. I need to get a message to Duke Hanford, but Duchess Avenna did not want to risk it being intercepted by Prince Zander. Is he here?”

“Prince Zander? He is,” the guard nodded, his eyes narrow slits through the mask, “he and a whole gaggle of men and servants. They’ve been here for a night. What sort of message do you have?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t give it to you. But I need to remain hidden. Will you allow me to pass through?”

“‘Tis not a normal request you’re making.”

“I understand. May I wait here, to speak to Duke Hanford, then?”

“You may wait in the guard’s respite between the posts, and I’ll request him to give you audience in the morning. That’s the best I can do, as I can’t leave the post until my shift ends.”

Raena clenched her jaw and tried to think of other options. She wished she had happened across a guard with more confidence to make a decision on his own. Sighing, she decided to take her chances.

“Fine,” Raena conceded, “show me to the guard’s respite.”

With a grumble of affirmation, the stocky guard turned and began across a well-worn path of dirt carved through the tall grass. It reminded Raena of the trail she had taken in Candeo, with Finn, the day of the Knight’s Trial. Her heart ached for her friend, and she wondered if he might be closer than ever, somewhere within Hanford’s keep. She had followed the guard only a few dozen steps when he stopped and gestured ahead.

“You can see yourself the rest of the way?” the guard asked. “I cannae stray much farther from my post.”

Raena had already been looking ahead and spotted the dull light from within the meager hut. She nodded and thanked him for his trouble.

“‘Tis nothing,” the guard muttered, “but I warn ya, don’t leave this path. If you try to go into the keep unescorted, we’re meant to treat you as a bandit.”

“Of course,” Raena replied. She didn’t appreciate his tone, but figured he was apt to follow his protocols with rigidity. She was surprised he didn’t insist on taking her scabbard, but assumed if she hadn’t left her larger weapons on her horse, he would have taken it all.

The hut was made from cobbled stones and mud mortar. Raena stood outside the door a moment, listening to the men’s voices inside, trying to distinguish if any of the accents were Candorian. It would be her luck to barge in and find that one of Zander’s men had decided to drink with the local guards. She pulled her hood further over her head as she slid the door and hesitantly peered inside.

Three guards were gathered around a table filled with ale, cards, and wooden figures. They were engaged in a game, laughing and cursing at one another and didn’t notice her. Two of them had beast skulls atop their heads, and the other’s mask was strung around the back of his neck. Seeing the skulls made Raena certain they were of the duchy, so she pulled back her hood and rapped on the door to announce herself.

“Good evening, all,” Raena said as their eyes turned to her, “I was here a few days ago, from House Colby? May I join you?”

All three of them shrugged and muttered approval, their eyes turning back to their game.

“Shut the door,” the eldest-looking guard grumbled, “it’s bloody cold.”

Raena complied, though she didn’t agree. The fire was over-stoked, filling the small space with blazing heat.  She found a bench along the wall and sat, observing the game while she waited for them to finish. After they played a few rounds, the eldest one addressed her, again.

“Y’say you’re from Colby? I think I remember you. Boeny-headed, aren’t ya?”

Raena bit her tongue from what she wished to say. “Aye, I’m Sir Rowan. Was a knight of Candor but I serve Duchess Avenna, now.”

“Call me Winter,” he replied. “I’m the master-of-arms.”

“Pardon me, I took you for a guard,” Raena blurted, tipping her chin.

Winter chuckled, “No need for an apology. Ya weren’t rude. After all, you’re the knight, aren’t ya? So, a Boen from Candor. You know we have lots of Boen blood, here in Hanford?”

“I wasn’t aware,” Raena said flatly.

“Aye,” Winter tossed down a few tokens, playing his turn, “but you’ll see the most Boen-bloods in Ediva. They’re everywhere. I fought for Ediva in the Equinox, and saw hundreds of pale heads, just like yours. Have ya ever been?”

“No.”

One of the younger guards piped up in an apologetic tone, “Don’t mind Winter, he’s had more ale than usual. He doesn’t mean to mock ya.”

Raena shrugged, more concerned with assessing Winter as a man of action than caring what he said about her appearance.

“I’ve only had two horns!” Winter defended.

“I actually need your help,” Raena started, “when you are done with your game, I’ve a favor to ask. I’m here to speak with an old friend, but I’m not able to go into the keep while Prince Zander is here.”

All three men turned her direction with curious expressions; she had their attention now.

Raena frowned. “The truth is, I was exiled, and I’m not on the best terms with the black crown. But my best friend and brother may be among Zander’s party, and I’d like a chance to see him. It might be the only chance I have.”

It was quiet for a moment, all three men nodding along as if they understood and had experienced the same situations.

“Exiled? For what?” Winter asked.

“Ah, I won the Knight’s Trials of Candor by exploiting the rules a bit. It embarrassed Prince Zander, I suppose.”

Winter huffed. “What a limp glister pipe, he is.”

Raena drew in her lips to keep from reacting.

“All right then,” Winter clapped, “we’ll fetch your boy, for ya. Tell us his name, and we’ll go in and say we have a few loose, eager women out here to lick him off. That should do it, eh?”

“Erm, no,” Raena replied, thinking fast of an excuse, “he is betrothed to a prominent woman in Candor and won’t be interested. How about you tell him that you’ve seen a hawk? He will understand that. The hawk was our sigil, when we were squires.”

Winter shrugged. “Dunnae what sorta boy would rather see a hawk than get his knob scratched, but a’right, then. We’ll finish this up and then I’ll see if ol’ Dun and I can find your kin.” He clapped one of the guards on the shoulder.

Raena nodded and thanked them, then leaned her back against the wall to rest while they played. She was beginning to sweat from the heat of the fire, and decided she would wait outside once they went into the keep.

The sound of crass men and the smells of woodfire and weapon oils gave Raena a sick sense of peace. It was as if she could close her eyes and picture Hawk’s Keep; the armory, the squire’s cottages, or the guards’ tavern around her. Except for their accents, the men at the table could have been any of the warriors she grew up with. Of course, this caused her mind to drift back to thoughts of Finn, and her stomach turned flips at the notion that they may be reunited before the sun rose.

Her elation grew when she heard Winter grumbling about the game, and she opened her eyes to see him rise from his chair. He nudged Dun and they went for the door, aligning the skulls over their faces.

“We’ll be back with your friend,” Winter promised, grabbing a torch from the wall to carry along the trail.

Raena informed the remaining guard she would wait outside in the cool night air, and he shrugged in an uncaring manner.

It wasn’t a long wait. Raena sat on the dirt and looked for shapes in the stars. She wondered if she would find a figure that was new and had not been named by the scientists yet. She wondered if East Shore had different names for constellations than she’d heard in Candor. She looked forward to returning to Colby and asking Aven about it. Raena smiled at the sky, imagining stargazing with Aven by her side.

She heard the three men chatting as they rustled through the grass, and Finn’s familiar voice filled her heart with the purest of joys. Raena stayed on the ground, peering over the top of the slivered brush at their approach, watching as they came closer. None of them had spotted her, that was clear, so she was free to observe them. She happily noted that Finn walked without any sign of limping, healed from the blow Sir Han’gahan had dealt him. His russet hair was longer; his brotherhood braid thicker than she remembered. She could see his eyes, even though he was a few dozen meters away. They were soft and warm as always underneath, but there was an agedness to him that was foreign to her. It could have been a trick of the moonlight, but the closer he came, the more Raena knew he was carrying weight on his shoulders he hadn’t borne before.

She rose from the grass when they were a stone’s throw away, and Finn’s eyes lit up, but he gave no other reaction. They held each other’s gaze, looking around the thick shoulders of Winter, to stare at one another with such love, Raena felt as though she might burst. She forced herself not to grin or cry out, as the two Hanford men might find it feminine or suspicious. She had seen the men of Colby kiss and embrace each other as brothers, but wasn’t familiar enough with Hanford to know their attitude on such affection. So, she waited.

All three of them stopped at Raena’s position, and Winter beamed with pride.

“Here he is,” Winter said, gesturing, “your friend. Wasn’t hard to find.”

“Aye,” Finn beamed with a wild grin, “they said there was a hawk in the brush, and I knew right away. I expected I’d find you just about anywhere, in East Shore, but I didn’t reckon it would be so soon. We only arrived yesterday.”

Raena returned his smile, though more subdued, and thanked the two Hanford men for their trouble. Winter and Dun shrugged it off, eager to be finished with the task, and excused themselves to return to their game and warmth of the hut.

Raena watched them shut the door, then threw her arms around Finn with absolute abandon. She couldn’t help it, and relief flooded her, pushing wayward tears from her eyes without control. She felt the wetness of his cheek pressed against hers, and knew he was crying, the same as her.

“You dumb idiot,” Raena whispered.

Finn whispered back, “Stupid fussock.”

They held onto each other as if the world was trying to rip them apart. And, Raena supposed, it was.

She pressed her nose to his temple and muttered against his hairy cheek. “I’m glad you’re not crippled.”

“And I’m glad you’re not executed.”

Both of them laughed, giving one final chest-crushing squeeze, before pulling away. Raena held him by the shoulders and studied his face again.

“Almighties breath, you look ancient and tired,” she said.

Finn huffed, pursing his lips, and gave no retort. It seemed even explaining his tiredness was too exhausting to attempt.

“Come on, let’s get away from the hut a few meters.” Raena gestured toward a spot on the path, and they went to it, together. Raena sat in the dirt, and Finn did the same, facing her. She could still hear the laughter and banter of the Hanford men inside the hut, but only if she strained her ears. She was certain they would not be privy to any part of her and Finn’s conversation. Their position sitting together was so reminiscent of something, she had to laugh.

“What is it?” Finn asked, smiling in kind.

“Oh, I just remembered that night, when we were thirteen, and we sat on the floor of my bedroom and talked until sunrise. Do you know the one I am talking about?”

Finn chuckled, “Of course. How could I ever forget? That night changed my life.”

“Mine too,” Raena said. “You swore to protect my secrets, and you always have. I sometimes cannot believe how blessed I am to have you as my dearest friend and brother.”

“Shut up,” Finn mocked, “I don’t want to cry like an infant again.”

They paused for another shared laugh and a look of admiration passing between them. It was so natural and easy to be in Finn’s company, like breathing fresh, familiar air.

“How have you been?” Raena asked. “Look at you though, with use of your legs.”

Finn shook his head. “Aye, it wasn’t as bad as Han’gahan made it look, he mostly bruised up my thigh. I healed before the spring was over. Turns out he is a good chap, really. I have enjoyed being around him and I stick to his company whenever I can.”

“I’m glad you have him, then.”

"But look at you," Finn said, gesturing to her chest. “You’ve cut your hair, that paint on your face. I wouldn’t have recognized you if I didn’t already suspect you had been the one to send for me. You look like a wild creature. And you wear animal's skins and hides, with a water beast on your chest? What are those colors? They are subdued."

"This is called a garon, it’s the strongest creature in the ocean. It can rip a boat to shreds with its jaws and eat men whole. Garon is the symbol for House Colby; and our colors are blue and silver."

"Oh it's 'our' colors already? You are initiated then. I can't wait to see you with your new friends when we get to House Colby. I bet they will be confused by my shiny metal armor. Do they even have blacksmiths?"

Raena scoffed. "No, we eat with our hands. Off the ground, mostly. Or out of the sad skulls of the Candorian knights we slaughter for fun."

"Ew. Zander will at least make sure that my skull has pretty jewels on it, I'm sure."

Raena feigned surprise. "Oh, that must be unbearable for you? Poor Finn. Royal guard. Subject to traveling like a little prince, everywhere he goes."

"Yea, yea. Didn't you just visit the Founts on your way to East Shore, and get a feast thrown in your honor? Did Bell tell me correctly that Sylas practically fawned over you for days?”

"Hmm," Raena shrugged. “Well, what kind of idiot things have you been doing? Tell me all about your charge."

"I'd love to," Finn said, "but there isn’t much to tell except for how bloody terrible it is. Zander ignores me and treats me as though I'm a worthless ass, sending me to do chores better suited for his peasants or handmaidens. This expedition has been the first time I’ve held a real weapon in months. In the summer months, they called me the ‘practice dummy’, so the squires could beat me with their training swords and poles for hours. At least that’s over, now.”

Raena's fists clenched. "That sounds the opposite of safe, in fact."

"I won't mislead you, it was brutal. One night I had to lay in salted water for hours because nothing else would diminish the bruises."

A mix of anger and sadness filled Raena's eyes and she leaned forward, placing both hands on Finn's forearms. "I'm so sorry," she said, over and over.

"I'm alright. It's not as awful as I'm making it sound."

"That isn't true, my friend," Raena sighed. "I've known you a long time. I'm sure it's more awful than you're making it sound."

He shrugged and looked down at the dirt between them.

Raena shifted, lounging down on one side and propping her elbow beneath her. She watched Finn's face for a moment, waiting, but he avoided her eyes.

"The Queen has been frail," he muttered, "I thought she'd die. Everyone thought she would, really."

"Oh? I've heard as much," Raena said. "But she's recovered now?"

Finn pouted, "Eh. Her mind is not as clear as it used to be. There's something broken there. She appears to be normal, but then says mad things; or wanders alone, muttering to herself. I don't know what she was like before, exactly, but she wasn't mad."

"Good. Let the madness take her."

Finn looked down at her with eyebrows raised. "Really? It surprises me to hear you say that."

"Why?"

"It...you've planned almost your whole life," he leaned in and whispered. "We have a plan for her. I've not forgotten. I've had plenty of chances to end her life by my own hand, but that privilege is yours."

Raena's breathing accelerated up at the notion, her fists clenching.

"Ro, I'll soon have a way to get you into the castle. I know our plan was to be close to Ediva and find Sir Jonn, but this is even better when you think about it. I've had plenty of time to consider the ways it's actually excellent, for the both of us."

Raena shook her head, "We still need Sir Jonn—"

Finn wasn’t listening. "I'll kill Prince Zander, and you’ll kill Zarana. You see? We would both do it at the same time. I can get you into the castle, and into her chamber. It's barely guarded, once you're inside. I've been there alone with her, when everyone was busy. They are oddly trusting once you're within the walls. It's getting in, is the only thing. But we are knights, no one is going to suspect us of anything."

She looked down, heaving a sigh and loosening her fists, consciously forcing herself to relax the waves of tension coursing through her.

"It's a good plan, trust me," Finn persisted. "I'm finding my way around. Soon I'll have all of the chambers and wings memorized. Then you can slip in and find her. That's how we'll do it—you'll kill her and I'll kill him at the exact same moment. That way the guards won't be aware to stop us."

"It’s impossible for me to get to the castle now, you know that,” Raena said.

“Aye, but—”

"Listen,” Raena pressed, holding his hands to calm him, “I have news from Sir Jonn. He snuck into Hawk’s Keep, a few years ago, and left news in a letter for me. He is more than just a knight; he is able to disguise and hide himself and live in shadows. We can do this with his help, and with his timing. But we have to find him, or else wait for him to come to us.”

Finn frowned, "When did he come to Hawk’s Keep? How did I not know of this?”

“I didn’t know of it, either, until I stopped on my way to East Shore and Isla showed me Jonn’s letter. I believe she had planned to wait even longer to show it to me, but since I was exiled, it was the last chance I would have to see it. She took me to a room where she had hidden secret keepsakes and items from my father in a chest. She left me alone there, and I spent hours reading letters and texts from the people of my father’s charge. I learned a great deal of things I’d never known.”

"Really? Where was this room?"

"It was underground, like a tunnel. It had been beneath our feet all those years. I'm not sure if I should tell you more, because it's Sylas and Isla's."

"I understand. Well, what was in the letter from Jonn?"

Raena scooted closer and so there was a direct line between her mouth and his ear, then spoke as quietly as their distance demanded.

"He said he’d had people watching over me, and there were more people who knew I was safe, in case he was discovered or killed. He said there is someone who will take his place if he cannot come to fetch me. But that I must be patient and wait for him to come at the right time.”

"Did he say when that would be?" Finn whispered.

"Not specifically. He said it would be him or someone familiar to me, and that it would be the right time to destroy the Queen and her legacy."

"Someone familiar,” Finn paused in thought. “Who did he know that you knew when you were a child? Do you remember anyone who would still be alive?"

Raena chewed at the inside of her lip for a short moment. "Lots of lords came to our keep. There were also other knights who visited, though I don't remember them clearly now. He might think they were people I'd remember, perhaps. They were probably significant to him."

Finn nodded. "Was that all it said?"

"No, it was a long letter. He wrote a whole page that was a story about birds in a garden. I read it so many times, I have it practically memorized. The story was a cuckoo bird living in a nest where she doesn’t belong. She tries to make the nest as beautiful and grand as she can, to be proud of it, stealing pretty ribbons to drape over it. But the hawk is watching, all of the time, and remembers everything she did. The hawk is strong and waits. Every other bird comes to admire the cuckoo’s beautiful nest and the garden around it, thinking she belongs there when she’s a liar. The hawk stays in his tree, outside the garden, watching.”

"We are hawks,” Finn interrupted. “He knew that when he visited, then. Do you think he meant you are the hawk, or Lord Sylas?”

"He must have meant me," Raena replied. “See? That is why we can’t try to do this alone. He knows far more than we do. He might even know where we are, right now.”

"That's brilliant. I hope he does. What is the rest of the story?"

“Aye, so the hawk waits and watches, and all of the other birds are gathered. So, the hawk comes, and snatches up the cuckoo in its claws, and grabs the nest and all of the ribbons with its beak, and flies up. The hawk carries the cuckoo off to be devoured and everyone sees the truth. Then all the other birds forget her. The nest deteriorates under the ribbons, like a pile of shite without her there to keep the ribbons on it. That was the end. What do you make of it?”

Finn grimaced. “What do you mean? I think it’s obvious. The Queen built her throne on lies. She took it from Lyam and doesn’t deserve to rule. You will kill her, and it will save the kingdom.”

“Aye,” Raena mumbled, “I thought that when I read it, but as I retold it to you now, I realize it doesn’t make perfect sense. Saying she doesn’t belong doesn’t fit. She was born into the right noble house and had the right bloodline to marry a Payton. Even if she’s evil and mad, she still belongs on the throne.”

“You’re thinking too hard about it. The message is simple—she’s a shite person on a pile of shite and we ought to kill her.”

Raena shrugged, internalizing for a moment. “I probably am. I was hoping I would find a clue about how to kill her. Otherwise, there seemed no point to the story.”

“Well he couldn’t very well write in a letter ‘hope you’ve been having a good time while pretending to be a man, let’s go kill the Queen later’! He probably meant pulling her out of the nest would show everyone she was too horrible to rule, and they would be happy she was gone.”

“But everyone knows she is a horrible woman. She didn’t only have my father and family killed, she imprisoned your brother and thousands of others, for loving or bedding the ‘wrong people’. She has executed serfs for incompetence. She’s even had knights beheaded because they were injured.”

Finn shook his head, “I think it was Lyam who did the latter, actually.”

“Well, at any rate. That is how the Paytons rule, and now that is how she rules. If you are weak, or you cannot procreate and contribute to the kingdom, you are treated as waste. There is no mystery to reveal what anyone in Candor can see for themselves.”

“Maybe that’s what the story represents, then. All of the people she has murdered and mistreated. The hawk will remind all the birds of the kingdom.”

Raena shook her head. “Nay, that isn’t significant. I think it must be the lies she told about my father, saying he was a traitor.”

“Ah!” Finn snapped his fingers. “Of course, it is! That is the biggest lie of all that she has ever told. She uses treason like a healer uses incantations, to make everyone believe what she says has a secret power. She can do anything, if she accuses someone of treason. Indeed, that’s what it means that she’s in the wrong nest. She doesn’t belong on the throne. After all, treason is the only crime in Candor that the king can find you guilty, without a trial.”

“A king,” Raena repeated, “a true king, of the sacred bloodline. Zarana is neither. Her bloodline is noble, but she was not born in one of the true ruling families of Calamyta.”

“You’re correct. You have more right to the throne than she does, technically.”

Raena shrugged, “If I were actually my father’s son, I would.”

Finn chuckled, “Aye, oh, yes! It’s so easy for me to forget.”

“Good, it’s right to forget.”

Finn let his laughter trail off and fade before a question seemed to dawn on him. “Did you ever see or hear of the reason she accused your father? Did she offer anything to the kingdom for his execution?”

“No. Only that he planned to overthrow the black crown and would soon have done it.”

“Hmm,” Finn muttered, “I always found the timing strange. I wonder if it was King Lyam’s death that made her lose control.”

“I don’t think so. I think she was always mad, but King Lyam kept her from being allowed to do anything she wanted. He held her back. When he was dead, there was no one to stop her.”

Finn grimaced.

“What?” Raena asked.

“I don’t know,” Finn shifted, rubbing his hands together, “doesn’t that not sit right with you? I’ve heard that said so many times, but I think people’s memories give King Lyam too much praise and his wife too much credit. He really wasn’t that much better than her, honestly. No king of Candor has been particularly kind, or just, or fair to his subjects. The older I get and the more I learn about our history, the more I see that people like you and I have been trampled and abused since this kingdom was founded. Maybe your father had a chance to change all that, and that’s why he was killed. I believe Lyam might have done the same thing. After all, Lyam was responsible for abandoning injured troops in the Equinox, leaving them to die.”

“Well, that was a war,” Raena argued. “You can’t carry your injured troops onward to the front lines, or waste forces taking them back, that’s how you lose a battle.”

Finn shrugged, “I was talking to Sir Jourman, a knight of Hanford, yesterday. Have you met him?”

Raena shook her head.

“He was in the Equinox,” Finn continued. “He said the reason that people of East Shore hate Candorians is because the soldiers who fought for Candor were left to die in the forests. Some of them were only half a day’s ride from the duchies, but Lyam and his generals wouldn’t even allow a single soldier to break ranks and send for healers. The duchies who fought for Ediva were treated far better. Ediva helped keep many people of East Shore safe and only put Edivan men at the front lines of infantry. They lost far fewer warriors because of it.”

Raena shrugged. “We can’t know everything about how to manage troops. There could have been a multitude of reasons King Lyam made that choice. Sometimes our leaders simply know more than we do.”

“Maybe that’s true about Queen Zarana too, then.”

Finn had her there. Raena clenched her jaw and huffed through her nose. They sat in an awkward silence for a few long seconds. Raena felt as though she didn’t want to accept his implication, but she knew he had a fair point.

She broke the quiet with a soft question. “I’ve heard that Zander plans to marry Bell. Is it true?”

Finn’s brown eyes fall, downtrodden. “Aye. There’s nothing anyone can do about it.”

“Why has he chosen her?” Raena asked.

“She’s an obvious choice. House Lox is the next pure bloodline, but they have mostly sons. The oldest unwed girl from Lox’s lineage is a toddler, and Zander cannot wait that long. After that would have been Schinen, but...well, if he knew Raena Schinen were alive, he’d try to marry her, probably.”

Raena’s blood boiled at the implication.

Finn continued, “So, that leaves Sylas’s bloodline, and therefore, Bell.”

“But Sylas and Isla wanted her to marry by her choice. They gave her that power.”

“Aye. They tried. But they cannot overrule a prince’s orders.”

Raena shook her head. “What do you mean? The laws of Candor state that a nobleman has a right to choose who his daughter will marry. That has been our law since the kingdom was founded.”

“Aye.”

“So? That law has not changed.” Raena stated with indignance.

“Aye.”

“But yet Zander still brought Bell to East Shore, and intends to marry her?”

“Aye.”

Raena threw up her hands. “Explain it, then! Did Sylas give his blessing for Bell? Did he change his mind?”

“No.”

She stared at him, her eyes demanding an answer, though it was clear that Finn was beaten down and did not wish to answer.

Finn sighed, deeply, appearing to brace himself as if about to enter battle. “Zander tried to make demands and plead with Sylas for nearly a week. He offered all types of bribes and positions and servants. He even...he even promised to return you and I to Sylas’s keep, forever. I’m sorry, but Sylas would not yield, and he would not give Bell away, even if it meant us returning home.”

Raena’s spirits fell.

“But it didn’t matter,” Finn said in a small voice, “because Zander finally grew tired of it. He had his men search through the keep, looking for signs of anything amiss. I know, because I was one of the men he tried to task. I did anything I could to find things, and then hide them. I warned the servants, and we were busy making everything appear perfect and in-place. But you know how it can be; if someone is determined to find faults, they will find one. And if no fault existed, then they will create one.”

There was a pause while Finn mustered himself once again, and Raena waited with patience, trying to be calm and encouraging. She placed her hand over his forearm and stroked it with her thumb.

“So,” Finn muttered, “some of Zander’s horsemen found quorillium stores in a blacksmithery. They were clearly broken down pieces, unsuitable for crafting into anything, but it was enough for him to use. He accused Sylas of hoarding quorillium, instead of sending it for the crown’s forces to make into weapons. It was a ridiculous farce. Anyone would see through it, because the metal couldn’t be worked.”

“Finn, what did he do?” Raena couldn’t wait any longer, her heart pounding as the rage and anxiety built inside her.

“Three of Zander’s guards took him back to Candor. He will go for a trial.”

It was as if someone had punched her in the chest.

“A trial?” Raena scoffed, wanting it to be a joke.

“Yes. He will have trial with the Queen.”

“No.”

“I’m sorry. I...” Finn scratched his fingers through his tawny beard, “I should have killed her when I had the chance. I’m sorry, brother.”

“What good would that have done? Then you’d be dead, and Sylas would probably be on trial with Zander as the judge. Not bloody better, is it?”

Finn grimaced. “Are you angry with me?”

“No,” Raena softened. “Of course not. I’m just angry. I’m completely livid. How dare he do this? That insolent useless horseshite fussock. I want to stab him in the throat.”

“We can, but—”

“When will this end?” Raena snapped. “When will they stop abusing everyone we care about and love? When can we live free and safely?”

“You know the answer. When they are dead.”

Finn’s words hung between them with more weight than they’d had before.

Raena shook her head. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you why I’m here. The Duchess Aven of Colby sent me, alone, to find out where Zander will be. She is trying to align the duchies so they can stand up to Candor and break ties.”

“Do you think if she is successful she can overthrow Zander’s rule?”

“No,” Raena said. “But I think that East Shore will be safe. I think all of us will have sanctuary here, and that could be something. It would be a lot easier for you to get here and stay. Aven wouldn’t let anything happen to you. Maybe you can hide when you arrive at Colby. You and Bell.”

Finn’s brow twisted with confusion. “The two of us? If we did that, then surely Zander would execute Sylas for it. Maybe he would find an excuse to kill Isla as well.”

“I’m not convinced that he won’t kill all of us, either way. Maybe we can get Isla to Colby, and if Sylas isn’t yet to Candeo—”

“Ro, stop,” Finn said, placing his hand on hers. “There’s only one way to be safe, and that’s to kill them. It truly is the only thing. We can discuss hundreds of ideas and plans, but to what end? Candor will further fall into corruption and cruelty, and the legacy of evil from the black crown will live on. We are fortunate that Lyam and Zarana could only produce a single son, so there are no more of them. If Zander dies, that bloodline ends. We could help bring about a new kingdom where all the people are safe and free. But that’s the only way we will ever find peace. You’ve already hidden your whole life, aren’t you tired of running and hiding?”

“Aye,” Raena mumbled.

“When do you have to return to your duchess?” Finn asked.

“As soon as I know Zander’s plans.”

“I can tell you those easily. I know all of them.”

Raena pursed her lips. “All right, then tell me tonight, and I will leave here in the morning. Maybe there is more that she can do.”

Finn raised his eyebrows. “Who? The Duchess? Why would she help you?”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“Because she is aligned to Zarana, is she not?”

Raena shook her head. “She’s not willing to tolerate Zander. She will not wait for him to take the throne when he has an heir, which sounds like it could be soon.” Her stomach turned at the thought that Bell may be the one forced to achieve that objective and all the horrid implications.

“Listen, return to your duchess and give her this news, if you must. But then you have to ride on, to Ediva. You might be able to get to the border in six to eight days, if I understand the terrain here well-enough.”

“Ediva?” Raena squeaked. “Why?”

“You have to get to Sir Jonn, now. We need his help to stop this. We have to save Sylas and free Islabell. It has to be done. If we wait any longer, Zarana could choose to execute Sylas, and I shudder to think what Zander will have done to sweet Bell. It surely means the end for all happiness, for both of them.”

Raena cringed, knowing he was right, and seeing no other holistic solution. “All right. Yes. I will go in the morning.”

“Good. I wish I could go with you, as we’d once planned.”

“I wish you could, too,” Raena smiled. “It’s funny to think how everything changed for us in one stupid day. We would have been riding these same lands, maybe, headed to Ediva, without a care for any of the little politics or alliances happening in these duchies. Now look at us, in the thick of this.”

“You can still go on,” Finn said, “so it’s nearly the same as it might’ve been. You will go, in the morning?”

“Aye.”

“Good. Then since that is settled, I will tell you what Zander’s plans are, and where your duchess can expect him. That should at least help her anticipate his movements and you can leave her with your mind at peace.”

Raena didn’t want to leave her, at all, but she knew Aven would understand.

Finn explained the details of Zander’s traveling party, the negotiations used, and what Zander planned to offer the duchies in exchange for their cooperation. Then he gave the layout of their proposed routes, which were unlikely to change, as options for moving an entourage of that size was limited to main roads. They wouldn’t reach Colby for at least a fortnight, which was a relief to Raena.

When that was discussed, they didn’t go to sleep, but stayed up to tell stories through the night. Raena was grateful for the chance to have Finn’s beloved company again, but her heart ached at the thought that they would soon say goodbye, and she had no way of knowing when they would be united again. He felt the same, no doubt, as he refused to go up to bed, even when he yawned every few minutes and his eyes turned red.

She told him her stories of Colby, leaving out the parts about Aven. He told her how he had befriended Allyn Lox, and their reckless adventures when they could get a few moments of joy.

When the sun began to hit the sky and turn it purple and orange, they finally stood up to embrace and say their farewell. They hugged one another as if they might not live to regard each other again, and Raena thought it a stronger possibility than ever. She promised him she would help, and they would be all right, but the sadness that filled his eyes was clear. Neither of them believed it would be all right at all.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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Raena returned to the treeline outside Hanford and fetched her horse who was sleeping on a bed of damp leaves. She was glad he had rested because they would have plenty of long rides ahead. She had been told his name before they left Colby, but she had forgotten it after she left Deen, and she was uncertain if she had the same rouncey she’d started the journey with. But she saw the star-shaped white mark under his ear and remembered it from the first day she’d ridden alongside Aven. Raena took to calling him “Galaver”, deciding he would be her only companion for a long several days.

She fed him from her pack and prepared for the ride. Though the dawn was new and Galaver’s footing wouldn’t be sure, they could start at a slow pace and keep to the roads where obstacles would be sparse.

Raena thought about her journey ahead as she gathered her belongings and mounted the horse, heading back toward the main route. If Aven was still at Deen, it would be a quick trip, and then Raena could continue north toward Ediva. She remembered from maps, books, and tales that Ediva had only two points of entry from the south, allowed through breaks in the North Line River. Both points were well-guarded and she would be questioned by Edivan guards. Otherwise, there were places she may sneak across, but Raena would have to achieve that by boat. She hadn’t decided which entry means to attempt, yet.

Ruvians and bandits would be her greatest threat once she began north from Deen. But if Raena rode quickly, and Finn was right, she may be there in six days. That was plenty of time to get to Sir Jonn and formulate a plan.

Morning still had not fully broken when Raena was on the road, looking out ahead at a great junction before her. There was a weak taste of pink light in the air, kissing the treetops and beckoning her to follow it and ride eastward. The crossroads outside Hanford were a critical point for all travelers from Calamyta and Boenaerya.

And the crossroads were a critical point for her, now.

She sat atop Galaver, who wiggled and snorted, anxious to get moving. But Raena needed more time. She ought to continue east, it should have been easy.

Yet, it wasn’t.

“Good boy, Galaver. Do you know that’s your name, now?” Raena asked the horse, giving his mane a pat. “We’ll be good friends by the end of the day. I promise I am not as gruff as most men. I’ll give you plenty of breaks for oats and water. Sometimes when I ride with the knights, I can’t believe how they try to press through. But not us, fella. We’ll stop and chat and make a light day of it when we can. I’m in a hurry, but I know, I know. We won’t get there any faster if we’re both bruised, bloody, and beaten.”

Raena smiled, pausing her monologue to stare outward. To her left, she could see the purple shadows of the Calam Mountains, at a greater height than her memory served her.

“That’s something Lord Sylas always said, you know? He never liked to rush for anything. I suppose that’s where I learned it. Well, I try to learn it, anyway. I’m still trying. He is much more patient than I have ever been. Where do you think he is now, eh?”

Raena paused again, realizing what she had said aloud. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the mountains, searching them as if she would see answers from her vantage somehow.

“You suppose he will be alright, Galaver? He could be.”

Galaver shifted again, picking up on the anxious energy pouring from Raena. The horse padded at the divots in the dirt, formed by thousands of carts passing over it, headed east and west.

“How far ahead do you think those guards are, with Sylas?” Raena asked, a hair above a whisper. Her voice was still enough that the horse stopped his wiggling.

They were quiet, for a long moment.

Raena wiped her hair back from her forehead, adjusting the cloth guard on her skull. Her helmet was off, dangling from a strap by her leg, along with one bag of food. She turned around in her seat and checked the straps, fiddling with it, then looked again to the east and west paths at either of them.

“I know, you’re ready to ride all day, I bet,” Raena whispered, patting the horse’s neck. “How fast do you think we can get over those mountains, though? The snow hasn’t yet been bad. It must be easier for us to catch up to a few guards, don’t you think?”

As if to protest, Galaver turned his head toward the east, preparing to go that direction. Toward Deen. Toward Aven.

But Raena had planted a seed within her heart that could not be silenced. She was already plotting in her mind what she would be able to do. With a heavy sigh, Raena steadied herself, her head high and her back tall. She tugged the reins, and though Galaver resisted, he had to comply and turn left as she commanded.

West.

With a kick, horse and rider were off at a gallop.

––––––––
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Raena hadn’t packed or prepared for a trek over the mountains. It had been a bit of a stupid decision, she realized, but she had timed it perfectly. At the peak of her second day, she was summiting the pass, and the sun was enough to keep her from freezing to death in the snow. Galaver seemed resentful of every step that took them further west, and she assumed he had a right to be, but she still pressed him onward.

When they were descending the mountains and nearing the Western Founts, she spotted the troupe of Candor’s guards in the valley below.

There were at least five men, not the three that Finn had spoken of, leading Raena to wonder if this was a different troupe altogether. She had the advantage of her position, so she watched them for hours as they disappeared and reappeared between groves of pines. By her estimation, she had gained on them to the point where they were no more than half a day’s ride ahead. She could catch them and overtake them at nightfall, whenever they stopped to make camp. For the rest of the day, she would keep her distance and maintain her watch of them.

Her heart ached when she passed the outer edges of Hawk’s Keep. She had to deviate from the roads, afraid she would be seen by any travelers or riders from Candor, who might recognize her. An exiled knight must be well-known within all the kingdom by now, and Raena was obvious with her golden hair and pale flesh. Surely even rogues and merchants would leap at the chance to capture her and seek a reward from the crown.

But Raena knew her way through the Founts. She covered her head with her cloak and obscured as much of her skin as she could. She went to the outer edge of the southernmost lakes, keeping between treelines and farms. It delayed her, and she lost sight of the Candorian party ahead, but she had a hunch they would make camp in the charred remnants of House Schinen. She would have to ride all night to catch up. Galaver didn’t like it and snorted with resistance every few minutes, but Raena fed him extra and pressed him on.

It was further than she expected, and pushing through in the dark was taking a toll on the horse. She could tell he was wearier every hour that passed after midnight. Raena spotted the troupe’s camp, closer to Hawk’s Keep than House Schinen by several furlongs, and she realized her perception had been skewed by the flatness of the valley. It was odd how she could already be unaccustomed to the desert, after only two seasons away from it.

There was no water’s edge to leave Galaver, so Raena left him untied and hoped he would stay. She supposed if he wandered off she would steal the Candorian horses. There was no more than an hour of darkness left, and Raena was at a grave disadvantage.

The idea of rescuing Sylas was seeming more stupid by the second.

She kept a cropping of rocks between her and the guards. Two of them were sitting at a fire, chatting, while the others rested. They were right to be so cocksure in suspecting no one would attack. After all, what idiot would attack Candorian guards, so deep inside Candor?

Just one particular idiot, that’s who.

Raena crouched as she grew nearer to their position. Her shortsword, Slayer, was sheathed, so moonlight wouldn’t catch it. She’d rubbed mud on the head of her poleaxe for the same reason.

In the final stretch, she had to lay prone. There wasn’t enough cover to allow her to move, as sagebrush was the highest thing around the camp. The guards were smart to center themselves in the open. She laid flat, imagining herself a lizard, and listened to their conversation.

“What’ll you suppose we ought to do with the raw chunks?”

“This? It’s bloody waste. Worthless, the lot of it.”

“Reckon we can sell some of it off?”

“And risk going to the gaol like they did with the Lord? You push your own luck. I’m not having it.”

“We’ll look like horses arses giving it to the smiths.”

“Tell them the Prince thought it was brilliant. Quorillium slag for swords now? He thinks he’s quite the little genius, doesn’t he?”

Both guards laughed and sipped from horns. One kicked a branch further into the fire.

Raena eyed the cart beside them. In watching them from afar, she had been certain the cart was secured, somehow, with Sylas inside. Now that she was within a stone’s throw, she could see it was a simple wooden slat cart. Her eyes wandered between the guards at the fire, and the bedrolls for three others, then eyed the cart once more. It was too short. If a man were inside, he could have jumped out. Perhaps Sylas was staying inside though. What option would he have? If he tried to run, the guards would catch up to him. It was not as though he could escape.

But where was the quorillium the guards spoke of?

If it were in the cart, there was certainly no room for a man, as well.

She had been too hasty in her need for confirmation. She was searching for Candorian guards and as soon as she’d seen them, she had not questioned her judgment again. Now that she had a moment, it dawned on her that they weren’t even wearing the sigil of Payton on their chest.

They were O’Malley guards.

From House O’Malley, in the southwest.

It was odd that they were this far north, and traveling toward Candeo from the eastern mountain ranges. There was no reason for them to be near Hawk’s Keep unless perhaps Zander had sent for them.

Raena tried to see if perhaps they were mixed in with Candeo guards. Maybe the three men sleeping were charges of Payton.

She scanned the site for any hung tunics or gear that might bear the Payton sigil or the black crown but came up empty. She glanced again at the bedrolls and noticed one of the sleeping sites appeared flatter than she had noticed before.

The instant she realized why, there was a weight against her back.

A boot pressing down on her shoulder blades. Pinning her to the dirt.

“What’re ya up to here, boy?” a gruff voice from above her growled.

Raena turned her head as much as she could, but saw only the bottom of his trousers. “Good mornin’,” she grunted, “I was just making sure you weren’t bandits.”

“Ya were? We clearly aren’t bandits, idiot. I don’t believe that for a second. Do bandits travel with the Queen’s flags?”

She gripped her poleaxe tighter. If she swung before the others were on her, she could hobble him at the ankle.

“Who’s that, May?” a guard called.

Raena could tell by their voices that the other two men were already close.

“Looks like a Boeny chap from East Shore, maybe? His face is painted. And I don’t know his colors.”

“Might be an Edivan spy!” one of the guards exclaimed.

Raena felt the tip of something cold and metal press to her hood, then flip it back.

“Edivans wouldn’t send a spy alone. Bind him up and we’ll search the perimeter.”

“There’s no one else out there, it’s flat in all directions.”

“Well that didn’t stop him from sneakin’ up on ya, did it?”

As they argued, Raena watched out of the corner of her eye. It was only three of them now. The other men were either still asleep, or stirring in their bedrolls. This was the only chance she would have before they bound her.

They were distracted, still talking amongst themselves when Raena flicked her poleaxe upward. She caught the man to her left in the knee. As he buckled, she rolled as hard as she could to her right. The man’s boot slipped off her back, and she was face-up, between his feet. Raena flung her weapon up again, knocking him in the balls. He stumbled forward, so she tucked down, scooting like an overturned snake trying to scramble away.

The third man was the one who had flipped her hood, and he was holding a war hammer. He swung the dull end down. Raena tried to roll to her side, but couldn’t react fast enough. The hammer met with her chest in a sickening thud.

Sharp, exploding pain shot through her, splintering in all directions. Her leather tunic had done nothing to protect her from the bludgeoning. Surely, her ribs were battered inside her chest.

Raena dropped her poleaxe, clutching her chest in surrender. Her breaths came shallow, gasping, but they came. Maybe her lung wasn’t punctured.

“Oi, he’s done fighting,” the guard said, holding his war hammer with a grin.

“He crushed my balls. Hit the bastard again!” the other guard shouted, his voice ripe with pain.

Raena pleaded with her eyes for mercy, as she coughed from the blow. But her eyes were watering, maybe the guard couldn’t even tell.

He shrugged and gave her a sly look, then raised his war hammer a second time.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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AVEN’S AUTUMN
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Aven’s negotiations with Duke Claue of Deen had taken an additional two days but ended with success. It was a relief, since she had to rush back to Colby ahead of Prince Zander. She spoke with Guon and Fitzduncan, deciding that they would have to find another way to meet with O’Piers as it wasn’t worth the risk to intercept Zander outside the safety of their own duchy. He was unpredictable, there was no doubt about that, and it was only within Colby they knew they would keep Aven physically surrounded by knights, day and night.

Even on the road, it was a slow journey. Rudge was quite injured, slowing the party down, and there were a multitude of twisting crests through the hilled and forested terrain. On the second night, they were still outside Colby when the sun began to set.

“We are only a few hours’ ride from the duchy,” Aven impressed upon her men. “There’s no point to making camp this close. We are practically sleeping at the edge of our own farms, after all.”

Guon grunted in disapproval, “Aven, we all need rest. Besides, a few hours from the edge of our land is one thing. It’s still another many hours after that to reach the keep. We wouldn’t be there until sunrise.”

Aven pursed her lips, looking out at the valleys ahead of them and Colby visible at the cliffside, far below.

Guon continued, “The Prince must be at least three days behind us, and we don’t even know that he’s coming this way. He might still be at Hanford, or even back at the Founts. If he is closer than that, Rowan will come and tell us, as you instructed him. Don’t you think we can afford to take one night of camp?”

“We were delayed at Deen, and Rowan did not come with news,” Aven pointed out.

“Aye.”

“Don’t you think we’ve moved slow enough? Wouldn’t you rather sleep in your own bed than the ground?”

“Aye, I would,” Guon agreed. “But I’m not worried about myself, my lady. Young Rudge Colby needs rest the most.”

That had done it. Her soft spot for Rudge was convincing beyond any other factor.

Their party made their last camp in a hillside, and Aven requested that two guards each slept with Barton and Rudge. The view from their chosen spot was breathtaking. She could see and smell the sea, which her heart had missed. It wrapped like a coiling snake through her senses, the salty air kissing her with homesick longing. That sensation made her long for another comfort, and that was Rae’s arms around her again. Though her duties had been pressing and critical, in the back of Aven’s mind she had constant wonderings about Rae. They had so much to talk about, and so much Aven wanted to understand.

She thought often of the nights they had shared together, replaying them in her mind. It was a warming image to get her through droning hours of meetings, and days on the back of a horse. She hadn’t been able to see Rae’s body, in the dim moonlight, but she had felt it. Aven believed she had even memorized it with her fingertips. When she had quiet moments to herself, she recalled everything she could, anxious to feel Rae everywhere around her again.

Aven tried to forgive herself for falling asleep. She’d had every intention to stop Rae from leaving, but then it was too late. She couldn’t forgive herself if Prince Zander found out the truth about who Rae was—whoever she was. He would have her killed or beaten or worse, simply for posing as a knight, Aven was sure of that.

She laid in the camp that night, comfortable on the ground, but wishing for Rae beside her. She had never been one to worship or believe in the almighties of Ediva, but she found herself praying to them, in the dark. She prayed to the one who was the ruler of men and beasts, Tor might have been his name. Aven couldn’t remember all of the prayers, she had heard them from Eathon but it had been many years. Regardless, she whispered a plea for Rae’s safety, over and over, until it lulled her to sleep.

She must have been asleep for several hours when Guon shook her shoulder.

“What is it?” she sprung up, whispering. “Bandits?”

“No. Not bandits,” Guon said. His face was solemn in the moonlight.

“Then what?”

He sighed, “A messenger was riding through on his way to Candor; I stopped him. He was bringing news to the kingdom of something terrible.”

“What’s happened?”

“The Hornes requested to meet with every coast-dwelling family, to discuss peace in the waters and an end to their raids. They sent a party of their leaders to House O’Pier and the heads of the families of the duchies all joined them.” He placed one hand on Aven’s forearm to comfort her. “Aven, it was an ambush. The Hornes slaughtered every one of them.”

Aven’s heart was pounding and the blood rushed into her ears. Everything around them dropped away from her vision except the center, as if she were looking through a pinhole.

“I don’t understand,” Aven said. “House O’Pier? How did they reach it?”

Guon shook his head. “He did not know. He only knew that the meeting was arranged quickly and every duchy leader was present. We may have received the invitation, had we still been at House Deen.”

Realization washed over Aven’s face, growing paler by the second. “Then who...who went in my stead?”

“I’m so sorry. Andres and Gracia Colby were among them.”

“Who else?” she asked stoically.

He cast his eyes down at the ground. “The O’Piers. The Deens. The Ballays. The O’Landers.”

Aven gasped as she could hardly catch her breath.

“It’s horrific, indeed,” he continued, “every family of East Shore, except the Hanfords. I suppose they weren’t given enough time.”

“I cannot believe this has happened. What of the boys? Are the boys still at the duchy?”

Guon sucked in his lips and shook his head, blinking hard with pain.

There were several breaths between them in a pause of weighted silence. Aven’s head swam with furious questions, but she could not put anything into words. The youngest Colby boy, Braighan, had not yet reached his eighth birthday. Aven felt a jolt of illness in her gut that she fought away. She could not allow herself to think of Eathon’s brothers. She could not mourn until she had acted.

“Has anyone told Barton and Rudge?” she whispered.

“Nay. I am the only one who knows. I sent the messenger onward and came straight to you.”

Aven felt hot tears begin to roll down her cheeks. She stifled the threat of accompanying sobs and managed to keep her composure otherwise, but couldn’t control her eyes.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice breaking, “do not tell them. I will be the one to do it. It is my duty as their sister-in-law, and as their duchess.”

“Of course, m’lady.”

“Wait, was it only the families of our coast? Are we sure that it was the Hornes who did this, and not perhaps Edivans? The Hornes are not capable of this alone.”

Guon shook his head. “Ediva lost far more than we. They sent the heads of seventeen families, including their king’s daughter. The messenger confirmed the bodies at the meeting site were mostly Edivan. Some Hornes were also killed. They had sent in their warriors, though the messenger did not know how. He reckoned that they must have switched, or hidden the warriors outside. No doubt there were many knights who accompanied the noblemen. One of the knights escaped and that is how we know anything at all of it.”

“What is to be done? What action did his message include?”

“There was no action. I imagine that will be for you to decide, and whoever takes up the rule of the Houses.”

“Do we know where the remaining Hornes and the warriors have gone? Are they still on our lands?”

His brow furrowed and he shook his head in reply. “We know nothing more.”

Aven wiped her tears and sniffled. She clenched her jaw in resolution. “Thank you. What hour is it, now?”

“Half between midnight and dawn.”

“Wake the rest of the party. I will speak to the boys.”

Guon hesitated, staring with questions written on his face.

“What is it?” Aven pressed.

“It’s that—Aven, why am I to wake everyone? There is nothing to be done. Can they not wait until morning to be told?”

She reached forward and placed her hand on his shoulder. “We have to hide Rudge and Barton. They are all that’s left of their family; we cannot wait here and risk that they will be found. If the Hornes are after every family, they may know the boys were gone. We need to decide where to take them.”

“Aye.”

“How many men do you think we will be against?”

"Truly can't say. If they managed to get their boats to the shore and bring a raiding party, but warriors as well? They could be as many as five hundred. We've seen the boats capable of carrying that many, with our watchmen."

Aven shuddered, pulling her arms tight around her. "Then let's hope that speed is on our side. We will hurry."

"Aye, m'lady."
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After sunrise, the traveling party spent the full day moving to higher ground, backtracking from the progress they had made in the days prior. With such a small group, there was no hope for them to win with might; they had to keep advantage through surprise and speed. Besides, they had no idea where the Hornes may be or from what direction they would come, or if the Hornes were even still in East Shore at all.

Every time they had a vantage, Guon looked down to the roads, below, and pointed out that there were still no travelers. It was a sign that everyone from the duchies had gone into the keeps, under siege.

The threat of Hornes was still valid, as long as the roads were empty.

Once they saw signs of peasants and serfs wandering out again to the fields and trade routes, they would return home. Until then, they needed a safe camp.

Guon led them into the densest groves of forest, staying off the paths and trails. Though leaves were turning brown and thin in the valleys, the evergreens of the mountains provided thick concealment year-round. However, the disadvantage of this was that they often could not see what surrounded them, either, so they had to travel much slower than typical and keep scouts on all sides.

When they reached the crest of the hill, it was nearing sundown. The party had to tactically make their camp.

“We cannot use fires,” Guon warned, “the smoke will draw them. We will eat root vegetables raw.”

Barton groaned and Rudge hung his head. They had eaten nothing but roots for two days, and Aven understood how they felt, though she did not show it. She had to maintain hope at all times, especially for the sake of the boys, who were still in shock.

“Show us where to camp, Guon,” Aven instructed.

Without a knight there, Guon was in-charge of their tactics. Two of the horsemen seemed to resent it, but did well enough to keep their mouths shut, at least when Aven was present. Guon seemed to recognize this and gestured to one of the horsemen, Olyander.

“Aye, can you make the camp, while I speak with the Duchess?”

Olyander nodded without hesitance.

While the party gathered twigs and branches under the direction of Olyander, Aven and Guon wandered away from them, to speak in the woods.

“Pardon me, m’lady, but I need to show you something,” Guon grumbled, when they were a good distance.

“Of course.”

“Can you see down from here?” he pointed. “There, at the foothills, there’s a bit of orange and gold?”

Aven trained her eyes where he pointed for several seconds. She couldn’t make out anything interesting or notable, at all. “I’m afraid not.”

“That’s alright, it’s difficult to see. It’s about an hour’s ride, maybe a little more, depending on the rocks.”

“What is it? Do you think it’s the Hornes?”

Guon blinked and crossed his arms. “Nay, not the Hornes. They’ve been down on that road for the past few hours, traveling through. They are headed for the duchy. It has to be the Prince’s troupe.”

Aven’s eyes widened and she reached out to lay a hand on Guon’s wrist. “They are still going toward O’Piers? They don’t know about the Hornes?”

“I can’t imagine they do, no. They would be off the roads or back to Candor.”

“We have to warn them. We have to tell them about the ambush.”

Guon raised an eyebrow, contemplating her words.

“How soon will they reach the duchy?”

He shrugged, glancing out. “They might be making camp soon, or they may press on. If they don’t stop for camp, they will be there before dawn.”

“Then we must warn them. Who can get to the valley the fastest? Can you bring them to our camp?”

Guon pursed his lips, breathing short breaths. “I can reach them if I take one horse. Maybe two of us should go. We won’t be able to bring them here, there are too many of them to use this camp. But I should be able to take them off the path and into the hills before the sun is fully down. I can help them make camp in the trees. They will be better concealed there.”

“Do it. I will follow after you, to speak with the Prince about what has happened.”

“Duchess, you will be safer here, at the hilltop.”

She shook her head. “I cannot stay in safety all of the time. This is a critical responsibility, Guon. We cannot allow the Prince to be killed by the Hornes, at any cost.”

Guon’s eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth as if to argue again, but he stopped himself. Without a word, he nodded.

With the plan set, both of them jogged back to the camp. Aven retrieved a horse from one of the horsemen and made quick work of setting the saddle for herself. She mounted the horse and glanced at Guon to see if he was ready. He had chosen Olyander to accompany him.

“Aven, you’re leaving?” Barton asked, approaching her. He had a fur pulled over his head and his hair was matted underneath. There were streaks under his eyes, as he had been crying for all of the day.

“I won’t be long, Nedwing,” she said, calling him the word for “brother” from the old Boenaerya language. “We have to ride down the hill, a short distance, and I will return.”

“We shouldn’t separate our party,” Barton insisted. “Don’t you always tell us that?”

Aven couldn’t help but think of the moment she’d asked Rae to find Zander, and she cringed with regret. “We can’t allow anything to happen to the Prince. I promise you, we will be back shortly.”

Guon and Olyander had begun to ride, casting lingering looks back at Aven.

“I need to go. Do not worry,” she reached out and gave Barton a pat on the shoulder. He did not appear assured, but he neglected to say anything further.

Aven set her heels and followed the other two riders down the hillside.

They rode in silence, keeping watchful eyes on the valley and the foothills for any sight of Hornes. Aven stayed no more than five horse-paces behind, close enough to see where Guon and Olyander cast their eyes. She could make out the Prince's entourage now and tracked them when the brush was not too dense. When they had ridden for about one-half hour, by Aven's estimation, Guon lingered back to speak with her.

"The Prince has stopped in that nook of the valley, it appears they are setting up a camp. It's a vulnerable position, we need to get to them, and fast. They stand no chance of survival there."

Aven squinted to see his reference. She could make out the circular formation of guards surrounding the nobles, who were at the center. "Is that a cartwheel formation?"

Guon shrugged. "I don't know what they call it, but I'd call it stupid."

Aven smirked. "In Candor, traveling parties use that tactic. The swordsmen go to the outside and make a circle of protection. It works well when you can see for miles in every direction."

"Aye. Well in the forest where you can't see an enemy approach, it's stupid. Especially when you're in a crevice," he flipped his hand toward Olyander, signaling the horseman to ride on. "Olyander can reach them in minutes, my lady. He is going on to warn them. We will hold our position, if you agree? I believe where we are now is a suitable location for them to make camp."

"Do you think this will suffice with the number of travelers they have?" Aven said, looking side to side at the forest.

"They will need to spread out, for certain. They cannot cluster together," Guon said.

Aven frowned. She watched Olyander disappear into the trees. "I hope the Prince will listen. He is a stubborn man."

"What if he doesn't?"

"Then I will let the Prince meet his fate."

Guon squinted, looking at the group below.

Aven did the same. “Do you think Sir Rowan went on, ahead?”

"He may have, m'lady. I never saw him on the road.”

"He knew to keep concealed. Perhaps he went back to Deen, looking for us." Aven craned her neck to see, glancing over every member of the party. There were roughly a hundred heads below, but not a blonde one among them. She was relieved that at least Zander hadn’t captured Rae, as far as she could tell. She had nothing else to say or do until Olyander returned. She couldn't stop her mind from wandering through scenarios; what if Rae never made it to Hanford? What if Prince Zander had killed her? She found herself growing cold with fear the more the possibilities swarmed her mind.

Though they were still a good distance, Aven could make out the form of Olyander speaking with a nobleman in green, whom she assumed was the Prince. They were motioning toward various places in the valley and the hills before they began to deconstruct their camp and mount their horses.

Guon smiled; a rare expression. "Looks like he convinced them, just fine. In good timing, too. The sun will be fully down by the minute he reaches us."

"They won't have time to construct much of a camp in the dark," Aven speculated.

"Aye, but hopefully they will scatter out, and that should be enough to protect them."

Aven nodded.

They waited, watching, and almost didn't see Olyander ascending the hill until he was meters from them.

"Aye, they are coming," Olyander announced as he rode up alongside Aven.

"I'm surprised he listened to you," Aven said.

"Well, he didn't," Olyander replied. "But we reached a compromise. He wants to bring a small group all of the way to our camp, and he wants the rest of his entourage to camp here, where we recommended."

Aven raised both eyebrows in disbelief. "What small group does he want to bring? Do you mean that he intends to join our camp?"

"Aye, he said that was the only way he saw it."

Aven's knuckles went white from her grip on the reins. She pressed her lips into a thin line and couldn't manage to speak. She tried to be rational but couldn't help the nagging assumption that Zander was only doing this to intimidate and scare her. She had only minutes to wait.

"Guon, let us go up to the camp. We will need to decide where His Highness will be," Aven suggested, her voice wavering.

Guon frowned, but agreed.

Olyander waited behind to settle the rest of the Prince's entourage.

When Guon and Aven returned, they chose three nooks, settled into the brush and foothills, to arrange as quick shelters for the Prince. As they were settling their horses, Barton emerged from his spot and approached Aven.

"What are you up to?" he whispered.

"The Prince wants to make camp with us," Aven said. "Go on, back to sleep."

"I'm not sleeping. Why isn't he staying below?"

Aven paused, unwilling or unable to answer. She used the distraction of reaching into the horse's pack for oats to give her time.

Barton's patience was steady, but they didn't have to wait long, because the Prince was riding up before Aven provided her answer. Along with him was a dark, regal-looking Candorian girl about Aven's age, wearing a disgruntled expression. Her brown hair was pinned back and she wore a maroon and grey dress.

"Aven!" Zander exclaimed, dismounting his rouncey. "It's been far too long!"

Aven clenched her teeth. "Prince Zander." She dropped into a deep curtsy, far lower than necessary. Beside her, Barton took the cue and he gave an awkward bow.

"Oh please, please," Zander waved his hands. "No need for that. It's wonderful to see you, sweet Duchess! When your horseman told me you were here, I knew we must be reunited. Don't you agree? It's terrible what's happened, with these barbarian Hornes, but you and I will see to it that the East Shore is restored. Hard to believe anything so awful could happen, so close to us all.”

Aven nodded. “It is, indeed. Prince, this is Barton Colby.”

Zander impatiently stepped in to clap Barton on the shoulders, as though he were a much younger boy. “A Colby! I am so pleased to see that you survived and are well. Why, we will have to find a suitable assignment for you, lad. You must be old enough to be a knight or a lord, what do you think?”

“Please,” Aven interjected, “Your Majesty, he’s been through—”

“Don’t speak for him,” Zander snapped, then smiled again at Barton. “He’s a man, after all. He can choose his own words.”

Barton eyed Aven with reservation, his jaw tight. Zander saw the exchange and dropped his hands from Barton’s shoulders.

“Well then,” the Prince said, “I hear that you have a fascinating way of making camp here, so that you are hidden from the forest-barbarians.”

“The Ruvians,” Aven said, “and also now, the Hornes.”

Zander rolled his eyes. “Yes, those. They are all the same. I will take the advice of your horseman, then, and take up a safe camp for the night.”

This entire time, Aven had been glancing at the woman on the horse, who had stayed several steps behind the Prince and had not dismounted or spoken. She seemed to be observing them as if she had a different objective.

“Is this all of your group who will join our camp tonight?” Aven asked.

Zander glanced at the woman. "Yes. Just the two of us. The rest of our party will be down below."

Aven nodded, a dozen questions in her mind, but she held back.

Guon had been near, but out of earshot, settling the animals for the evening. He seemed curious about the stilted conversation; perhaps he noticed the tension in Aven's body language. He came walking over to them, his hands held in front of his chest.

"Can I help get ya settled into your shelter, Prince?" Guon asked, inspecting Aven's face out of the corner of his eye.

"Are you another horseman?" Zander replied.

"No," Guon said, "I'm the lead guard for the party."

"Well then," Zander said, "you are supposed to be keen at noticing things, like danger or alarm, correct?"

Guon nodded in affirmation and his hands balled into tense fists. Aven felt a knot turn in her stomach at the familiar condescension in Zander's tone.

Zander smirked. "Then shouldn't you have noticed there are four nobles here, speaking in conversation, whom you just interrupted?"

Guon opened his mouth but the Prince didn't allow him the rebuttal.

"It would have been tolerated, or even excused," Zander said, "if you'd rendered a bow to me, and asked permission to speak. That is how you treat the royal Prince of the kingdom, is it not?"

Aven's heartbeat spiked at the sight of Guon's forearms flexing in rage. "Now, Your Majesty," she blurted out, "we have different rules for courtesy when we are traveling in the forests. We do not take time to render formality, because of the imminent danger we could be in. It's a preservation tactic. You will see much different behavior, back at the duchy."

Zander scoffed. "That's a rather similar excuse to plenty I've heard from you before."

"Maybe we should get into camp," Barton interjected. "It's dark. Even the wolves will hear us speaking."

"Look at that!" Zander clapped. "This baby boy is the smartest one in your whole lot! Maybe you ought to marry him to keep your title, Duchess."

Against Aven's will, she felt her ears flaring red. She shoved down her response.

"Lead guard, or whatever you call yourself," Zander addressed Guon, "what bed have you made for the two of us?"

The woman on the horse gave a short, loud guffaw. It startled everyone, who turned their heads toward her direction.

"Excuse me," she said, balancing her tone, "but, erm, of course I need my own bed. That's s-so proper. I'm a lady, after all."

Zander rolled his eyes.

The woman lifted her shoulders, steeling herself. "I won't share a bed with any man until I'm wed."

"Some sort of new tradition, is it?" Zander snapped. "Fine then. Lead guard, show us to our two separate beds. I hope you have enough to spare, for this lady who insists on being proper and pure, making everyone else inconvenienced for her."

The woman pursed her lips, but said no more.

"Come on, then," Guon said with a sigh. He grabbed Barton's sleeve and tugged, encouraging both men to follow him into the trees.

The woman began to dismount her horse. Aven stepped over to assist her.

"Thank you, Duchess," she said as her feet touched the ground. She turned toward Aven and offered a modest curtsy. "I'm Lady Islabell, of Hawk's Keep."

Realization dawned over Aven's face. "Hawk's Keep, you are Sir Rowan's cousin?"

Islabell nodded. "Yes, distantly."

"Do you know where he is? Was he with your party?"

Islabell's eyes looked about. "Is there somewhere we might talk? Pardon me, but it's dark here, and I'm afraid I'm not accustomed to the forest. It feels as though anyone could be lurking in these trees."

"Of course, follow me," Aven offered.

Aven led Islabell to where the horsemen were settled, leaving the horse with them. Next, they went to Aven's shelter, which was concealed so well in a patch of ferns that it took her a bit of stumbling to locate it.

Aven gestured to the opening in the brush. "There is room inside for us to sit, if you wish."

Islabell eyed the shelter with an inquisitive expression. "This is...odd. This is how you camp? On the ground?"

Aven scowled. "It's the safest way to avoid a raid. It's also quite warm inside."

"If you insist." Islabell shrugged and crawled into the shelter, with Aven following.

They settled in with enough room to sit, so close their legs almost touched. Aven was right; the branches overhead were high enough for them to sit without snagging their hair on the brush. Though Aven didn't need to acknowledge it, she knew that her shelters were always crafted with the most care from her party members. Of course, this also meant near-to-no moonlight could pass through, making a pure dark enclosure.

"Did Rowan not come to find you, to give a message?" Islabell asked.

Aven shook her head, then realized it wasn’t visible in the darkness, so she spoke. “No, he rode toward Hanford from Deen and that was the last we saw of him.”

“I see,” Islabell said, her voice small.

“Do you know where he could be?” Aven pressed.

“I can tell you that he did arrive at Hanford. After that, he went on to find someone.”

Aven felt her heart beating faster. “To find someone? Do you mean you spoke to him?”

“No,” Islabell muttered, “I did not. But someone did. I know that you sent him, and what you sent him to do. I am sorry if he did not complete his task.”

Aven shook her head in disbelief. "I see. You cannot tell me where he's gone? Can you tell me when he'll return?"

"I can't. Of course, he didn't know anything about the Hornes. With the route he is taking, he should not encounter them. At any rate, if he does, would they kill him?”

Aven shook her head. “They are just raiders. They have never been so organized to do something like an ambush at this level. We didn’t know they had the capability to do this. However, now that they have, they will be trying to sack the keeps. They might bully the walls until they get in, but my men can stop them. When they lose enough numbers, they will get back in their boats and return to their islands.”

“Good,” Islabell said, “I’m relieved this will soon be over and that he will have safe passage. What he is going to do is important. Rest assured, Candor will be a better place when he returns.”

Aven nodded, trying to read through the cryptic words, but that sense of dread was filling her again. She found herself certain that whatever Rae had gone to do, it was something to allow her to return to Hawk’s Keep. Perhaps to have her exile revoked by Queen Zarana? That would be a possibility, and explain why Islabell was being so vague. Would Rae really have left Aven and returned to Candor without saying goodbye?

“Duchess, may I ask you about something else?” Islabell whispered.

“Of course.”

“I am told that you grew up with Prince Zander. I was also told, by one of my dear friends, that you might be opposed to the marriage that Prince Zander has...demanded, with me?”

“Ah,” Aven said, lacking a deeper response.

Islabell leaned in closer, her breath warm on Aven’s cheek. “I mean no offense, I am sorry if I misunderstood.”

“No, no,” Aven reassured. “You did not. I was only thinking about how you might have known that information. I am not opposed to any particular marriage that Zander chooses, but rather...I know that you mean very much to Sir Rowan. I know he considers you like a sister to him. I would wish for you to be happy, for that reason.”

There was a strange pause between them, as if Islabell were considering something heavy and vast.

When Islabell spoke, there was a deliberate draw to her tone, implying a deeper meaning to each syllable. “Sir Rowan...how well have you come to know him?”

Aven was glad that it was too dark for Islabell to see her blush. “I know him well.”

“I see.”

“You grew up with him?” Aven asked.

“Aye, Duchess. I’ve known him since he was eight.”

Aven took a deep breath. “So, then you know he is special?”

The pause was bursting with intensity.

“Aye.”

“I know it, too,” Aven stated.

Neither of them said anymore, allowing that truth to sink in. But there was a lightness to their tone after that which had not existed before.

“I will help you,” Aven continued. “I don’t know what I can do, but I will protect anyone who Sir Rowan loves. If you wish me to try and stop your marriage, I will do my best."

"Thank you. I will be in your debt. Our family is strong in Candor, and perhaps there is something we can do that helps you, someday, to return the favor."

"We are all common allies," Aven said, waving her hand. "We will hold fast against injustice, and that is more than a favor."

"Thank you," Islabell repeated.

"If you would feel more comfortable, you may sleep here," Aven said. "If you don't wish to, I'll take you to your beddown, but I'll suggest that you don't sleep alone. It can be dangerous."

"I wouldn't dare sleep alone here. The forest terrifies me," Islabell said. “And so does...is there any risk that he will find us?”

Aven knew who she was referring to without needing clarification. “No. My guards are all around us, though you cannot see them. They will not stop watching this spot all night. No one will disturb us, I assure you.”

“You are kind. I look forward to learning more about you,” Islabell whispered with genuine warmth.

“And I look forward to your stories about the young Sir Rowan and all his faults, so I may have something fantastic to tease him about when he returns.”

Islabell giggled, and it was a welcome sound of joy. Aven realized there was fear and intensity gripping her heart, the second she heard something so contrasting to break through.

Settled on the intent to sleep, the two noblewomen undressed down to their undergarments and divided the furs between them. They were quick to silence. Aven was calmed by the breathing of someone else beside her. She was still thinking of ways she could help Islabell when she drifted off.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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There was an orange glow in the air.

It was warm.

It wasn't the sun.

There was a low hum, like the sound of many men in a faraway place. It reminded Aven of the Knight's Trial; dull and loud chatter from a great crowd. She had heard roars of humans together when she was a young girl in the castle.

The hum and the glow.

They were stirring her from her peaceful, comfortable sleep.

She didn't want to open her eyes. She was still so tired and it must be so dark and quiet.

But it wasn't dark. And it wasn't quiet.

There was the hum. There was the glow.

Her eyes opened.

It wasn't a dream.

The shelter the guards had constructed for her was so dense; the branches practically weaved a wall as strong as a basket. But there were cracks; and the orange glow was bright enough to penetrate them, filling the space.

It was so bright.

Aven knew.

She scrambled to exit the shelter, struggling to escape from the furs tangled over her.

"Duchess?" Islabell's confused, sleep-coated voice whispered.

But Aven was free of the blankets and was emerging as fast as she could manage. She crawled from the shelter with no regard for decency, dressed in her undergarments. She saw Guon, walking toward her, his head focused to the East. When he reached her, he stopped.

They stood that way: side-by-side, neither saying a word. Staring.

Down below in the valley, the fields, the farms, the duchy, were ablaze.

The flames licked every edge and corner.

It was as though a great artist had created a map, showing all borders and lines where the duchy stretched across the landscape. Even the walls of the keep were distinguishable; stretching high above all else. The shapes of the structures were evident, highlighted in flame, squares and lines made of incandescence.

It would have been beautiful, had it not been home.

Now that she focused on it, Aven could distinguish the hum that she heard. It wasn't a dull sound at all, but rather the collective roar of screams and cries from thousands of voices, together, combining into insufferable anguish.

"No," Aven said. As if her word had power. As if she had power. As if she could erase reality.

"My lady," Guon's hand was on her arm, stopping her. She didn't know she had stepped forward. "We cannot. We cannot save it."

"Who did this?" She asked, whipping round to stare Guon in the eyes, demanding the explanation.

"It... it must be the Hornes—"

"The Hornes could not do this!" Aven snapped. "Wake the Prince. Bind him. I want to know what he's done."

"M'lady, the Prince—"

"Do it. Question every one of his people. We will kill them all until we know."

Guon opened his mouth with concern, but the rage in Aven's eyes silenced him. Without a word, Guon walked in the direction of the Prince's shelter.

Aven wrapped her arms around her chest, feeling frozen to her core. She wanted to look away from the carnage below, but she wouldn't. She wouldn't abandon her people, even if it was only in thought. She was helpless.

"My lady, please."

The soft woman's voice beside her was a surprise, but not unwelcome. Islabell tenderly draped a fur blanket over Aven's shoulders, then stood, looking out, as stoic and calm as a pillar.

"Is it Ediva?" Islabell whispered.

"It could be," Aven's voice was hard and dry. "It could be Candor."

"No, it wouldn't be. Candorian armies war first and burn last. They are too proud of their ability to fight. If this were an invasion, they would still be battling. It would take hours—"

"I'd rather not discuss tactics, if you don't mind," Aven snapped. "Everyone I know as family is dead, save for the two young boys who are now in my care. They lost their parents and their baby brothers in that ambush. Now their home is razed. My duchy is razed. I will find who is responsible, and watch the light fade from their eyes as I cut their throat, as slow and as painful as I can."

The commotion to the right of them drew their attention, as Guon and another guard dragged Prince Zander across the damp forest ground. He refused to pick up his feet, thrashing side-to-side, shouting curses and threats.

"Shut up," Aven warned, staring into him with fervor.

The ominous passion of a woman with nothing to lose was crippling. Zander immediately stiffened, standing, his hands bound in front of him.

"What do you know of this?" Aven gestured to the valley.

Zander glanced at the flames, and two emotions crossed in the face, in quick succession. The first was genuine alarm, his eyes widening with a start. But as he squinted, recognizing what was at the heart of the enormous fire, his mouth twisted at the corners in the slightest, pleased expression. There was pride in his countenance; subdued, but evident nonetheless.

"I'm afraid this is a surprise to me, Duchess," Zander offered, his tone condescending.

"Do not toy with me." Aven nodded to Guon. "Put him on his knees. Give me your dagger."

Guon obeyed, and was gentle in his movements. The Prince showed no resistance.

Aven took the dagger and held it at her side. "Now. Tell me what you know."

Zander's brown eyes were alarmingly cold and even. He showed no shred of fear or concern. "I don't know anything. I am not sad for your duchy, and I am glad to watch it burn. But I could never have moved my armies across the mountains of Calamyta without your people knowing of it. If you stop being emotional and you take a second to rationalize, you'll know that's true."

Aven stepped forward and bent at the waist like a hairpin. She was the image of wild rage; her black hair frazzled and flowing from sleep, her skin and nightdress matched in pale tones of nearly-white. If she had appeared to someone in the forest, they might have taken her for a vengeful spirit.

"Who did this—"

"Aven!" Guon shouted, releasing his hold on the Prince and pointing down the hill with alarm.

Running toward them was Olyander. Though he was still ten meters away, his lanky form was easy to distinguish.

He was screaming.

That's when Aven heard them. Much closer.

She stepped past the Prince and her guards, peering down. The hill was steep enough to give an idea of the environment below. Though it was dark, she could make out the shadows of people in Prince Zander's camp.

And she could make out the swarm of barbarians.

They were everywhere.

It took Aven a moment to comprehend what she was seeing because her eyes wanted to tell lies to her mind. It was so akin to a hill of ants, where the top is knocked loose, and the ants scurry and explode in all directions. There were as many men, scrambling, clamoring, as you would expect to see in an entire army. Where had an army of men come from?

But there was no time to question or understand it.

They were coming.

The shadows of warriors multiplied as if they rose from the ground itself. They were in greater mass than anyone could justify. They had no horses in their ranks, but their movement was rapid. If they had run from the duchy on foot, it would have taken more than a day. Maybe longer, with their numbers. They couldn’t be the same legion that set fire to the duchy, yet Aven believed they also must be, somehow. She couldn’t make sense of the paradox.

With the duchy burning in the backdrop, the barbarians ran. They were black figures against the orange night. Engaged with them, fighting back with all they had, were the vastly-outnumbered Prince's men.

"Duchess, to the horses, now!" Olyander shouted. He was less than two meters away, and as he took his next step, something struck him from behind. He fell forward, first to one knee, clutching at his chest.

Aven could not wait. "Protect the Prince!" she called over her shoulder to Guon, as she turned to run for the horses.

Islabell was dumbfounded, her jaw hanging wide open. Aven grabbed the lady's hand, yanking her out of the trance, and they ran together.

"Run! To the horses!" Aven echoed Olyander's warning as they dashed through the camp. She didn't dare to look behind her.

Islabell began to join in the call, warning anyone who could hear, her voice straining into a scream.

Aven spotted three horses ahead, near Barton's shelter. They weren't hers, and she didn't know where hers had been taken to beddown.

It didn't matter.

There were grunts and anguished screams behind her, along with the distinctive clangs of metal on metal.

"Hurry, to the horses! Ride!" Aven screamed for last good measure, leaping to mount a bare palfrey. She'd no time for a saddle or even reins. She saw Islabell do the same, taking the next horse, as Aven turned the beast toward the West.

For a split second, she looked back, hoping to see Barton or Rudge upon a steed. Instead, she was disheartened by what she beheld.

Guon was several meters behind, engaged in battle with two of the barbarians, and a third was fast approaching his position. Zander had broken away and was nowhere to be seen. Two of Aven's guards emerged from their shelters and were readying their weapons. It wouldn't stay a fair fight, for long.

Digging her heels, Aven leaned into the palfrey and it was off with a gallop. Not far behind was Lady Islabell.

They rode at full speed without stopping or speaking, until they couldn't hear the clash of blades at all.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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ZARANA’S AUTUMN
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The gaol in Candeo was often full of prisoners, and today was no exception.

Zarana had seen the gaols in Ediva and West Twin, as well as many keeps in Candor. She believed that Candeo Castle had the best system of all, though. The cells were overlapping chambers, stacked like bricks, going upward from the ground in a tower. In the center was a single walkway. Criminals guilty of small, inconsequential nuisances were kept in the bottom cell. The worst criminals were kept at the top, a dozen meters above the ground. If they ever tried to escape, they would fall to their death. Since Zarana had been alive, there had been six prisoners found dead at the bottom of the gaol tower, and countless others with broken bones.

Lord Sylas was being kept in one of the top chambers; not because he was considered at-risk for escape, but because his supposed crime was the most severe. Treason against the crown would normally have a short trial if there was a trial at all.

Zarana was still not convinced that treason was a logical charge for the lord, but she would have to come to her conclusion before Zander returned. There was a tactful, subtle way to defy her son, and Zarana was capable of it.

She waited while the guards fastened the gaol's only ladder, a difficult job, for a reason. They also had a rope that hung from the ceiling to stabilize the climber. The guards didn't require the use of the rope, as they were skilled at making the climb. They were fetching it for their Queen.

There were no doors or bars to the upper cells. The walls wouldn't support crafted metal at that height. The ladder was placed against the open hole where Lord Sylas was kept, and two guards ascended first. Then the Queen began her climb; one hand on the ladder, one hand on the rope.

"Steady, Your Majesty." a guard said from below.

Zarana clenched her teeth and resisted the urge to look down. She tried to focus on the rungs of the ladder and nothing else. As she passed a cell on the second level, she peered in at the prisoner, pausing for a few seconds in her climb.

In the farthest corner of the cell, chained to the wall, stood an imposing knight. His tuft of golden hair and his rage-filled blue eyes were unmistakable in their uniqueness. Zarana knew he had been captured by O’Malley men and brought in with a cart of quorillium slag. His crime was vague and pithy; all he had done was enter the kingdom despite an exile order from Zander. Another political pile of feces for Zarana to step her foot into.

She saw one of the guards at the top peering out to see what was taking her so long. They wouldn't dare say it aloud, but Zarana could tell they were amused by how slowly she was moving. She made one final gaze at Sir Rowan, whose eyes were glaring daggers into her chest. He wasn’t afraid.

Zarana continued upward.

When she finally reached the top, her hands were shaking. Both guards grabbed her by the forearms to pull her in as she stepped around the ladder and onto the cell floor. She tried to hide her nerves but it was impossible. Fortunately, Sylas was so downcast, staring at the ground in the corner, he was paying her no attention.

"Thank you," Zarana said to the guards, composing herself. She stepped into the center of the cell, away from the edge. "I would like privacy with the prisoner, please."

The guards exchanged a look.

"Your Majesty," the elder guard said. "We never leave anyone on the top—"

"I know, I know." Zarana waved her hands. "He could push me off. Unless he wants his wife and daughter killed by sunset, he won't. Now please, go."

The guards complied, mounting the ladder one at a time, and disappearing into the blackness of the tower below.

Zarana took a long look at Lord Sylas. It had been a year or more since she had seen him last. He was a mountain of a man, but in his humble, slumped position, he appeared shrunken. He was among the greatest lords in Candor, and she was accustomed to seeing him with his head high and proud. Now, she thought to herself, she wouldn't recognize him if he were a beggar in the street.

"We have your trial to discuss," Zarana began. She took up a position near the wall, directly across from Sylas.

He looked up through heavy eyelids. "Aye, is that happening now?"

"Formally? No. But considering that I will be your judge, it would behoove you to explain to me exactly what happened."

Sylas shrugged, licking his lips with a dry scratch, as if he hadn't tasted water in days. "Will it change my sentence?"

Zarana flinched. "Of course. I've heard nothing of your defense."

"Did your son not tell you why he had me arrested?"

"Sylas," she sighed, "I'm not in the mood for this. You may explain to me your reasoning, or you may be put to death. I have only one account to make a judgment, and that account was to try you for treason. But here I stand, clearly not affected by treason. And as far as I know, you started no plot against my son's life. So why am I to slaughter one of my own beloved lords and watch my kingdom revolt because of it?"

"Did you take such an account from Henry, before he was slaughtered on charges of treason?"

His words hung in the air.

The cell was small, but now it seemed as if the walls had closed in upon them both.

"You must want to die, then," Zarana whispered.

Sylas rolled his shoulders, bracing himself, and leaned forward. "I was arrested, Your Majesty, because I exercised my rights within the law. I told the Prince he could not abduct my only daughter and force her to marry him, against her will, and without my blessing. He then sent his men sneaking through my keep like snakes, searching for any signs of wrongdoing. They found pieces of waste and scrap metals, cast aside by my blacksmiths, and accused me of withholding quorillium from the crown."

Zarana raised her eyebrows. "And am I to understand that Zander abducted your daughter, by your account?”

"I believe that's the correct word when you take someone who has no desire to go with you."

"I see," Zarana said, steadying her voice. "And in what way was this conversation witnessed? Was it in private, or in the council...?"

Sylas lifted his head, looking Zarana in the eye for the first time. "We were walking to the bailey, with two of the knights; Sir Finn, and Sir Allyn. They both heard the discussion. I admit, I was too harsh toward Prince Zander, I was reactive. I felt surprised by his proposal, it seemed so sudden."

"Then you would react differently, with time?"

"Absolutely," Sylas said, holding a steady, unflinching gaze.

"Interesting," Zarana said. She shifted, looking about for a place to rest, but there were no chairs or surfaces.

"I understand the weight of what I said. I threatened him. I’m no fool, it was wrong of me. But they were empty words.”

“Would you try to kill my son?”

“Of course not.”

Zarana straightened. “But that is what you told him? You did say you would kill him if he married your daughter?”

“I said I would if he took her, without my blessing. But I...” Sylas dropped his eyes. “I am ready to give my blessing. I must, no matter what you decide the outcome will be for me.”

Zarana nodded, her lips terse. She stepped away from the wall and began to pace, walking back and forth, in front of him. His head stayed hung, focused on the floor around her feet.

“Tell me,” Zarana began again, “do the guards deliver you news here? Do they tell you who has come, and gone, and been arrested?”

“No, they don’t speak to me.”

She narrowed her eyes, studying him for a moment. She was the hand that had broken many men. She had seen their eyes, the moment before their execution was carried out by her command. She had watched the light leave them when they realized their end was imminent. Sylas had that sense of death in him, though his fate was still in question. He had the air of hopelessness. Zarana found herself wondering what it could be that made the man believe with such certainty that he was as good as dead.

She had to dig until she found it. She needed to know. "Sir Rowan. He was your squire, was he not?"

Something twisted in Sylas's face. His lip twitched before he spoke. "Aye, Majesty."

"When did he become your squire? When was he first in your care?"

His mouth twitched again. Zarana could see she was striking the nerve she was after.

"I don't remember for certain," Sylas mumbled. "The normal age, though. He was seven or eight."

"Yes, he was the proper age. But what was the season?"

Zarana stepped forward and stared, watching every micro-movement of his face. Sylas glanced up to catch her eyes, seeming to realize how closely he was being observed, and he let out a long breath.

"It was spring, perhaps. Or summer, I cannot—"

"Was it the Black Spring?" she snapped.

Sylas took another breath, biting his lip.

"Tell me, Lord Sylas, who brought you this boy? How did he come to be your squire?"

"He was my cousin's boy—"

"Which cousin? What noble house does your cousin belong to? Who is Rowan's father?"

"Brande, from East Twin—"

"What is Brande's lineage? What family is Brande descended from?"

Sylas sputtered. "My mother's line. Brande descends from my mother's great-grandfather's children. Rowan was a bastard, but it didn't mean I should ignore his nobility. We know he is Brande's son."

"Are you certain of that? You are certain he is Brande's bastard?"

"Yes." Sylas's jaw turned to hard steel, and he looked Zarana squarely in the eyes. He held his expression without waning for a few seconds.

"I have a proposal for you, Lord Sylas." Zarana stood to her full height and clasped her hands together, towering over him with a confident stance. "You have been a great ally and lord to serve me well, and you served my husband well, there is no doubt of that. I will speak to you now as an equal, out of respect for your service to the black crown.”

Sylas nodded in response.

Zarana continued. “I would like to give you what you want. I have no wish to kill you. I am willing to spare your life and excuse you for your crimes against the crown. I cannot go against the charges, publicly. I cannot explain that the metals you were hoarding were useless, because that would insult my son’s intelligence. What I can do is pin this on the stupidity of some other fool. I will announce to the kingdom that you were betrayed by one of your guards, who lied about the entire accusation and stole quorillium from my own hoard. I will say the guard did this because he was secretly in love with Islabell, and wanted to stop her wedding by claiming you were against it. When that failed and the wedding plans proceeded, he came forward to admit his failure, and he fled to Ediva."

Sylas's face lifted and that's when Zarana saw it. The glimmer of the thing she needed. The faint hints of what it took to control a man.

Hope.

"I will also go one step further, for you," Zarana continued, a smirk teasing at the corners of her lips. "I will send a messenger to my son, forbidding him to follow through with this marriage. He will return your daughter to Hawk's Keep, immediately. He will claim that he realized Islabell had a broken heart from the errant guard, and perhaps when she is done mourning, she will consider him of her own free will. You will have your daughter and your freedom."

She paused, wringing her hands; watching to see more of that beautiful light return into his face.

"I don't want to lose a lord," she said. "This kingdom is more divided and tremulous than it's ever been. Executing you could push the people into revolution, don't you agree?"

Sylas shrugged. "You know more of your kingdom than I."

"Indeed," Zarana said. "Although, I do suppose that I could withstand a revolution if it were to happen. In fact, now that I think of it, I've been looking for a good reason to reunite Candor and return us to the state we were in, before the war and the black spring. We were all connected in our beliefs, do you remember how that felt? The people trusted my husband, and they trusted me. They didn't question us or wonder if we should be like any other kingdom. They weren't poisoned by Ediva's ridiculous political lies. Now we are so divided, we could crumble at any time."

"You think a revolution would solve that?"

"Well, consider it, Sylas. If only I knew exactly who the people were, the liars, the disgruntled, the peasants who think democratic rule is the way to a better future?" She laughed with a bitter, hollow tone. "I could end them all. I could rid my kingdom of their rhetoric. Then what would be left? The key to a better society is compliance. People who see their place and their benefit, so they serve. No more discontent, no more struggle, no more questioning, critical, ungrateful mouths to feed. That's how it used to be. And if Ediva hadn't poisoned their minds, Candor would be greater than either you or I could even imagine!"

"You can't end an idea."

Zarana scoffed. "Of course I can. Ediva will crumble, mark my words. This ridiculous system they have created where they allow their blubbering, mindless peasants to select their noble rulers? It's madness! It's only a matter of time before their noblemen are slaying each other in the streets or breeding incestually to ensure they will be the de facto kings. You know that I'm correct."

"I'm not sure of the future."

"Then I'll tell you now, Sylas, this is their future. Soon, before the end of our lives, Ediva will fall. Their little experiment to gain the favor of their people? Idiotic. I don't need to be liked by my people. I need to be feared, and respected, and recognized as queen. The rest is insignificant."

Sylas nodded. "Aye, Majesty."

She grunted with approval, and then the room was quiet, both of them dredged through with the topic.

A memory jumped into Zarana's head from at least sixteen years prior. She thought of how she was back then; trusting, willing.

Weak.

Lyam had always told her what an easy woman she was, and it had never been a compliment.

Henry had made the same mistake.

They underestimated her. They believed she could be controlled, manipulated. They thought women were pawns in their game. Sylas must believe the same. He thought he could hang his head and she would roll over to him.

Zander thought the same thing. Why shouldn't he? She had given in, every time, to her own son's whims and bouts of madness. She would bend at their will and let them control her. There had never been anyone to stop them. Power always ruled in their favor.

But she had grown more conniving. She had found a way to manipulate the cracks of their strength.

Women could be every bit as strong as men, as long as a woman’s strength was hidden in the deep, dark cracks, like water weaving through a rockface.

"You have a choice, Sylas," she whispered.

He squinted, looking to her as if he was interpreting a great puzzle.

"As I said, I'll let you go. And release Islabell from the marriage."

"Thank you," he muttered, his eyebrows raised.

"If you tell me the truth about Rowan."

There it was. She had said it, and his eyes sparked with fire. He was a stoic man, but he couldn't hide everything. The muscles of his jaw danced with tension, like bubbles beneath a river's surface.

He reminded Zarana of a beast. She felt her heart race inside her, afraid of the fury she had unlocked. His rage was fixated on her, mirroring the same lividity she had seen in Rowan’s eyes, mere minutes ago. If he rose from the ground and strangled her with his massive hands around her throat, she would have felt no surprise, even as the life drained from her.

They were in a stalemate.

His breaths were quick, giving rise to his chest.

She couldn't bring herself to keep looking him in the eyes, not truly.

He was so terrifying.

She stared at the wrinkles on his forehead, pronounced by the lights of the candles. They were crevasses of stern resolve.

But so was she.

Then, the gentlest of sighs left him. She heard the slight groan in his throat, as he slumped forward, catching his head in his hands. In a gesture that reminded her of a young child, he rubbed at his face with agony.

When he stopped, he looked at her. His eyes were wet, and his cheeks were reddened.

"You already know, don't you?" Sylas whispered.

Zarana didn't say a word, she merely raised one eyebrow and allowed a confident smirk to emerge.

He sighed, again. "How can I trust that you won't break your word, and slaughter my family?"

She scoffed. "You know I wouldn't go through all this trouble. I could have simply done that to begin with."

There was a sound of slow, rhythmic, dripping water from somewhere in the cell, behind her back. Zarana wondered why she hadn't noticed it before. It would break through the floor eventually and cause a hole in the cell, and that pinhole would allow the water to fall down into the cell below. Down into Rowan’s cell.

She counted seven drips before Sylas finally opened his mouth.

"Rowan is Raena Schinen. Daughter of Lord Henry Schinen. She was brought to my care when her family was...in, in the Black Spring." The last four words were accentuated with suppressed cries, and the instant he stopped, he let out a pointed sob. Sylas covered his mouth, and tears rolled from his eyes, stopping to pool along his hand.

Zarana pursed her lips. She would allow him to wallow in his pain. It would eat away at him, there was no doubt.

“Thank you, for being honest,” Zarana muttered, though he likely could not hear her over his own sobs. Was he crying for Raena’s fate, or crying for his own guilt?

Zarana walked toward the edge of the cell and called down for the guards to hold her ladder steady. As she mounted the ladder, she ignored the dreadful sound of his pleas, which were growing louder by the second. He was muttering words, begging her to spare Raena’s life and to leave her at Colby.

He didn’t know. If he had known how close Raena was, he never would have broken.

Zarana felt a swell of pride at her ability to get what she needed. Men could be so easy and quick to forfeit, when you knew the exact type and form of pressure to apply on their weakest spots.

Down below, the noise gave rise to the other prisoners, who began shouting in response. Their calls echoed through the chambers and high into the tower, until it became one deafening pulse of maddening warbles.

Zarana wanted to cover her ears, but she kept both hands on the ladder. Gritting her teeth, she took care to descend the rungs without haste. When she was low enough to face the middle chambers, she reached out for the rope. The guards on the ground held it taut, as she had instructed, so she could hold it as she wrapped one leg around and stepped into the chamber she’d passed before.

This lower chamber was quite different from Sylas's. The ground and walls were damp, even puddling in some places. The ceiling was reinforced with wooden beams, supported by columns in a line through the center of the cell.

Raena Schinen had moved from the corner to the center and now stood between two of the columns. Her fists were clenched tight, pulling so hard that it appeared her shackles may cut into her wrists. The chains were taut behind her.

She stared at Zarana with a bold, confident expression. If it weren't for the tears that streaked steadily down her cheeks, Zarana might have believed that Raena was unafraid.

Stripped of her knight's armor and colors, Raena wore a simple gown.

A prisoner's gown.

A woman's gown.

"Why don't you have a seat, Raena."

Raena's blue eyes bore into Zarana. She didn't breathe a word of response, only blinked free another fresh set of tears.

"I take it that you heard everything, then?" Zarana asked, suppressing her smile. "Good. It's good that you understand how easily others will betray you. It hardly took much leverage at all, did it? Just as I told you when you were captured. You risked your life and your discovery to save him, and for what? He wouldn't do the same for you. I told you that Sylas would betray you, and now he has. You have nothing left."

Zarana walked forward, checking behind Raena to confirm the chains of her shackles once more. Raena was not as predictable as Sylas. Raena had nothing to lose, and Zarana had nothing to threaten the girl with. So Zarana stood as close as she could, but still out of reach, trying to stuff away the fear she felt. The sounds of the hollering prisoners outside the cell were beginning to die down.

"Don't be angry with him," Zarana whispered. "You would do the same thing to save the people you love the most, wouldn't you?"

A gurgling tremor escaped Raena's throat, but with a breath, she swallowed it down. Raena stared past Zarana at an empty space, refusing to meet her eyes.

"It's alright, now you understand, don't you? You would kill everyone if it meant you saved them. Your family. They matter most, don't they? Do you have any idea what it's like to love a child, Raena? Do you know what it means to have a piece of yourself living, breathing, outside your own flesh? Of course you don't. You can't know that until you hold your infant in your arms, and you see their tiny, helpless body, and you know they are everything that matters in the world. I would have burned every keep, and slaughtered every lord." Zarana's whispers grew in fervor, punctuated by slight pops of her lips. "And yes, Raena, I would kill every man, woman, and child to protect that fragile, innocent life. I'm sorry that those happened to be the people you held so dear."

Raena's lips quivered furiously, and she forced out shaking, violent breaths. Yet besides the sound of air through her nostrils, she was maintaining her silence.

"I've waited years for today, Raena," Zarana whispered, softer now. "I've thought of this moment every day. I knew that you were out there, in my kingdom, alive. I think I knew that was you in the Trials."

Satisfied, Zarana lifted her chin and turned. She reached out to put one hand on the ladder, when Raena's voice cut through the cell, as edged as broken glass. It sounded so much like a man, Zarana had to reconcile the voice with the woman’s body before her.

"You can kill me, but it will end you and your line forever. I am only one of many more knights who know your secrets, and they will avenge my father in my place. They will not hesitate, now that I am captured, and they will kill Zander. Your bloodline will be dust. Nothing more than a note for the monks to put in their library. House Peyton, once royal, now and forever: extinct."

A wide, maniacal smile flooded Zarana’s face. "Is that so, child?" She charged across the cell, lowering her voice again so that no other prisoners would overhear. "Tell me again. Who would your knights kill? Who would they kill to end my bloodline? Go ahead, say it."

Raena's brows furrowed in confusion at the sudden burst of excitement, but she responded, in a low growl. "They will kill you. They will kill Zander. Your legacy will die, forever. They will name a new king. Candor will never belong to you, or your damned house, ever again."

Zarana chuckled aloud with glee in her eyes. Raena appeared dismayed but enraged, all in one complex expression.

"Wonderful," Zarana whispered, smiling still. "Perhaps I don't have to kill you, after all."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

[image: image]


RAENA’S WINTER
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The guards brought Raena one meal a day. It was how she kept track of how many days she was in the gaol.

She wanted to lose count, but she couldn't.

After her eighth meal, therefore her eighth day, the guards came to take Lord Sylas. That was the last time she heard his voice. Between meals nine and twenty-two, she called his name at random times. She didn’t know why she did it; perhaps it was her way of ensuring the Queen meant it when she promised to set him free.

On day twenty-three, Zarana came to visit her again.

She didn’t want to see Zarana. She was silent, at times holding her breath.

“I don’t mean to torture you,” Zarana said, barely stepping into the cell. “I want you to know that Sylas has been sent home. He’s safe. I’ve kept my promise to him and sent a messenger to end the wedding between my son and Lady Islabell. I know they are like a family to you, and I hope that means a great deal. I—it isn’t my...what I mean is, they matter to me. I look forward to Islabell being returned home.”

Raena had glared into Zarana as if her eyes could bore holes into her. For twelve more meals, she was silent. She thought of Aven. She thought of Sylas. She imagined both of them, comfortable and warm and tucked away somewhere peaceful. Believing they were safe and carefree was all that kept her mind at ease.

Zarana came again on day thirty-five. Again, Raena was silent, staring as coldly into her as she could muster.

“It’s dark in here,” Zarana muttered. “I thought there were always torches and candles. I’m starting to wonder if the guards dress up the gaol a bit for my visits. What a crude thing to do, don’t you think? I suppose now that I’ve been here more often, they aren’t bothering. I know you don’t want to see me, but I want to know how you are being treated. If they are dressing up the cells with candles, then perhaps they are making it appear they treat you well, only for my benefit? You look hungry. I will tell them to prepare you better meals. And...I will have them change your bed. I am sure it is filthy.”

Zarana started to move toward the ladder, then she hesitated. She appeared to take a heavy sigh before turning back toward Raena.

“I wasn’t fully honest with you,” Zarana muttered. “I told you that Sylas betrayed you, but I never gave him the choice. I’ve suspected—or maybe I knew who you were since the day you came to Zander’s Trials. I didn’t need Sylas to tell me, he only confirmed it. I could kill you, and no one would ever know. I hope you understand that means I will not.”

Zarana waited, as if giving Raena a chance to reply. When nothing more was said, Zarana slipped back to the ladder and disappeared once again.

After the forty-fifth meal, Zarana returned. Raena had been resting, but when she saw the Queen step in to her cell, she stood as boldly and bravely as she could muster.

"Why haven’t the guards given you men’s clothing?" Zarana gestured to Raena's body. "I gave them explicit instructions. They will be punished.”

Raena cringed, staring into the darkness at the unwelcome face. 

“I’m not apt to humiliate you,” Zarana continued, “if you want to wear this gown, then you may. Which would you prefer?”

Raena scowled. For the first time since her threat of murder, Raena spoke to the Queen, “I wear the colors of House Colby. I want my tunic. I want the clothing I wore.”

“It will be returned to you, I promise it.”

"Thank you," Raena said dryly, aware of the irony of appreciating such a basic favor.

Zarana kneaded her hands together, appearing to struggle with her words. She paced, and for a brief second Raena was taken back to all the times Sylas had talked to about uncomfortable topics, such as sex and manhood and hiding her body.

“I loved your father,” Zarana said.

It was as though someone had punched Raena in the diaphragm.

“Your mother, too,” Zarana continued. Her dark eyes settled on the ground. “She was a beautiful woman. It was a shame that you never knew her.”

“Why are you here?” Raena sneered.

Zarana glanced up, peering into Raena’s eyes. There was something there. It was a hint of emotion that flickered and then disappeared, like the flame of a candle being blown out.

“Do you remember when I used to come to Hawk’s Keep?” Zarana asked. “You were so young. You were always hiding behind your father, or his knights. You were such a Boeny little thing, so pale and pink. But then again, so was Henry, and so was your mother. I knew what he saw in her, we all did. It was a shame what she did.”

“My mother was a whore,” Raena spat. She envisioned her hands on Zarana’s neck, choking the life from her.

Zarana smiled. Even in the dim light, it was easy to see her expression was one of pity. “How very odd that you chose to claim Brande as your father. It was a good choice. I suppose Sylas knew a thing or two about making that story believable. Brande isn’t necessarily the sort of man who would bed a random woman, but I suppose I wouldn’t put that past him. Any of our lords has probably done the same. But the problem is that you don’t look like Brande. I stared at you when you were out there in the arena, in the Trials. I tried to see any part of Brande in you. Your mannerisms, your face. How very odd because you probably don’t even know how much you look like Henry, do you? Not only in your face; it’s your eyes. When you removed your helmet in the Trials, I thought I was looking into the past.”

Raena wanted to spit on the Queen’s face. She wanted to vomit. She wanted to collapse and scream.

“That’s when I knew,” Zarana whispered. “I saw my old friend. I saw Henry back from the dead. And the longer I watched you...the way you spoke to Avenna. Your voice. The raise of your eyebrows. The way you ran into danger first and reacted second.”

“You know nothing about me,” Raena said, but her voice wavered against her will.

Zarana shook her head, “You won’t understand any of it. How could you? But maybe one day you will see how it is to hold onto something so close, so tight, that you squeeze it until it breaks.”

If Raena could have managed to say more, she would have. But her silence lingered, and Zarana turned, leaving as mysteriously as she had appeared.

Raena wondered about the purpose of Zarana telling her about her parents. She hated how it coiled within her brain like an angry snake, teasing her with riddles she would never solve. Part of her wanted to tell Zarana to stop visiting her, to stop coming. She wanted to snap and shout at the woman and tell her to throw herself off a tower and rot in hell. But then Raena would rot in this prison, and maybe never know where Aven and Bell and Finn were. 

And Raena wouldn’t get to hear the stories of her father, and uncles, and cousins.

Zarana came back nearly every day for the next thirty days. Each time she did, she didn’t bother with formalities or greetings. She would step off the ladder, standing far out of Raena’s reach, and tell another story that she remembered about Henry. Not all of them were worthy of storybooks or even bore repeating, but Zarana told them anyway. Some made Raena smile, and she quickly hid the expression from Zarana’s view. She didn’t want to show the old Queen any sign of joy or pleasure.

Then the visits stopped, and Raena didn’t know why.

It wasn’t until after meal ninety-eight was served that Zarana came to visit her again.

Raena knew the Queen had been sickly, and sometimes she looked shaken. But this time she appeared haggard, as though someone had shaken her from a deep sleep every night. Judging by the pity in Zarana's eyes, Raena wondered if perhaps they were matched images of hollowed shells.

"We have news from East Shore," Zarana said, her voice rasping as if dust filled her throat. "The Hornes invaded, some time ago. My scouts have been looking for survivors, but..."

"Do not lie to me, Your Majesty. The Hornes cannot invade. They are barbarians, at best, with sticks and rocks for weapons."

Zarana shook her head, and Raena noticed how sunken and dark her cheeks were. "The Horne ships were seen all along the shore. We had word that they sought a meeting with the families. It's been weeks. The Horne armies have disappeared into the mountains. Perhaps they are defeated."

Raena gave a snort of indignance. "That's impossible. They are island dwellers, with hardly any skill to fight on land. They wouldn't be able to handle the terrain of East Shore, especially the forests. We know. We could see the islands from House Colby. We could see their ships!"

"Then did you know they had tens of thousands of men in their armies?"

"You’re lying. They..." Raena trailed off. She turned her head, staring into the ground, thinking of the phantom boats. The phantom boats were a myth. It was a stupid story, told by bored guards in the tower, each account more legendary and unbelievable than the last. But a seed had been planted in Raena’s mind. The phantom boats were said to carry thousands of men, with pale flesh that glimmered in the moonlight. They said it was an army of nightcrawling beasts, gone to serve their master on the Horne Islands.

"You believe there is no way, and so did all the people of East Shore. But that false confidence is what allowed the Hornes to ravage every duchy and raze them to the ground." Zarana's voice was shaking. Her hands were clenched in restless fists, her lithe fingers rubbing against each other.

"What of my Duchess?" Raena asked. “Where is she? Are you here to taunt me with news of her death?”

Zarana’s jaw tensed. "She has not been found. Prince Zander rode with her party, her guards, her horsemen. They have sent a messenger ahead to alert me, and they will be here within days. But they have not seen Duchess Avenna since they were at the edge of the Colby duchy in the hills."

"Then she may still be alive," Raena stated under her breath. “You cannot keep me here, let me go to Colby.”

"There is no more Colby," Zarana stepped closer, her eyes darkening. "I know that you hate me. I know you want nothing more than to cut my throat, from ear to ear, and watch my blood pour. But I kept my word, and I released Lord Sylas. I told my people the story of the guard, just as I promised I would, and now Sylas's name is cleared. I did it, even though it will enrage my son. You don't have to trust me about anything, but I need you to trust me about this one thing."

Raena steeled herself. Her mind was still reeling, she could barely bring herself to focus. She heard Zarana's words in bits and pieces, as if they were through water. But the intensity and honesty of the Queen's request snapped Raena's attention to her, and their eyes locked.

"I need to know where Aven is," Zarana said, slow, and calm. "She is critically important to our kingdom. I need you to trust me. I need you to tell me if there is anywhere you know that she would hide or seek refuge. I swear to you that I only want to ensure she is safe from the Hornes. Their invasion was pressing onward, further west. We can send someone to save her."

Zarana reached out and lightly touched her hand to Raena's, and Raena recoiled at the contact, shaking her chains.

"I can find her,” Raena said. “You ought to release me into my Duchess’s charge, where I belong. I should be protecting her. If you want her safe, then let me go.”

Zarana’s eyes narrowed. “How do I know that you will? Why would you risk your life to protect her? You have barely known her a season.”

Raena wanted to shout in Zarana’s face. She wanted to declare that she loved Aven more than anyone else. She wanted to break down in pain at the thought that her beloved Aven may be in danger, and this stupid Queen would not allow Raena to leave. What if Aven needed her?

Zarana mistook Raena’s silence for contemplation. "Good. Keep thinking. Think of every place that you can. I will leave a guard at the floor of the tower, day and night. If you think of anything, no matter how small, call down to him. He will fetch me at once."

Raena nodded, perplexed, but she kept that to herself.

“I'm sorry if you've been uncomfortable here. From now on, you need not be shackled. It's a great height from this cell, mind you. If you jumped you would break both your legs or your back. I'll have the guard remove your chains.” Zarana didn’t leave any opportunity for a reply as she swiftly left the cell.

She had been true to her word, and Raena was unshackled on day ninety-eight. Her meals also increased in frequency, so much that she could no longer use them to count. 

But Zarana’s visits were the new timekeeper, as the Queen came religiously, once every day. Between days ninety-nine and one hundred and twelve, Zarana asked for locations that Aven could be. Raena mentioned every part of the route they had taken through East Shore. She recounted the hills and valleys, as best she could, without knowing the names of the features. Zarana seemed grateful, but every few days, the Queen returned with bad news.

On day one hundred twenty, Zarana brought a welcome visitor.

"I thought it may help you if you worked together. Maybe you both can piece the journey back, so that you may find her." Zarana offered.

Raena felt an extra burst of gratitude that Zarana had given her the dignity of her bindings and men's clothes again. It would have been humiliating to appear before him in the gown.

Still, she couldn't help but smile at the sight of Guon, even though she felt more grim than ever inside. "I am so happy to see you. What are you doing here?"

"Sir Rowan, it’s good to—well, the circumstances aren’t the best." Guon stated, stone-faced. “I’ve been ridin’ with the Prince and his men since we were attacked. There’re so few of us, we banded together to escape and search for survivors. We’ve brought as many souls as we could to the passes and sent them over the mountains. The Queen’s been generous enough to accept refugees and allow me into her ranks while I search for the living.”

Raena wanted to hug him, but restrained herself. "I still believe we can find the Duchess."

"Aye," Guon replied.

"Do you think the Hornes would have taken her prisoner, to negotiate?" Raena asked.

Guon had an odd twitch to his expression and he glanced at the Queen, as if looking for permission to continue. Zarana wore only the same steady face, somewhat weak and hollow.

"Rowan," Guon began, "do ya not know who we are fightin’?"

"Well, the Hornes.” Raena felt her cheeks reddening. “Though I knew that was very silly, that is what I was told."

He shook his head. "We believed they were Hornes because many of them came from the shore. They had a meetin’ with the heads of every house and duchy, docked their boats, and slaughtered everyone. They started at House Colby and burned, and slaughtered, their way west. But then someone else came from underground. A lot more numbers than Hornes and faster, too. Better fighters, even. They can hide in caverns and holes you never knew existed; and I've been in that land all my life. Many of them came down from Ediva. Maybe ten thousand. We don't know what state they left Ediva in, but it can't be much better off."

"So, it's Edivans, doing this?"

Guon shook his head again, solemn and slow. "Rowan, they are pale as the moon. Their skin looks like piglets, freshly born and stretched over their bones. They have clawed fingertips from scratching beneath the earth. These are creatures of the night and darkness. They are nightmares. They can see in the dark with no light at all, and they can scatter beneath the soil just as soon as they appeared. I’ve seen their eyes, so blue and light as if they have risen from the dead."

"That's, that's not..." Raena shook with subdued laughter, against her will. She felt the drumming of her heart building in her chest. "That's not possible."

"I knew what they were the moment I saw them emerge from beneath the dirt. In the night, they are unmatched. Our only hope to defeat them is to lure them to the surface under the sun. But why would they come out? They can live below ground as long as they wish, and leave us helpless and vulnerable.”

"Guon," Raena breathed, "what are you saying? This is madness."

Zarana interjected. "That's what I said, as well. But even Prince Zander has seen them."

"Do you remember the horseman, Olyander?" Guon asked.

Raena nodded.

"He was a skilled man," Guon said. "Mighty and powerful with an ax. Even better with a bow. I watched him, riding alongside us, as we fled our camp. He was head-to-head with me, Rowan. We were nearly free of the hallowed meadows, see. We had no choice but to ride through them, trying to get beyond."

"Was Aven still with you, then?"

Guon shook his head. "Nah, we hadn't seen her in at least thirty days. We were still searching, though."

Raena swallowed a lump in her throat and tried not to allow hopelessness to prevail.

"Rowan," Guon said, "I saw Olyander disappear. It was as if a lion took him into the ground. One second, he was there, and in the blink of an eye, those clawed hands came from the ground and ripped him into the below. His horse...his horse just kept riding."

Raena covered her mouth, unable to do anything but stare at the ground in shock.

Guon sighed and rubbed his chin. "I knew it the moment I saw them with my own eyes. Their straw hair. Their muddy faces. The way they swung their weapons as if they were born with blades for arms. They are indeed the Boens. Come for their revenge."

"It's impossible," Raena shook as she whispered. "The Boens were eradicated, three hundred years ago."

"Eradicated? Nah," Guon said. "Driven out, is more like it. Our ancestors pushed them from the land, cursed them to barren spaces. Look at yourself, Rowan. Your skin and hair. We know some of the Boens survived within our own people and have carried on. You are the living proof of that. It's not impossible that they survived in the wastelands as well."

"But tens of thousands of men?"

"Aye," Guon grimaced. "Granted, the Hornes are among them. I saw some of their warriors in the valleys, staying close to the sea. But the Hornes are just men who cannot hunt in the night and cannot live underground. I couldn't say how many the numbers are on either side, but it's enough. It's enough for them to overtake us."

"The Boens’ element of surprise is gone," Zarana added. "They burned O’Piers and Colby completely, but Hanford and Deen are under siege and have a few hundred survivors. We don't know how long they will last without resupply, as they had to abandon their fields. There is a chance the Boens will find a way beneath the duchies, to enter them from below. If that happens, there is nothing and no one that will stop them."

Raena squinted, her face wrinkled in deep contemplation. "Who else has returned with you, Guon?"

Zarana stepped forward to answer. "We have the rest of Aven's party, here safe within the castle. We have the eldest Colby boys. We have Prince Zander. Listen to me, Rowan."

Raena fixed her eyes on the Queen's, a solemn look of mutual trust passing between them for the first time.

"We do not know what the Boens are after, but I am trying to find the answers. They have no leaders, that I can see, but I am certain they will make their demands once they have a foothold.”

Raena nodded. “Then you will negotiate with them?”

Zarana sighed. “I want to, but Zander has no interest. He is readying our armies with a vengeance and he has called for Ediva to join him, sending their men southward. If Ediva complies, it will be the greatest force that Calamyta has ever seen. He plans to march thirty days from now. Candor’s forces will destroy every living thing from this castle to the ocean's waters. There will be nothing and no one left, Rowan. Zander will set fire to the ground and burn every forest. We will make the land bleed with their bodies, and as they crawl from the ground, they will burn alive."

Zarana paused, seeming to struggle at catching her breath. Guon and Raena waited with patient silence while the old woman regained composure.

"You must find her," Zarana continued. "You must help us find Aven before my armies cross the mountains. If we do not find her alive before then, there will be no hope of her survival."

Raena had so many questions, but she didn't know where to begin, and something in Zarana's countenance told her that she wouldn't be given the answers. There was pain embedded there, and sleeplessness, and fear. It was a vulnerability that Raena had become familiar with, but prior to her imprisonment, she never would have expected of the cold Queen.

“Rowan,” Guon said. “Be ready. In a few days, I will come to fetch you, and we will go.”

Raena looked at Zarana, assembling all her questions into one. “Why me?”

Zarana chuckled. “Do you really not know?”

Raena shook her head, looking between them both.

“Tell me, now,” Zarana whispered, “where are my hands?”

“Your hands?” Raena asked.

Zarana nodded, wordlessly.

Raena glanced down to where the Queen’s hands were folded. “Your hands are on your stomach. Is that what you mean to ask me?”

Zarana nodded again. “And what color is my gown?”

“It’s emerald. Same as every gown you wear when you come to this cell.”

“And where are my eyes looking, now?” Zarana gazed toward Guon, who continued staring ahead.

Raena scoffed, tired of the game. “At Guon. What is this? Why are you asking me these ridiculous questions?”

Zarana stiffened. “Did you know that there has been no light in this cell, for over thirty days? Have you noticed? I took the torches out, the same time that I released you of your shackles, so that you would not see the guards and attack them. But you saw them, didn’t you? They reported to me that you spoke to them, every time they came up the ladder, even if they hadn’t made a sound.”

“Well,” Raena defended, “there is light from the other torches. It comes in from the outside.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Guon whispered, “I cannot tell the color of the Queen’s dress, except I saw it before we came in. And I cannot see her hands, or her eyes, even now.”

“And you respond to me, when I nod, in the dark,” Zarana whispered.

“That...my eyes are adjusted.” Raena countered.

“No, Rowan,” Guon said. “You are special. You are a Boen. We suspected it at Colby, and Queen Zarana has confirmed it. You saw things that none of us could see, when you spotted the Horne ships in the dark, under the surface of the water. You must have always known that you are different from others?”

Raena shrugged, not caring that they wouldn’t see the gesture. She had always known she was different, but she was different in so, so many ways. This was another difference she wanted to ignore and pretend wasn’t true. She didn’t want to be a Boen. She didn’t want to be Raena Schinen. She didn’t want to be anything, except like everyone else.

“You can go where they go,” Zarana said. “You can see them coming. You can fight them at night, when no one else can.”

“But there are thousands of them,” Raena said. “I can’t stand up to thousands.”

Zarana smiled. “No, of course you can’t. I’m not asking you to defeat them. I am asking you to hide from them, and to find Aven and protect her. Guon tells me that I can trust you to do that, and I believe him. Tell me, is he right? Will you find her?”

Raena nodded, then realized it wasn’t enough, so she spoke. “Aye, I swear on...I swear on my father’s life. I will search for Duchess Avenna, and protect her to my dying breath.”

“Good.”

And just like that, the conversation was over. Zarana left the cell in a rush, beckoning Guon to follow.

For the next nineteen days, Guon visited and kept Raena abreast of the plans to find Aven. Most days, he brought Raena's meals.

They planned in the mud, making maps of East Shore with their fingers. Every day, Guon had news of another battle that had taken the lives of Calamytes. The siege at Deen had been broken. The Boens had found their way up from the underground. It was a matter of time before Hanford met the same fate. There was no time to waste.

On day one hundred and thirty-nine, Zarana came with torches. She brought Barton, Guon, and the Prince's knight Allyn from House Lox. Her face was cold and sober. The men stood behind her, and Raena's heart fluttered at the sight of her own armor and sword, Slayer, in Barton's hands.

"It's time, Sir Rowan," Zarana said. "This will be your riding party. It's all the men I can spare."

Raena looked them over. Barton had a fresh scar on his neck that hadn't been there when they were at House Deen. That was only a season, but seemed like years ago now.

"You are to ride east, in search of Aven and Lady Islabell," Zarana instructed. "You will find them and see them to safety, even if it means your own death."

Raena nodded.

Zarana spoke as if she had rehearsed and memorized every word. "I must warn you, you are still considered a traitor in Candeo for your attempt to free Lord Sylas. This will appear as an escape attempt, and if you are captured, I must deny all knowledge of you. But news of your escape will become known soon, and Candorian guards may be at your back. Outride them. They won't follow you far, especially when you reach the mountains."

"Are the mountains passable, Your Majesty?" Raena asked.

Zarana cast a look to Guon.

"They are," Guon answered, "but only just so. Once we are over them, we won't be able to return for months. We will have to wait in East Shore."

Raena looked again to Zarana. "What of the armies you are sending to scourge the earth? Won’t they follow behind and kill us all?"

"The snow came earlier than the reinforcements," Zarana snapped. "It seems our friends in Ediva want to pursue a negotiation, and of course, so do I. Zander’s rage will have to wait."

"Aye," Raena said, calculating.

Zarana dipped her chin, the shadows on her face giving her an ominous appearance. "I trust you to do this, and when you are done, you may return here. I will absolve you of all crimes and lift your order of exile. You will be welcome in Candor again. And, if you need to seek me out because we have unfinished business...so be it."

Raena clenched her jaw, giving the slightest of nods in acknowledgment. Her desire for vengeance had been overshadowed by the urgency of finding Aven, but Zarana was right. The need to bring justice for the Schinen family had never vanished. It baffled her that Zarana would refer to it so freely, but perhaps she wanted death to come as a mercy in her old age.

On day one hundred and thirty-nine, Raena was given her armor, her sword, and led from the tower. Zarana vanished as soon as Raena was allowed to step down the ladder out of her cell. There were four of them in the party; not even enough to rightfully call a band.

Raena was surprised to see the still and bleak darkness when they exited the prison. She had not given it direct thought but had not anticipated their departure in the dead of night. It looked as clear as day to her, and she could see miles in all directions. She felt exposed and vulnerable in such an open space.

Horsemen were waiting with four sets of gear and rounceys. Her heart burst with a sudden pang of joy as she realized Galaver was among them. He had not been left to starve in the desert, and she whispered praise and apologies as she nuzzled his nose.

"Pack the armor," Guon whispered to Barton, "we don't need shining, clanging metal to announce us during this trip."

Barton gave Raena an apologetic shrug and took her armor, mixing in blankets to keep it from rattling. When he handed Slayer to her, Raena was impressed that she could swing it easily. She had kept her muscles engaged with exercise in her cell, but she'd felt her body thin and worried that perhaps she’d gone weaker. Holding Slayer she felt confident she would regain her full strength and musculature in no time at all.

Determined, she mounted her horse, and the rest of the party followed suit.

"Do we have an immediate plan?" Raena asked the others.

"Aye," Allyn said, "I'll be taking the lead until we cross the mountains. We're sticking to farms, sleeping outside of keeps, staying off the roads until we hit snow. Then we ride hard and get over the hills before they freeze through us."

They followed Allyn as he guided, and were hours outside Candeo by sunrise. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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They had bartered with a farmer aligned to House Kent for a cart. He had accepted one of Guon's axes, which was a poor trade, but Guon was adamant that he would be able to "procure" another. They used the cart to travel without stopping; two of the men slept in it while the others rode, and then they switched at midnight, taking advantage of Raena’s ability to see. It wasn't sustainable to forgo rest for the horses, but they could stop more often in the day when the danger was lower.

By this method, they reached the mountains in two days, a record pace by Raena's account.

It was still early in the season and the snow was limited to the peaks for the most part. There were three passes; the northernmost was called Awe's Way and was often covered in ice. The next to the south was Midd Creek, and it traversed into the Western Founts on the opposite side. The southernmost was technically not a pass, but rather a gorge, and it divided the land between the kingdoms of East and West Twin. While the gorge would be the easiest to traverse, it was the furthest away and would add several days which the party could not afford. It was also the most likely place to encounter messengers from the Prince, who may report the party's location.

As it was, they had been spotted by several riders, and each time Allyn looked hard for the crest of House Peyton on their tunics. But, they determined, if the Prince didn't have the balls to defy the Queen by sending an assassin to Hawk's Keep for Sylas, then he wouldn't do the same after Raena, either.

Raena wondered if Zarana had told Zander about who she really was, and the thought made coals burn in the pits of her stomach. She also couldn't stop asking herself why Zarana had kept her alive, but she knew it was something she had said. As they rode, Raena tried to recount every word of their conversations for clues, but came up empty every time.

"You've all seen the Prince's men by now, eh?" Guon asked the party. They were halfway up Midd Creek, and the winding path was beginning to transform into rocks and ice beneath the horses' hooves.

Raena hadn't, she'd been so preoccupied with her thoughts.

"Aye," Allyn said, "poor bastards will never catch up to us." He threw a wink at Barton, who was wearing a concerned expression.

Raena followed their gestures to the valley behind them, where a dozen riders on palfreys were charging across the plateau, winding through sagebrush. Her party had crossed that same landscape, six hours prior.

"They are moving much faster than us," Barton worried aloud, "won't they catch up?"

Allyn and Guon laughed in unison.

"Ah no, silly lad," Guon said. "You know that! You know a palfrey can't make it up this pass anywhere near as fast. Unless they have a gang of rounceys or packhorses hidden in a cave somewhere, they will be a full day behind us by the time we cross this mountain."

Barton nodded, but his face didn't appear any less concerned. He continued watching the riders, as long as they were visible through the mountain pines.

"Besides," Raena chimed in, "they are out in the open. My guess is that the Prince wants us to see them. Maybe to scare you."

That seemed to lighten Barton's countenance, and he grinned proudly at the notion.

"Maybe they'll find our abandoned cart at the bottom and return it to the farmers for us." Barton joked, and everyone responded with jovial laughter for his benefit.

When Barton went up ahead, Raena rode closer to Allyn and spoke in a low voice, so they wouldn’t be overheard.

“Sir Allyn,” she began. “You’re Zander’s knight, are you not? Can you explain to me why we are being given orders from the Queen that directly defy him?”

Allyn pulled at his meticulously groomed mustache, which was oiled into a spiral on either end of his lips. "Well, the Queen and Prince are at odds, more or less. He was furious when he returned and she hadn't executed Sylas. Even though the kingdom is falling to shite, and we saved his life a hundred times in those cursed woods."

"You were there?"

Allyn’s lips curled. "I was with the original party when we accompanied him to find his bride. We went to Hawk's Keep, then House Hanford, then we were nearly to House Colby. The Colby people told us to camp in the hill because they heard of a slaughter, but in the night, the Boens came for us."

Raena knew most of the story from Guon, but she listened kindly without interrupting, noting that his voice sounded shaky and raw.

"I managed to kill a few, but then I was struck down. When I woke, maybe it had been only an instant, but they were swarming up the hill. They are so fast, it's like they could run twice the speed of a normal man. They use their arms, sometimes, like lions. They scurry, and bare their teeth. I'd never seen anything...well, most of our party was dead. Over a hundred men. I took a horse and rode north, trying to avoid the swarm. I was on my own for fifteen days, hiding near the crest of the hill. Then I decided to try to get back to Candor, and as soon as I started west, I found the Prince with the rest of Avenna's people. They were looking for her and Lady Islabell and sending messengers and survivors back to the Queen. We did that over a hundred days, evading the Boens, helping Calamytans to the passes."

"Why did you all come back to Candor?"

"It was too dangerous for the Prince," Allyn smirked. "We were protecting him fine, but he had one-too-many Boen sightings for his liking. Besides, Barton Colby there was fairing alright, but little Rudge was deadweight and we had two ladies-in-waiting as well. It's not easy to drag round four useless bodies."

Raena recognized the smugness of his tone, the same arrogance he'd displayed at the Knight's Trials. She didn't find it as off-putting now, knowing his value. She steadied herself and took a deep breath, feeling her eyes begin to burn at the thought of what she was about to say. "I hate to ask you this, but I must."

"Yea, what is it?"

"Sir Finley. He was in your party." Raena felt the words choking her throat, and she couldn't manage to continue.

Allyn filled in the blanks. "Yea, of course. Finn and I have been the fastest of friends since the Trials. We shared our room in the castle, trained together, all of it. He's a good lad." A glimmer of a smile appeared as he reminisced, then fell off his face as he returned to the present question. "Well, I never saw him that night. I know he took up camp near me in the forest, maybe as close as three or four meters. When the Boens came, it was chaos. Colby below was burning, there were people bloody, on fire, screaming. But I never saw Finn, and I counted that as a good thing."

Raena pursed her lips, unable to respond.

"He spoke of you often, Rowan. I know you two are brothers." Allyn reached over and clapped his hand twice on Raena's shoulder in awkward reassurance. "I don't believe he's dead, and you shouldn't, either. That dumb boy always manages to squeeze his way out of trouble. I reckon we'll find him with Islabell, and hopefully Aven, all together. You know that's what he would have set to do at the first sign of trouble is to protect them."

Raena gave him a terse smile, then kicked her rouncey to ride on ahead, so he wouldn't see the wetness forming in her eyes.

At the peak of the pass, the group rode into a flurry, coming east to west. The eastern side of the mountains were considerably fouler and heavily snowed. The horses sank into the powder and whined at the cold moisture smattering their faces. The four riders were covered in blankets and furs, but the frost still burrowed into their bones like mites beneath their skin. Raena knew she had grown thin from her time in the crown's prison, but it was more apparent now than ever, as she shivered in her bony frame.

Guon led the team in a winding pattern, turning every few meters to keep the wind to their sides. It was the only way they could see anything at all. It also kept the horses turned so they could maintain some traction on the slippery slope.

It was miserable. Raena thought her fingers may fall off. They were numb all the way to her knuckles, and she let the reins dangle loosely over her hands, unable to grip them.

Guon was shouting something back at Allyn, but it was indistinct to Raena through the howling wind. She followed their gestures upward, squinting to see through the wall of white and the blinding bright sky. On a cliff face, above them, was a protruding rock with a white beast perched near the edge. It was covered in dense fur, thick around its face, which was colored pale red. Even from several meters of blizzard between them, Raena could see the long, curling fangs. One set came up from the lower jaw, and the other started at the beast's upper lip and protruded far below its jaw.

She had heard stories of them, the great icefang, but had never seen one with her own eyes. It was somehow less imposing and more frightening than she had imagined, all at once.

Guon was gesturing again for them to hurry, and the party complied. They rushed their horses to press on, faster, and widen the gap between them and the icefang as quickly as they could.

An hour later, they reached a man-made cavern along the trail. It was a common stop for respite that had been carved into the ice and rock for travelers.

"We can't stay long," Guon said, as they entered the shallow hovel.

"There's no one here," Barton retorted, "couldn't we stay until we're warmed through?"

"Can't risk it." Guon swept the frost from the scarf around his chin, his hands shaking from the cold. "The fire's still going. There will be more coming and going."

They fed the fire from the stack of wood, left by caretakers of the cavern. They ate bread from their packs, which took longer than usual, due to the stiffness of their hands.

Huddled around the fire, they were close enough to whisper. Raena leaned in toward the others.

"I've been thinking about something. We must keep it between us," she whispered.

The three men nodded, muttering grunts of affirmation.

"Who was it that checked the remains of the Colby duchy for survivors?" Raena asked.

Guon and Allyn shared a look.

"Well, we searched the grounds," Guon said, "a few days after the fire died down. And you remember Rowan, you and I sent the Queen's people to look for Aven there."

Raena nodded. "Yea, yea. We did. Who did she send?"

Guon's brow furrowed under his thick wool cap. "There were several searches. Most of them were the Queen's men. They have scoured the kingdom and been to the duchy a dozen times. We all thought she would be there."

"Do you think it's possible that she would have hidden below?" Raena whispered.

"Hidden below, where?" Guon asked.

Raena tried to give him as pointed a look as she could manage, though her face felt thick and numb. "Are there tunnels beneath the Colby keep?"

Allyn chimed in. "Perhaps you best explain what you're thinking or proposing," he said gruffly, "in plain language."

"Aye," Raena said, "if there are chambers underground, then we should search them. If Aven were hiding at House Colby, wouldn't she be as concealed as possible? And my further thought is that if the Prince's men were searching for her, she might have intentionally remained hidden from them. Especially if Islabell is with her."

"Well," Guon grumbled, "that supposes there are secret chambers or tunnels for us to pursue."

Raena raised her eyebrows. "Don't you think there is a chance? What have the Boens been using to travel underground? Clearly those tunnels were there hundreds of years ago. They lived in them before Calamytans drove them out."

Barton squirmed. "I suppose."

"Then it's settled enough," Allyn said. "We will ride to Colby and decide how to search when we arrive there. But now we need to be off. We have to be as far as possible from the lower caverns by nightfall."

The party agreed and in moments they were returning to the harsh, bitter snow. Raena never regained the feeling of her hands, but she felt new sparks of energy and optimism filling her.

Revived from the moments of warmth, they moved faster as a team and were out of the blizzard by late afternoon. They began to see other riders and travelers with some frequency, many of them wearing tunics or flags for East Shore houses; all of them heading west for refuge in Candor. Allyn spoke to an elderly man with a cart full of dried fruits and fish, waiting out the storm. He told them that Boens had been quiet and unseen for days, so people were beginning to feel confident to travel. Allyn warned the old man about the icefang they had seen, which earned them all a glare of skepticism.

Raena's party reached the lowest edge of the glaciated land at dusk and followed the curve of the Cabon'do River. No one had heard of the Boens coming as far west as the Founts yet, but they could not be too cautious. When it drew close to dusk, Guon pulled out two sacks and with the help of Barton, they began a laborious process of fastening the sacks' contents; a complicated bundle of ropes and cloths. Raena watched with keen interest when Barton climbed midway up a pine tree and tied the ropes.

"Is it an animal trap?" Raena asked.

Guon laughed. "I should hope not. It's our bed. We created these after we figured out sleeping on the ground was suicide. Now at least if the Boens come for us, we'll see them. Hopefully."

Raena and Barton took the first watch. They tied up the horses and climbed up the trees. Goun and Allyn slept in the sacks while Barton and Raena looped ropes from the branches to sit in. They hung beside one another, each facing a different direction, but close enough to chat. Barton told stories about being out in the wild and how they had avoided the Boens.

"How'd you come by that scar?" Raena asked, gesturing to his neck.

"This one isn't much. You ought to see my back. It looks like I got into a wrestling match with a pig butcher," Barton smirked. "Aye, we had a field to cross, to get into the sun. It was an overcast afternoon, and the shadow was on us. We could see light spots on the grass. That's one of the ways we know Boens have made their little holes in the ground, see, they cover them back up with grass and leaves but it dies. We learned to watch for the changed colors, once we’d stepped in a few of them. We were lucky, those other times, that all we did was fall in the hole, but they weren’t inside of it.”

“How long are the tunnels?”

“No idea,” Barton scoffed. “But we figured that when they disappeared, that’s where they’d gone. They are building territories or underground worlds. They seem anxious to get under the earth. You’ll see, when you fight one. They come up, trade blows, then rush to get into a hole, again.”

Raena bit into a dried slab of fruit and nut compote they had purchased from the old man, offering some to Barton.

“Thanks. So yea, that’s how it happened when we moved through the field. We avoided the light spots, but one of the horses started making a fuss. He whined too loud and they heard it. They came up from the ground and swarmed us, we had nowhere to go. They came from all directions. Three of them ripped me off my horse, but only one had a weapon. I think they were trying to take me below because they didn’t kill me, he just kept hitting me with his sword while the other two dragged me by my arms. I was kicking them, trying to get away, but they got me to the edge of the hole. Everyone was shouting around me and I could hear Rudge screaming at me to get away before they dragged me in. Someone grabbed my legs and they nearly ripped me in two, pulling me. The Boens let go, but my arms and back were cut to pieces. When I was out of the hole again, someone pulled me onto the back of a horse. They don’t speak the common tongue, so something we would do when we encountered them was point one direction, but say to go the opposite. It worked, most of the time. They would bulk up on one side, expecting us to charge, but then we rode the horses through the weaker point. I think that must be how we escaped.”

“You couldn’t see?”

Barton grimaced. “Nah, my face was covered in dirt and blood. I’d been upside-down in that hole.”

“Did you see any of it, the inside?”

“When they first pulled me in. It was deep. Have you ever seen the rock between the mountains? It was like that. A long passage, only wide enough to crawl through. If they had pulled me in, no one would have ever found me.”

Raena saw Barton shudder, and thought it best not to press him further to recall it.

She changed the subject and they talked of milder topics, such as their favorite winter stew, and how they hoped to catch a fawn or buck in order to make a meal of it. Neither of them brought up the tunnels again, but Raena couldn’t help but consider the possibility that Aven, Islabell, and Finn had met a fate like the one Barton nearly did.

If that were so, she would never find them, and she would never know.

The next two days they rode close to the rivers until they could see House Hanford in the distance. Raena thought how odd it was to see it again, realizing the last time she was there, the kingdom was a different place. She imagined that perhaps she could clench her eyes shut and squeeze her hands together and magically erase everything. She could go back to autumn, be in Aven’s arms again, and be free from her cares.

“What’s on your mind, bitter-face?” Allyn teased, catching Raena’s glare cast toward the duchy.

“Ah,” Raena muttered. “Just thinking back to the last time I was there. I thought I had so much to worry about.”

“Yeah, funny how that is, innit? You think you have a world of troubles until you actually get real troubles to be concerned with.” Allyn said. He punched Raena on the arm. “Don’t go around moping. Half the people of Hanford made it safely out. They had enough warning to flee before the Boens got there. Of course, we don’t know how far they made it, but some were in Candeo. I heard some fled for East Twin. The rest are trickling out, a few at a time.”

Raena thought of the three guards; Winter, Dun, and the other whose name she didn’t recall. She hoped they were alive, somewhere. She wished she had taken a few moments to learn more about them, but then realized she wasn’t sure if that would make her feel better, or worse. It seemed wrong to not know enough to memorialize them with.

Hanford was nothing like it had looked before. Raena had known the Boens were burning and razing the duchies, but somehow it was still a shock to behold. The parapets were black with ash, and smoke still rose from various points, creeping lazily into the sky. The ground in all directions splayed out with black devastation. It reminded Raena of the time she had helped deliver a baby foal in her father’s stable and the placenta splattered out—billowing blood seeped into the dirt and left its stain.

As the grounds were under siege they avoided the duchy, except to lurk at the outer edges of farmland in hope of catching stray livestock for a meal. The men grumbled about the lack of fresh meat, but Raena was struggling to eat more than a few bites per day, her appetite still choked from her stay in the crown’s prison.

When they were one day’s ride from Colby, they took up a vantage point on a hill. Raena learned from Guon that this midsize peak was called “Crescent Ridge” and had two peaks that looked like a slivered moon from certain valleys. Colby wasn’t visible from Crescent Ridge, but it was enough to protect them from an immediate ambush. Dusk was falling fast, and they needed to rush to set up camp.

“Where do you think the Boens have been hiding?” Allyn asked as they prepared their tree-dangling bed sacks. “We never went this many days without seeing them when we were out here before. You wouldn’t know this, Rowan, but it was rare to go a day without catching sight of them, even at a distance.”

Guon shrugged. “They could have gone back. Why would they stay here through winter? The ground will freeze, they can’t dig it again. They can’t take Candeo, so what do they have to gain?”

“Well, they could siege up in any one of these duchies, for starters!” Allyn said. “Who wants to go round digging and crawling forever, when there’s a perfectly good keep abandoned and up for the taking?”

“Crazy men, that’s who,” Barton said with a sour face. “Men who burrow like moles and have no idea what to do above the surface. They will dig until they find what they’re after.”

Allyn laughed. “Whatever they’re after. You know, normally, a king or some other leader has the decency to send a message and make their demands. But these insane animals have no requests and no rules. They intend to simply kill us all, for sport?”

Raena piped up. “They likely want the land and whatever’s under it. Or maybe just to live here as their new home. I imagine the barren wasteland can’t be very habitable.”

“Habitable enough for the forsaken bastards to survive for three hundred years though, innit?” Allyn said with a wry grin.

Raena was about to mention how the Boens had been caught unaware by the Calamytan invasion, when there was a strange screech behind them, west of the peak. They all turned in the direction of the sound.

“That’s them,” Guon stated for Raena’s benefit. “That’s their call. They are rallying.”

The four of them dropped the bed sacks and went for the horses to grab their weapons and armor.

“What should we do?” Raena asked, donning her breastplate without bothering to tie it.

“Nothing we can do but fight,” Guon muttered.

Raena grimaced and took out a handaxe to use as her second weapon. “Can’t we go up in the trees or something?”

“No,” Allyn snapped, “they’ll kill our horses then keep us trapped in the trees until more of them come. Our best bet is to lure them up to the surface then ride away. They will come up from underground, and then they can’t catch us on horseback.”

Guon fell to a crouch, holding his weapons ahead of him. “Brace yourselves, lads, they’re here.”

His last word was punctuated with urgency as a Boen soldier appeared from the nearby brush like a shimmering white beast. He led a V formation of men who trailed on either side behind him, like birds, rushing ahead with weapons raised.

Raena counted near-thirty, far too many.

In less than a second, the Boens were on them.

Two swung their weapons at Guon and he struggled to block them. Five broke ahead of the formation, dividing their efforts between Barton and Allyn. Raena couldn’t see anything but damp, translucent skin with flashes of dirty, rusty weapons. Her insides screamed, alerting her of the danger, as she blocked a scythe with Slayer, then a dagger with the handle of her handaxe.

“Get to the horses!” Allyn was shouting. He was pointing toward the trees.

The Boens circled, and the four defenders tightened into a cluster, keeping their backs together as best they could.

Swords and brash weapons came in from every angle. Raena could do nothing offensive, only block feverishly. Both her arms were swinging, high and low, side to side, knocking away blades with constant effort. She could feel the brush of shoulders against her own, a reminder that Barton and Guon were still there, keeping her back from exposure. If one of them fell, they would all fall.

Guon’s weight was pushing harder into her side, forcing her to step left to avoid stumbling. A Boen’s shortsword came toward her in a jab; she knocked it upward over her head. As he came forward, she thrust Slayer into his chest. Raena raised one leg to kick him off, pulling her sword free, and sending him backward into the other Boens. His deadweight was enough to create a pocket of space between Raena and the first line.

"Move!" She shouted, pushing to her left. They took a few struggling steps closer to the horses. 

"I can't hold this line!" Guon called out. "I'm hit!"

The Boens in front of Raena had thrown aside the fallen kill and surged toward her again. She blocked with both swords, trying to get a slash at any one of them. The Boen to her right brought an ax down with both hands; she blocked it, but he kept pushing. Raena had to hold her arm steady, elbow up, stopping the ax blade a few inches above her head. With that rib exposed, another Boen moved in. Raena saw it coming as if time slowed down. The scrappy, languid man was shirtless, hairless, and wild. His teeth were gnashed and his blue eyes looked at his target before he lunged. His dagger, filthy with muck, plummeted below Raena's ribs, low in her side. She howled in pain and fury.

That was enough. It was enough to fill her with a boost of resolve. She wouldn't let them simply wear down the four of them.

Raena heard Guon groaning in pain. She wasn't sure he had fight left in him.

The Boen withdrew his dagger and seemed to be readying for a second plunge.

Raena roared out, "Now! Everything you have!" as she burst ahead, directly into the dagger, which she heard clang against the metal of her armor. The Boen who held it was knocked off balance as she collided into him. She pushed him into the others and kept going.

There were so many of them on top of each other, scrambling inward, they couldn't swing their weapons. It was enough of a break for Raena to burst through. She felt the push of Barton's body, one arm on her back, as they moved ahead.

Then, she was free of the mob. She burst in a dead run for the horses. Raena felt hot blood gush as she completed her sprint, mounting the horse with a clumsy leap.

From atop the horse, she spun to see her comrades. Allyn was right behind her, already mounting a second horse. Barton was three paces ahead of the fastest Boen. Only a handful of men were trailing behind him, though. The rest of the Boens were crowded in a huddle, jumping and shouting in their tongue.

Raena searched feverishly for any sign of Guon, and her heart sank at the lack of him. There were more than twenty Boens anchored to the spot she had escaped. There was no way in hell Guon was alive in that pile of warriors.

The instant Barton's leg touched the stirrup, Allyn was screaming for them to ride.

"We can't leave Guon!" Barton protested. He swung his sword downward at the two Boens who had reached his horse-side first. Four more were a second behind.

"He's dead!" Allyn returned. "And we'll all be next!"

Allyn grabbed the reins of the fourth, riderless horse, and was off at a gallop.

Raena rode to Barton, clutching her stomach, and reached out with her free hand to grab his tunic. He didn't stop swinging and kicking at the Boens on the other side of his horse.

"Now, Barton!" Raena commanded.

Barton relented, spinning his horse and digging his heels.

Raena glanced back as they rode. The upright Boens stood, watching, but not giving chase. Beyond those few was the pile of them, heaped together.

In between their garish figures, she saw a glimpse of him.

Guon’s body, covered in brown and red. She searched for his face, to realize it was not where she expected it to be.

His black curls were visible, along with his bloodied skull, a few paces away from the rest of him.

Her stomach lurched and she fought the urge to vomit over the side of her horse.

Instead, she focused ahead and kept riding.
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They rode through the forest for nearly an hour. Allyn had said the Boens were often in packs, like clans who called for each other when they found a foe. It was well past dark when Raena slowed to get her bearings.

Allyn came up alongside Raena to assess her wound. Her side was trickling blood, but she had stuffed her shirt against it the best she could while riding.

"That's going to rot," Allyn stated.

"Thanks for the confidence," Raena said.

Raena assessed their surroundings. They were in a mossy thicket with thigh-high swampheart flowers, a sign that they were steadily nearing the coast.

"Barton," Allyn said, "do you know where we are, exactly? We're going to need fresh, clean water."

Barton was silent. There were evident tear-streaks down his cheeks and his eyes were forlorn. He didn't look up from the ground to acknowledge Allyn, mustering a weak shrug.

"Aye, come on—" Allyn began again, but was stopped by Raena's hand on his arm.

"Don't berate him, please," Raena whispered. "That poor babe is losing everyone he loves to the cursed Boens."

"Yeah?" Allyn said, not bothering to lower his voice. "Well, he's going to lose you, too, if we can't get the mud and muck out of that wound."

Raena wanted to say more, but felt fatigue setting in fast.

"We're still near enough the mountaintops," Barton grumbled. "There're plenty of rivers. We can go south and should hit the Salt River, I think."

"Good lad," Allyn said. "How quick?"

"Minutes."

"Hang on with us, Rowan. You're looking pale."

Raena gritted her teeth. "You're the worst..." she trailed off, unable to finish.

"Shhh, don't try to speak, stupid twit," Allyn said with a wink. "Let's go, then."

They rode in silence, at an easy and lumbered pace, relying on Raena’s eyes to lead them in the dark. But she was growing weary, and it was taking longer than they wanted to stay on the ground. Allyn kept reminding them both that they couldn’t stop until they tended to the wounds, though another hour must have passed before the trickling sound of running water was finally evident. By then, Raena was dizzy and weak. She tried to pretend everything was fine, but Allyn kept casting doubtful gazes in her direction. Raena focused on the feel of Galaver’s reins in one hand and kept pressure on her wound with the other.

“Come on, Barton, he’s starting to shiver. Let’s get him into that water.”

Raena was sure there wasn’t any water. She had heard it, but then it seemed to be the lapping of a wolf, tonguing the ground. There were stretches of branches with grasping claws, deformed and scratching out. Fir teeth with black mouths underneath, chewing and gnashing, a hundred steps high above the ground. They wanted to pull Raena into their mouths. She would be ripped up to the sky and eaten, then hawks would come and pull the muscle from her bones with their tiny talons.

It was fast. Everything moved fast.

She had been the one to provide eyes, but her vision was fading and she knew she was losing a grip on reality. It faded in and out, like a lamp wick being rolled in oil.

Raena couldn’t distinguish where they were. The beast beneath her was an anchor, but the color was draining from the world beyond her reach. She heard a splash and then someone said “whoa”. She looked down for the source of the sound, seeing Galaver’s hooves sitting in water. It must have been the river. Someone’s hands were on her, pulling her. She shook the hands away, twisting in her saddle. Was it the wolf beast?

She felt herself being yanked downward and she lacked the strength to fight back. They had her now, and she was sinking. She tried to resist, but they pinned her arms.

“Stop fighting us,” a voice said. She thought it sounded like someone she knew, but of course, the tree monsters couldn’t speak. It must be a spirit. Was it Guon’s spirit? Had it taken Allyn and Barton and become them?

Raena was slipping into a cold, damp darkness.

“Hey, stay awake, Rowan.”

It was wet. Something wet was slapping her face. It must be a fish.

“His tunic is dried into the blood. Should we cut it?”

“We’re going to have to wash out everything. That’s the only hope. Start boiling this water.”

“Won’t the fire draw them?”

“Keep it as hot as you can, maybe it won’t smoke. At least we can see the bastards coming. They can’t be underground in a river.”

The beasts that held Raena kept flopping her around, twisting her body. Her arms were deadweights. She tried to see out the fragile slits of her eyes, but they felt pinned down by rocks.

“Monsters,” Raena said. She tried to tell them to remove the rocks, but she wasn’t sure what words were coming out. They weren’t the right words. Maybe the monsters would be afraid of her. She was so cold, and the fish slapping her was colder. Did the beast have fish for hands?

“Settle down, friend. You’re going to be fine.”

Raena felt a terrible rip, as though her guts were being yanked from inside her. It burst from her stomach like lightning, stretching to every end. She screamed and tried to flail, her body refusing to cooperate. She heard splashing and shouting. Must be more of the fish. Something was crushing her.

She was colder. She felt the air licking over her skin. Why was she out from under her tunic? Were the monsters trying to expose her? She was being lowered down and cold water covered her. The cold water seemed to be drinking her.

“What is this...this wrapping. Is this a bandage?”

“No. I think it’s best we ignore it.”

“But this, look at him. His chest.”

“Rowan? Try to stay awake.”

“But, does this mean...skies be damned.”

“I know, Barton. Never mind. He’s our friend, and a knight, he deserves dignity. Forget you saw it.”

“Did you know?”

“No. I suspect that no one knows. Except for the two of us, now. Let’s clean him up and get out of here, I’ve almost got this wound washed out.”

The words were choppy and sparse. Something felt wrong, but everything felt wrong, too. Raena tried not to be afraid. She was warming up, and it was so nice. The summertime must be kissing her skin and giving her rest. She could be six years old and have not a care in the world again. It was like she could hold onto a bright, welcome hug, and it would hold onto her, and they could close all of their eyes and sleep...sleep...sleep...

“Wake up!”

Cold, angry, shaking, and shouting. The pain was back. The fishy hand was back. It was all slapping and scrambling and terrible. She hated it, but it was real. The summertime wasn’t real. The hug wasn’t real. This monster in the bright freezing awake: that was real.

“Rowan! You have to stay awake. This is going to hurt, but you have to stay awake.”

She could see something. Were the rocks gone? It was one of the Colby boys, wasn’t it? The boys were all thick muscles and wide shoulders and heavy jaws and their hair never laid down flat or ruly. She couldn’t think of which one he was, but he was indeed one of them. He was telling her to be awake.

He was telling her to stay alive. Was she going to die?

“Rowan, can you speak? Tell me your real name, wouldn’t that help?”

“Nay, you shouldn’t.”

“It’s alright. I promise I’ll forget it, as soon as we are clear of this. You will be alright, and I’ll forget it. You know I will. Tell me if you’d like, and I can say that, so you can hear me. You hear me now, don’t you? You feel my hand? That’s my hand, it’s me, it’s Barton.”

It wasn’t a fish at all, it was clammy Barton’s hand.

“We are going to close the wound. It will hurt quite a lot. Do you want me to know your name?”

“The sword is ready, so hurry up with that.”

“Come on, tell me your name. Then it’s going to hurt. I’m so sorry, it’s going to hurt a terrible lot.”

Raena squeezed her hands, one of them was full of something. She squeezed the thing, as hard as she could. It was another fish, it must have been. She saw a sword, the end glowing red.

“Raena...” It was her own tongue giving the words away. She had said her own name. She had given her name to the Colby and all of the forest’s green monsters to hear. The birds and trees and stones would know who she was and so would the Queen.

The Queen knew, though. She knew.

The hot red sword was so close.

Everything was pain.

“You’re alright, you’re alright, Raena, you’re alright—”

Raena screamed. She couldn’t hear anything else.

Then she felt nothing at all.
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AVEN’S WINTER
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The corpses had been burnt until they were unrecognizable.

Most of them were skeletons with the charred black ash of their flesh seared into the bones.

What had been left would have begun to rot, if it weren’t for the Prince’s men, who came back to the duchy again and again. All autumn long, they had come. They were foul and merciless, taking the dead and hauling them to the cliffs, then pushing the bodies off into the sea.

Sometimes they laughed, making a game of who could make the bones separate and shatter when they collided with the rocks below.

That was how Lady Islabell had almost revealed their location. It had been a cloudy day with intermittent rain, yet the fog around the shore was clear for a few hours in the afternoon. The soldiers had been sleeping in the duchy, and Aven listened to them pilfering through the keep for anything of value, though all the metal and iron that survived the fire had been raided long since.

It was amazing how easy it was to hear every word through the floors. Aven heard three of them laughing about how they could rape her and Lady Islabell before they dragged them back to the Prince. She was thankful that she was alone in the topmost chamber, then, and the other survivors were deep below where they wouldn’t be subjected to such horrible filth.

She made note of their voices, listening with rapt attention in case they used one another’s names. She crawled into a high mound of dirt at the edge of the chamber, where she could see through a tiny slivered gap in the floor; but their faces weren’t visible from the angle, so near a wall.

Another soldier came and commanded them to “help take away the bodies”.

The bodies.

As if they were nothing. As if they were not Aven’s people. As if there were not nobles, councilors, knights, guards, soldiers, mothers, wives, and children among them. As if they were not the proud and beautiful and kindhearted people of East Shore, each with far more value than a hundred of the Prince’s rubbish soldiers.

The Hornes had killed everyone, with no discrimination for child, infirmed, women, and the frail. But then the beasts had disappeared back into the sea, unable or unwilling to stay away from their islands too long. Colby had taken the brunt of the slaughter while it seemed other duchies might have been spared by the thousands of refugees she witnessed fleeing.

Aven knew so many of the people she loved and adored were among those “bodies”. She knew their names. She would never forget them.

She had to stay alive, to tell their stories.

She had to keep her promise to Islabell.

As tempting as it was to emerge from the depths and damn every one of those bastard soldiers to death for their crimes against her, and against the crown, she knew it would end in blood; likely her own.

Islabell could not show the same level of restraint.

When the soldiers were at the cliffs, Aven returned below to the sea-facing chamber. It was the safest place for them all to stay, tucked away from the keep. It had been a natural cavern in the cliffside, with multiple openings carved out of the rock. Some were wide enough for a person to slide through, although it was a steep drop into the sea below.

There were two dozen of them. Two dozen survivors left, out of the thousands of men and women who had been the great duchy and House of Colby.

The small group had all agreed that if they were discovered, they would dive into the sea. It was a better fate than the Prince would offer them, of that they were certain.

Aven had relayed to the survivors what the soldiers intended to do that day, and told them to go up into the tunnels and wait until it was over. All of them listened, except for Bell, who wanted to stay with the ill, and with Aven.

But Bell couldn’t stomach the sight. She was tortured by the bones, falling past the cavern’s openings, careening toward the rocks and waves. And the damned soldiers, laughing, hollering, shouting out jokes about the remains, all the while.

Aven stood, trembling with rage and disquiet, practically unable to move. But when she saw Bell move toward the tunnel, acting with purpose, Aven gave chase.

Bell was running; bolting through the tunnels, for the most direct route to the surface. There was another chamber they called “midway”, as it was midway between the sea-facing cavern and the keep. Midway forked into two tunnels: one back to the keep, and the other to a hidden door beneath the stables. They never used the stable door, because it required someone to cover the door with dirt and hay from the outside.

Aven reached midway just in time to see Bell taking the tunnel for the stables. The rest of the survivors were waiting there and watched after Bell with confusion.

Aven knew she wouldn’t catch up, so she called to Sir Anreich in as loud of a whisper she could.

“Stop her!”

The young knight was agile and compliant. He raced into the tunnel after Bell. Aven did her best to scramble in behind them, slowed by the narrowing passage. Where it tapered into a muddy crawl space, she caught up to them.

Sir Anreich had tackled Bell to the ground, their feet flailing in a struggle that Aven could not safely crawl past. His hand was over her mouth and he whispered “shh” to her, over and over, trying to subdue her. She was grunting as she tried to fight off his grasp, pushing at his arms that bound her.

Aven didn’t hear the voices overhead anymore.

With a planned leap, Aven threw herself over Bell’s legs to keep them from striking her. Then carefully she wiggled upward until she was aligned with the two of them, in the mud.

“They’ve heard you,” Aven whispered, staring into Bell’s eyes with intensity.

Bell went white and immediately stopped struggling. She looked up at the dirt above, listening for the men. Perhaps they couldn’t hear through the earth itself, but through the stables, or another means. Regardless, there had been the sound of voices only a moment before, that were now silenced.

Anreich relaxed his hand as he felt Bell soften and stop resisting.

“We can kill them,” Bell whispered.

Aven shook her head, trying to listen for signs of the men above.

The three of them laid there, so still in the tight, damp space that they could hear each other breathing. It felt as if eternity was passing above and around them. At some point Aven found Bell’s hand in her own, gripping her fingers in fear.

Perhaps it had been minutes, Aven couldn’t tell, but the soldiers returned to their task of throwing bodies to the ocean, their laughter resuming.

After that day, Aven had brought all the survivors into midway and they had established their rules for survival.

“From now on, we must be prepared to fight. If the Prince’s men discover these chambers, we will barricade them in and slit their throats,” she’d said.

A few of the women had gasped. They weren’t prepared for bloodshed, despite having lived through a hundred lifetimes of it in a single season.

“Sir Anreich and I are in command of the group,” Aven said, casting a firm look toward Bell. “I rule over daily activities, and Sir Anreich rules over combat. If we are engaged by an enemy, listen to his orders, even if you must risk your life.”

That was how they had lived. Scavenging for what was left of crops in the abandoned and unburnt farms. Collecting brown water that dripped through the soil to drink and bathe. Protecting the corridors with scheduled patrols. Praying over the ill.

As the weather turned colder, the sea brought crisp icy winds. Aven knew that winter meant Prince Zander wouldn’t be able to send more of his men, as the mountains would soon be impassable. Maybe he would give up on them.

With the windows at the sides of the cavern, they had no way to keep the chambers warm against westward breezes off the coast. Aven went to Bell and Anreich on a particularly biting evening.

“This is the last night we can use the sea-facing chamber, I fear. We don’t have enough clothing, nor blankets, to fight off the cold for everyone. We need to start moving closer to the keep. Perhaps in ten or twenty days, the snow will fall, and his men will stop coming. Then we will be safe to go above ground.”

Bell’s brow furrowed with concern. “But Aven, it is too risky. Between the Boens and the Prince’s men, we have no safe haven. All we have to protect us is their assumption that the keep is empty.”

“We cannot keep the ill underground in the winter,” Aven said. “If we could close the passages, we could generate enough body heat to warm the space. But we cannot breathe in a solid hole, and it will be filled with our own wastes. I don’t see any choice, do you?”

Anreich shrugged. He was too green to have many ideas, which he was humble enough to admit on most occasions.

Bell frowned. “How will we protect those who cannot fight for themselves?”

“We may have to leave them under the floors of the servant’s quarters until they are strong enough. Then we can bring them into the keep, with us,” Aven supposed. She gave a heavy sigh and walked through the dim cavern, stopping at their bedsides.

There were two of them. One was an elderly farmer, Hons, who had been healthy when they went underground but had fallen ill and bedridden. He was coherent when he wasn’t sleeping, which was most of the day. The other man was young. He’d fought the Boens valiantly but been beaten within a thread of his life. He was left in a puddle of blood among the dead. His breaths were so shallow when Aven and Bell found him, they couldn’t determine if he was alive at all.

He’d been that way ever since they dragged him onto the back of a horse and took him to Colby. He had never shown any sign that his mind was still in him.

Aven studied his grey face. They shaved his beard and bathed him every few days to keep him clean, but they couldn’t scrub away the lifelessness of the faded light within. Bell was so distraught over his state that they didn’t speak of him, or even say his name. They spoke of Hons, but they called the young man “the ill one” or “the other”. It broke Aven’s heart, but she wouldn’t press Bell to acknowledge him if she wasn’t ready or able.

Anreich cleared his throat, beckoning Aven’s attention away from the two sick men. “Duchess, if you don’t mind,” he began. “I think we should avoid moving those gentlemen more than once. So, wouldn’t it be best if we took them to the upper chamber tonight? They can stay there the rest of winter if they do not get better.”

Aven nodded, giving a slight smile. “Sound idea. Can you gather a few of the stronger men to help?”

“Aye,” Anreich said, bowing his head and making way into the corridor.

Bell and Aven shared a weighty glance for a moment.

“What do you believe the chances are that we’ll survive this winter? Be honest.” Bell asked with heavy eyes.

“I’d rather be optimistic than honest. None of us should have survived this long.”

Bell groaned and rubbed the back of her neck with both hands. “If you’re honest, then I know what choice I have to make. You can’t risk the lives of all twenty-four of us, only to save you and me from Zander. If you think we won’t survive, then tell me, and I will lead us back to Candor. I’ll marry him, and yes, it will be torture. But we will all live, and I believe they will take mercy on you.”

Something as cold and dark as the looming night flashed in Aven’s hazel eyes. “You think we will live. I promise you, our odds of survival without him are greater. At least the winter has logic when it comes for the weak, the dying, and the infirmed. Prince Zander would kill us without reason or consideration. He may slay you for hiding from him. He may slay me for rescuing you. He is cruel for cruelty’s sake.”

Bell focused on a spot on the wall, clenching her jaw.

“I’m sorry,” Aven said. “I am sorry that we are here, and that...your brothers are lost to us. And I am sorry that our fate is not known or certain or secure. But we have to remember what matters. We are fortunate, when thousands of others were not. We escaped by sheer chance and will to survive. We must be here for a greater purpose, and I can’t be convinced by anyone that we are meant to give up.”

“No, not give up,” Bell whispered, strain in her voice.

“We have to keep our promises,” Aven said.

Bell lifted her chin and homed her eyes on Aven's, staring with meaningful resolve. They stayed that way for a few seconds, understanding each other without further words passing between them.

Anreich returned with four men, and they set to work delicately lifting the ill to carry them through the tunnels.

Aven established new guidelines for winter. They would have to be even more resourceful to find food and water, so traveling farther was necessary. In turn, they had to post up watchkeepers at the top of the walls to look in all directions for threats. West for Prince Zander. North and South for Boens. East for Hornes.

They practiced running from the charred ramparts, down to the lowest quarters. Anreich trained three of the young men and two of the women, so they might pass news of incoming hordes with enough time to get everyone underground. Aven felt it was hopeless, but she never let on, giving smiles of encouragement whenever she saw Anreich leading the watchkeepers.

"If we can perfect the calls of birds, we can sound an alarm without relying on our running speed," Anreich reported, grinning.

Aven raised her eyebrows. "Is that one of your plans? Bird sounds?"

He shrugged and lost some of the luster from his olive countenance. "Seemed a grand idea."

She cringed at the way she'd wounded his pride. "No, you’re right. It is a grand idea, Anreich. See if you might find a grol horn or smithen funnel that could project your calls further distance."

Anreich beamed. "Aye, that would make it much easier to hear. I'll set to it now."

He bounded down the inner stairs of the courtyards toward the bailey on his new quest. Aven watched his broad back going away from her until he disappeared under an alley of the walls. Alone, she rubbed her temples. She’d had pain in the sides of her head with regular frequency, ever since the Boens first invaded. She wondered if that pain would be part of her, forever.

She looked up to the curtain wall and saw a shadow on the battlement, dark among the ruins of stone that were coated in thick ash. Curious, she ascended the spiral steps to the top. It was the highest tower still standing in all of the keep. For fourteen days it had been a shared outlook post for Anreich’s watchkeepers, but none of them were to be seen from this vantage.

“Have you volunteered to become a watchkeeper?” Aven asked as she stepped into the battlement.

Bell tossed a glance over her shoulder, then resumed her outward gaze. Her elbows were propped on the stone wall, supporting her as she stared westward. Aven took an identical pose beside Bell and they stood shoulder-to-shoulder, eyes fixed on the remnants of the duchy below.

“Nah,” Bell answered with delay. “I gave them a rest from it, but I suppose I wanted to come and see from up here.”

Aven shuddered and pulled her furs tighter over her chest. “Between the frost and the wind, it’s freezing up here. I don’t know if I can bear it more than a few minutes.”

Bell smiled. “It’s worse than the winter at home. I believe the air is drier in Candor. Do you remember that? I think the moisture here comes out of the sea and seeps into your bones. I’ve never felt so much like I can’t get warm or dry, no matter what I do.”

“It certainly takes getting used to,” Aven said. “My first two winters were miserable. I was so ill, I couldn’t manage to breathe. I thought I would do anything to go home. But then I stopped blaming the shore and I realized my anger was keeping me from healing. Isn’t that odd?”

“It is.” Bell frowned. “But I know it’s true. I thought my stomach would rot from the inside out when Zander took me from home. I had some kind of red patches on my skin, as well. They came and went as if I’d been bit by gnashes. In the end it was simple, I realized he was making my body sick.”

Aven nodded, squinting toward some spot beyond the duchy.

Bell gazed at Aven to seek out the reason for the lull in conversation and followed her emerald eyes to a forest.

"Is there something you see?" Bell whispered.

"I thought something moved, between those two firs," Aven whispered back, pointing at an ambiguous place.

Bell copied the fixation and they watched in entranced silence for any signs of movement. After a minute without confirmation, Aven sighed.

"Must have been the trees," she conceded. "We probably aren't cut out to be watchkeepers."

Bell rolled her head to the side. "True, but maybe we'll improve with practice."

There was a ruckus below and behind them. Aven spun and crossed the battlement to look down the other side, into the courtyard. What she saw down in the grounds set her heart to ice with fear. Anreich was running, followed by at least a dozen of the survivors, toward the center of the keep. He led the way, then stopped and gestured for them to go through an outer door which led to the former noble family's wing. It was an isolated section of the keep that the survivors avoided, as it didn't connect to any outposts or any underground tunnels.

A second group trickled behind the first, emerging from the door nearest the servant's quarters.

Bell was at Aven's side now, pressing against her shoulder as they struggled to see into the bailey.

"What's happening? Why are they running?" Bell asked with a tremor in her voice.

"I don't know," Aven whispered. "They are fleeing the servant's wing."

"But there could be no intruder," Bell said. "We have watched, we would have seen any riders who approached."

Aven's brow furrowed. She studied the survivors. They indeed moved frantically as though frightened out of the security of their hiding place. She couldn't make sense of it. "That's it, that's all of them. They are all in the noble wing."

Bell pressed harder against Aven's arm, bending over the stone to search for intruders below. "It just can't be. What would they have run from? It's impossible that anyone could have passed into the keep without being seen." She leaned back to stand up and meet Aven's eyes with questioning. The second that she did, realization dawned on them, together.

"They're underground," Aven whispered. Her breath left her chest in a panic. She did not wait for Bell to understand, instead, she spun and darted for the stairs. Aven ran as fast as her legs could carry her. Down the spiral staircase she wound, feeling as if it had stretched hundreds of meters in length since her ascent. Her legs and lungs were on fire when her feet finally touched the soft dirt of the bailey.

Anreich had come back to barricade the door. He was carrying two thick planks and stood between Aven and the entrance. She pushed him aside and heard him protest with indignance.

She may only have seconds. If she had time at all.

"Duchess, do not!" Anreich shouted.

Aven flung open the servant's door. "We can't leave the ill!" she retorted.

She didn't wait for a reply or confirmation. She was clambering down the cobblestone hallway toward the kitchens. Her shoes were soled with padded leather and it lapped against the hard surface. She hoped it wasn't loud enough for the Boens below to hear her coming.

There was a second set of rapping footsteps behind her, but she didn't look back to see whom they belonged to.

She was at the clapboard planks of the kitchen and easily found the familiar notch for the hidden door. It was heavy, but Aven was charged with adrenaline. She sunk both hands beneath the crack and flipped it open. The short delay allowed Bell to catch up, and they dropped wordlessly into the chamber below.

It took Aven a split second to adjust to the darkness. She backed against a muddy wall and took two long breaths, listening.

Deeper in the chambers, perhaps near the stables, there were murmurs and remnants of voices. They sounded like chattering, conversing ocean waves. It raised the hair at the back of Aven's neck and she reached for Bell, covering the other woman's lips with one finger as a warning.

They could see little more than the whites of one another's eyes, having brought no candles, but they both knew what they were there to do. Without further pause, they ducked low and scurried across the chamber to the westernmost wall. They reached their destination and bent down, hovered over the beds for the ill.

Bell was at the farthest bed, but when she patted the furs, there was no one there. She clambered over the bedding to get closer to Aven and the second ill man.

Aven grabbed Bell's hands and lowered them down, indicating for her to slide them under his body. They had to move fast. She could swear the chattering sounds were growing louder and therefore closer. It definitely sounded as if the Boens were in midway now.

The women struggled to lift the deadweight of his frame. Fortunately, he'd lost at least a stone in his state and was not as heavy as he could have been. With each of them on either side, they took short, choppy steps towards the door.

Aven felt her grip on him slipping. She clicked her tongue to signal to Bell, who stopped. Aven adjusted, hoisting him up with her knee to get her arms further underneath. His legs were dangling and about to drag in the mud but they had no control over that.

There was a clattering sound of metal in the caverns. Aven jolted, looking for the source but coming up empty. The Boens began to shout indistinctly in their language, echoing with a dull roar into the passages.

"Move. Go." Aven said. Her voice could barely be heard over the deafening sound of Boens. Maybe a hundred of them.

Maybe more.

They grunted as they lumbered ahead, a few meters left to travel. Aven felt as if her fingers might break from the stress of gripping his shirt so tight with his weight on her hands. She mustered up everything left within herself to manage the final few steps.

"How will we lift him to the door?" Bell whispered.

Aven looked up at the light from the kitchen. "We have to try," she whispered back, without any true answer.

She lowered herself to get her chest beneath his back, raising his torso as she pushed up. She slid her arms under his armpits to keep him from falling forward. Bell held onto his legs to try and alleviate the weight. Aven noticed that the volume of the Boens had died down again, but it still sounded as if they were on the move in the passages.

The mud sloped upward at the edge of the chamber into crude steps. Aven felt for them with the edge of her foot. She groaned as she heaved the man uphill with her, believing that her back may give out at any second. Bell was doing her best to push, but their feet slipped in the thick mud. Aven was making weak progress, maybe no more than halfway up the steps. She thought she saw a dim light growing brighter at the farthest edge of the chamber. Perhaps the Boens carried torches underground, after all.

“Push, Bell,” she muttered with urgency.

The light was growing in size. The distinct and unmistakable sound of the Boens’ deep voices in conversation was apparent and near.

Bell turned toward the source of the sound, then back again. “We won’t make it,” Bell whispered. “We have to leave him and run.”

Aven said nothing. She continued pulling. She was far enough that the top of her head was level with the floorboards above. Four or five more steps and she could roll backward, pulling him on top of her, maybe. If she could lift him over the threshold.

They frantically tried to go higher. Aven could feel her muscles spasming and giving out.

Then two sets of hands from above were reaching into the narrow portal, grabbing at the ill man’s shirt and arms. Aven raised her eyes into the kitchen to see the concerned faces of Anreich and Elbern, a watchkeeper, staring back at her. They reached under his armpits where Aven was holding, taking firmer grasps, and joisted him upward. He was out of the chamber.

Aven climbed with urgency, though every part of her was burning in pain. Bell scrambled up with the same fervor, and Anreich shut the door behind them. Elbern was dragging the ill man down the hallway, out of the servant’s quarters, as Anreich laid furs over the portal they had just come through.

“What are you doing?” Aven whispered. “That will draw attention to the secret passage.”

Anreich shook his head. “It will block light from above. Maybe give us more time.” He reached out and grabbed for Aven’s hand, charging down the hallway. They ran together, leading ahead of Elbern, Bell, and the ill man. In an instant, they were back into the bailey. Aven gave his hand a firm tug and he turned back to hear her.

“There’s at least a hundred Boens beneath us,” Aven said, breathlessly. “We cannot hide in the keep anymore.”

“Aye, their whole army is beneath the ground,” Anreich replied. “They must have punched through into our tunnels when they were digging. But where will we go?”

Aven narrowed her eyes. “We have to run to the rivers. They can’t be underground close to the water. Tell everyone to go southwest, until they meet the Salt River, then we will follow it to the mountains. If we are separated, we all take that route.”

Fear and doubt flashed in Anreich’s eyes, but he swallowed and pursed his lips. “Aye.”

Aven looked back to see Bell and Elbern, each of them under one arm of the dangling ill man, dragging him. Anreich was still standing beside her as if he was frozen in disbelief.

“Tell them.” Aven looked into Anreich’s eyes with stern resolve. “Everyone runs. We all run, to survive.”

Without another word, she ran to Elbern and Bell. She threw down her fur cloak on the grass.

“Lay him on this. We’ll put ropes underneath,” she instructed, spreading the fur.

They did as she said, gasping with exhaustion at carrying him this far. By the time they had lifted the fur by the edges and had him off the ground, Anreich returned. He grabbed the fourth corner and pointed toward the hole in the keep’s outer wall, where the gate had been burnt away. With as must haste as they could, the four of them set to a quick pace out of the keep, lugging the ill man all the way.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Within hours they were at the banks of the salt river, covered in sweat and mud. The sun was dipping low and the temperature was dropping fast. Aven felt a chill run through her and she couldn't stop herself from shivering.

The other survivors were far ahead without the extra man to carry. Aven didn't know what had happened to Hons, but she hoped the people had saved him.

"We'll need to find some shelter for the night, and stay warm," Bell said, breaking the silence with the same thought on Aven's mind.

"There's no option but to build a shelter," Anreich remarked. "We can all sleep in one and it'll be warm enough that way."

Aven shuddered at the thought. One shelter meant danger had only one target, but there wasn't an alternative option.

"We'll go past that bend ahead," Aven said, "there's a spot of trees with thick underbrush if I remember correctly. We could hide and set up a camp in the thick of it."

The rest of the group nodded with eyes set on the destination ahead. They had modified the fur that wrapped around the ill man so it hooked under his arms and therefore took two people to pull him and a third to hold up his feet. They moved at a regular walking pace this way, much faster than when they first set out.

Aven felt a freeze seeping into her bones without the protection of her fur. She lamented perhaps the best fate might be for them all to die peacefully in their sleep.

When they reached the bend it was as she had remembered. She had ridden horses to the very spot with the Colbys one summer. The mossy boughs were thick in a half-moon of trees, leaving a pocket of dense underbrush. It was too cold for mushrooms, but some nettles lined the bank. They might eat the moss too, if nothing else.

“You’ve been here before?” Bell asked.

Aven nodded. “I’ll tell you all about it while we set up our camp. It’s one of my favorite memories.” She tried to meet Bell’s eyes, but they were fixed to the leafy ground.

They pulled the ill man to a spot beside a fallen log and laid him there, checking his chest to ensure he was still breathing. Anreich sent Elbern ahead up the river to see if he could spot signs of Boens near, or the other survivors making camp.

Aven and Bell made a pile of bark pieces and fallen branches while they talked.

“We’d had rain all spring,” Aven started, “so the summer was welcome when it finally came. I’d been in East Shore less than a year, so Eathon and I were still courting. His parents suggested we all go for a ride and see where the berries were growing, so the younger boys might pick them. I thought they needed berries, at first, but I think they just wanted me out of the keep. I was so gloomy and depressed, laying in my quarters all day, refusing visitors. Poor Eathon probably thought he was marrying such a beast.”

Bell scoffed at that, brushing mud from her hands.

Aven paused with a smile, but Bell did not return it. “Aye. Well, we came up the river, just like today. It was much faster on horses. We had a packed lunch here. There were hundreds of dewdrop berries on these bushes. You wouldn’t think it, would you? The leaves are off them now, and they are just twigs. But come spring they will be covered in so many tiny red leaves that they look like they’ve caught fire, especially in the morning. The dewdrops are red as well, so you can’t make them out. Until they go ripe and darken to purple or black. But Rudge always wanted to eat them red when they were so sour. He was such a funny little boy, I think he’s what made me start laughing that day. Then once I started, I was joyful the rest of the day. It was a turn.”

Bell stood and looked at the pile of brush. “Do you reckon we’ve collected enough?”

The question caught the attention of Anreich. “Aye, what are ye wanting to build? A whole house? Let’s get to it.” He stepped in to rough out the structure of the camp, near the end of the fallen log.

“Should we watch him do it, then?” Bell asked.

Aven shrugged. “Do you want to collect nettles? We can eat them. We can also make a broth, though we can’t heat it, we can still feed it to...” she trailed off and gestured at the ill man.

“Fine,” Bell muttered, heading toward the river.

“Be careful, some are barbed. I’ll show you how to pull them by the root.” Aven stepped ahead and demonstrated, kneeling in the frosty riverbank. Bell set to work beside her, copying her movements.

“How did Eathon die?” Bell asked without emotion.

“Oh,” Aven mumbled, “he had tremors when he was a small boy. His mother said it may have made him delicate. He was healthy when we were married, but he did get ill if he ate certain foods or drank wines. The healers said his body couldn’t tolerate most berries and fruits. His family and the councilors believed it grew worse inside him, the intolerance, until he couldn’t live in a world where berries and fruits were even near. First, they said it was somehow getting into his food, though he only ate meat and bread. Then he stopped eating altogether and they said it was in the air. But that was how he acted, as if he was poisoned. He would vomit and shake, and go in and out of hot spells. The healers were the only ones allowed to see him in the end. They kept everyone out of his room, saying we couldn’t be sure it wasn’t something we were doing to him.”

“Do you think it was? Do you think someone did it to him?”

“No. He was loved by everyone.” Aven stopped to wipe her hands on her leather trousers. “He had not a single enemy. It would have made more sense for someone to poison me, of all people. I was the outsider.”

Bell looked solemn as if regarding this with great consideration. She opened her mouth to speak when they heard a clamor of pounding footsteps, up the river bank. Both women whipped their heads westward in time to catch the view of a young man, sprinting full-speed toward them. In the twilight, he was mostly a shadowy blur of a chestnut leather tunic, darkened skin, and a mop of auburn hair. Aven started to stand, but he was upon them before she could fully rise. She recognized him, and a smile spread to her face, but they collided before she spoke. He wrapped his arms around her waist and tackled her to the ground, spinning as he did, so he fell first and broke her fall.

“Aven! Aven!” he said with glee, squeezing her.

“Oof! Barton, you idiot!” Aven murmured into his broad chest. “You’re laying in nettles!”

“I don’t even care! Let them barb into my guts!” He made a choked sound between a laugh and a cry. “You’re alive, I knew you were. I knew you were alright. I knew it all along because I am truly the smartest and luckiest man in Boenaerya.”

“Boy. You’re a boy,” Aven teased, though her smile was broad. She squeezed him back, wiping her fast-flowing tears on his tunic.

“Your man came up the river, he said you were here,” Barton explained. “I ran so fast, I’ve been running forever. I didn’t even use the horse! Can you believe it?”

Aven chuckled, she could do little else. They squeezed each other one more time, so much it felt their lungs may collapse from the pressure, then she rolled to the side and they sat up.

“Barton, this is Lady Islabell of Candor,” Aven introduced.

Barton reached out to take Bell’s hand, and she wiped it on her fur winter cloak, then inspected it with disdain.

“I’m afraid my hands are filthy, please don’t kiss them,” Bell said, placing her hand in his and then taking it away.

He laughed. “Alright. You’re Rowan’s sister, aren’t you? Probably best I don’t kiss you then, he might cut my balls off when he gets here.”

Aven and Bell shared a glance of skeptical concern at the mention of Rowan, a muted pause falling between them.

“Aye,” Barton continued with a deep breath, “he’s coming. He’s slow, because he was wounded. But he’s coming.”

What happened next felt as if a moment in a dream. Aven wasn’t sure what part of her moved first, or if she said anything at all, but she was up from the dirt and her legs were pumping. She ran. She ran harder than she ever had, up the bank of the river. The mud was loose in places and grabbed at her shoes, making her slip, but she kept on. Her eyes scanned every tree for signs of her. She knew now, her full name was not Rae, but Raena. Bell had confessed it, one night when they were in chambers deep underground. Aven looked for her Raena frantically in every direction except the river. The moon was peeking out, casting a silvery highlight over the landscape, straining her eyes for signs of Raena’s shadow. She felt her limbs weakening, they had certainly endured enough strain for a single day, but she would push them farther. Her stomach tightened, convulsing with a jabbing sensation, begging her to stop.

She didn’t stop. Aven grabbed her sides and squeezed with both hands, as firm as she could, and kept running. She must have gone five hundred meters and thought she might collapse if she kept it up. That’s when she spotted the shadow of horses and riders to her right, nearly-hidden in a grove blanketed by night. She clamored over fallen branches, kicking at a leafless bramblebush to get past the thickets. Her presence entering the grove was less than graceful, and she cursed the forest as she yanked her pant leg away from a clinging vine of barbs. She had taken two more steps into the grove when she looked up to see that one rider remained on the horses, but the other was coming toward her at a clip.

Then Raena was there.

Warm familiar arms encircled Aven and Raena’s body pressed fully into her, surrounding her in affection that radiated through her. She breathed hard into Raena’s neck, catching her breath from the run, gasping with strangled cries. She could hear her own voice, shaking out nonsensical words of joy and relief and elation, trying to speak but her mouth filled with tear-like water.

“Almighty’s breath,” Raena whispered into her hair, pressing kisses to her temples, her forehead, her ears. “Where’ve you been?”

Their lips met in a feverish flurry of kisses, which Aven struggled to return through her growing sobs. Raena smiled against her lips, cupping her cheeks and smoothing away the barrage of tears.

“You’re alright. It’s alright.” Raena reassured, pulling Aven back into an embrace and holding her there. “I’m here. I have you.”

Raena opened her fur cloak to encapsulate them both within it. Strong hands rubbed Aven’s back while she released her sobs into Raena’s shoulder. There was so much to be said, so many things to share and explain, but Aven couldn’t manage a single word.

They stayed that way more than a full minute; Raena soothing her with comforting whispers, stroking her cheeks and her back, while Aven fell to pieces. Even when the tears stopped coming, her breaths still launched from her chest erratically and she shook without control.

She managed to catch her breath enough to speak, pressing her lips into Raena’s neck when she did. “Barton told me you are wounded. Are you alright?”

Raena groaned. “I was stabbed a bit. It was several days ago; I’m healing. Where were you, all this time? We sent—”

“Where were you stabbed?” Aven asked, rubbing her hands over Raena’s chest and shoulders as if to search there for the wound.

“Here.” Raena took her hand and placed it over the site. A bandage formed a lump there, apparent under the muslin cloth of Raena’s tunic.

Aven stroked the spot with hesitation. “You’re alright?”

Raena nodded. There was a cough behind her, and Aven lifted her chin to look up at the rider. He was a proud-looking knight in muted greens, the crown’s colors, with a curled black mustache and beady, piercing eyes. He was shifting atop his horse with an air of discomfort.

“We should be making camp,” the knight grumbled. “As much as I’m enjoying bearing witness to this reunion, I’m certain it will be even more fun for the two of you to grope one another when I’m not an unwilling participant.”

Raena scoffed. “That’s Sir Allyn. Pay him no mind, he’s read too many books to have any wits about him.”

“I’ve enough wits to save your life,” Allyn retorted, “you sorry ass.”

“Come on, then,” Raena whispered, taking Aven’s hand and leading her to a rouncey. As they parted, Raena wrapped her fur cloak around Aven. There were four horses in total, so Aven mounted one while Raena went to the other, groaning a little at the strain of climbing atop the horse. Aven’s brow knitted with concern for Raena’s state, but she bit her tongue.

Allyn rode ahead, holding the reins to the riderless horse, giving Raena and Aven space to converse.

“Bell is with us,” Aven said. “She and I were together, all this time. We’ve become good friends, in spite of this.”

It was darkening in the forest but Aven thought she made out a smile on Raena’s face. “I’m so grateful. I knew she would be with you. I knew it, all this time. I never gave up on either of you, and here you are, just outside the duchy.”

Aven nodded. “We were under the duchy. We had to leave today. The Boens found the chambers, no doubt they were making their tunnels under us and broke through the dirt.”

“So, you were under the keep?” Raena raised her voice. “Oy, Allyn? Ye hear that? They were under the keep, just as I guessed! Does it hurt to always be outsmarted by me? Must sting a little.”

Allyn snorted and cast a curse over his shoulder. “Probably hurts more to get stabbed by a wild Boen because you’re so shite at fighting, I reckon!”

Raena giggled. “He’s an idiot.”

“He’s a knight of the crown?” Aven said, lowering her voice.

“Aye. Not for long, do you remember him from the Trials? He was knighted that same day as I was. You can trust him. I’ve come to. I really have a lot to tell you.”

“Good thing we will have many days to ride,” Aven said.

Raena let out a long breath. “Where were you going? Before we found you?”

“Where else could we go? Back to Candor. There’s no choice now but to hope Zander grants mercy to us. If we stay here, the Boens will kill us all, or the cold of winter. Either way, it’s death in all directions.”

“Hmm.”

A comfortable silence passed between them as they led the horses out of the groves and down a slope of mud coated in paper-thin layers of ice. Raena’s rouncey gave a snort of protest at stepping in the muddy riverbank, earning reassuring pats along the beast’s mane to keep them trodding onward.

“She doesn’t like mud,” Raena explained. “But she’s earning some jaro roots. Hear that, lady? You’ll get jaro roots, now keep up. Ah, are you hungry, Aven?”

The mention of jaro roots set Aven’s mouth to water. She had eaten little more than broths made from bark and river water for several days. She nodded and Raena reached into her saddlebag.

“We haven’t eaten much since the freeze came,” Aven said. “The Boens burned many of the crops, and the Prince’s men took from the land each time they came.”

Raena shook her head. “Those asses. We sent them to find you and keep you safe. They should have left the food, knowing you might be alive to eat it.”

Something in her words stuck in Aven’s mind, but she ignored it. She gratefully took an offered piece of bread from Raena and chewed it in nibbles to keep from overwhelming her stomach. She’d eaten half when she looked ahead and saw the bend in the river beyond the clearing, realizing they would soon be rejoining the others.

“Rowan, I have to tell you something,” Aven said, feeling her heart begin to pound.

“Of course, what is it?”

Aven squeezed the worn reins in her hands, rubbing them against her palms. “Finn...Sir Finley,” she tried to force out the next words, but they wouldn’t come. It was as though refusing to say his name for this long had made her unable to say more.

“Yes,” Raena whispered, “is he...is he gone?”

Aven shook her head, shuddering. “He lives, but he’s...he is ill. We don’t know how to bring him back. You will see him for yourself but...Bell cannot speak of him. We don’t even say his name, it wrecks her. Be careful when you speak to her, she may be angered into a fit if you ask. When we are alone, we will talk more.”

“I see,” Raena said, her voice downcast.

Aven heard the sound of Raena swallowing hard and letting go a heavy sigh in the dark. There was no further time for the discussion, as they had reached the opening of the grove. Within seconds, Bell was there, reaching for Raena’s hand and wiping away her own tears of joy. Aven gave them space for their reunion, riding on further to where Barton and Anreich were discussing the value of sleeping in the treetops.

“Oy, Aven,” Barton said with a grin, “tell him I’m not crazy? I swear we’ve had many safe nights in the trees. We have even seen the Boens below, but they never come after us.”

“I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about,” Aven replied.

Anreich scoffed, “Little lord wants us to sleep in the trees like we are hanging pruttles. Suppose he also wants us to nibble night-flies?”

Aven hemmed, “If Barton says we ought to, then help him. Stop bickering like children.”

Anreich gestured toward Finn, “What about him? We should lift him up into a tree? What if he falls out?”

“We can make the ropes cross between trees so they make a wide bed,” Barton explained. “We’ve made them wide enough to hold three or four people before.”

“What do you need?” Aven asked.

Barton went for the horses, where Allyn was already beginning to pull out lengths of rope and blankets. “We’ll show you how to fasten them. It won’t take more than an hour. Besides, we seldom see Boens out at this time of night, they will poke their heads up, but wait until the moon is high in the sky to come above-ground and wander toward water.”

“Should take less time than that, even,” Allyn remarked, “we’ve got another healthy lad and two lasses to help.”

Allyn’s estimation was correct. Though it was cutting deeper into the night and Aven felt exhaustion kicking in, they worked hard to make the hanging beds. Anreich and Barton were up in the trees, fastening the top knots, while the rest of them stayed on the ground feeding up the materials. When Bell and Raena had thoroughly reunited, they joined in to make it light work. Bell was capable of working at a steady pace, while Raena struggled to keep up.

“Don’t strain your wound, idiot,” Allyn warned. “I didn’t spend all that time cleaning it and staring at your naked ass to have you stubbornly rip it open trying to impress the girls.”

Aven and Bell shared a glance between them, each wondering how much Allyn had seen, but saying nothing of it aloud.

“Must be difficult for you,” Raena retorted, “now that you’ve seen how much bigger my shaft is.”

Allyn guffawed so heartily that he had to cover his mouth to keep his laughter from echoing through the woods. He doubled over, causing Bell to look back and forth between the two knights with wide, questioning eyes. Raena shrugged, a sheepish grin forming as if she couldn’t resist making the joke.

“I hardly find that appropriate,” Bell warned, hesitation saturating her voice.

“It’s uh...” Allyn tried to speak through his bubbling chuckles, “it’s not appropriate. We are beastly men, I am so sorry.”

“Yes, forgive us,” Raena said, still grinning.

Allyn gave Aven a knowing wink which made her cheeks flush with embarrassment while giving her a clear answer about what Allyn must have seen.

“Typical,” Aven said, clearing her throat, “men stand around comparing pintles and make women do all the work for them.”

Both knights snickered at that, as they were put rightfully in their place.

When they were finished, there were three separate hanging lofts; one that Bell could use alone, one for Finn to be placed along with a man beside him to watch over him, and one for Aven and Raena. She was grateful that she didn’t have to ask aloud for that arrangement, but that everyone assumed it would be so. Allyn, Barton, and Anreich divided shifts to sleep beside Finn and to keep watch in the rope slings they used for sitting.

“Before we go to bed,” Allyn said, “we must discuss the simple matter of where we will travel, tomorrow. At dawn, we must all go together.”

Aven glanced at Raena, her jaw dropping open. “Do you mean the route to Candor we will take? Are we not following this river to the Calam range?”

Raena shook her head, “We have decided not to return to Candeo.”

Bell stepped forward. “Rowan, what does this mean?”

Raena glanced up to the trees where Barton and Anreich were busied with conversation and paying no mind to what was happening on the ground. She lowered her voice, regardless. “Think of it, there is nothing there for us. Zander will soon find a way to take the throne, and when he does, the kingdom will be intolerable. None of us will be safe there.”

Allyn interjected. “We first need to go north to search the duchies for more horses. We have to make this decision together, but I warn you that Rowan and I have already been set on it. And you know how hard it is to change his mind, I reckon.”

“What decision?” Aven asked, giving Raena a gentle expression of encouragement.

Raena breathed in. “We can go to Ediva and seek refuge. There is no other choice. We will strip ourselves of Candor’s colors and ride in as if we are seeking safe haven from the Boens. We can’t be the only ones to flee East Shore to the north.”

“They will know who we are,” Bell said with indignance, “there is no way to hide that you are knights of the black crown. Even your speech gives it away. They will send us all back to Candor, and it will be worse when we are deserters.”

“It won’t. I know a man there, I’ll ask for him,” Raena continued. “He was loyal to...my father. My true father. He will protect us.”

Aven whispered, “To Henry?”

“Yes,” Raena said.

Bell shrugged, “I had no reason not to tell her. We were going to die underground. I couldn’t see past it.”

Raena shook her head, “No, it’s all right. But now that we are together, it must remain a secret. Especially if we go on to Ediva, we do not know what manner of people are there. They could be just like Candor, except foreign.”

Aven frowned, “Can you explain to me why you’ve settled on Ediva, then?”

“Aye, come on,” Allyn grumbled, “you have a lot to explain. Whisper it in your bed if you like, but I’m eager to get at least five minutes of sleep tonight. So, can we save the discussion for tomorrow and come to an agreement? We will have to ride at dawn, and it would be nice if we didn’t waste time and sunlight arguing about the direction.”

“Excuse your tone,” Bell warned, “remember that you are addressing a lady and a duchess.”

Allyn bowed his head.

“It’s alright,” Aven said, “I appreciate your honesty. These are brutal, violent days. We have to survive them, so there’s little room for formalities if our lives are at stake. What of hiding in the other duchies? We were safe under Colby keep for some time. We could find refuge at House Hanford, or O’Piers. Surely the Boens won’t return when they have razed the land.”

Raena shook her head. “The Prince is sending his armies. At first thaw, they will come over the passes. He has vowed to raze everything east of the mountains, to burn even the ground, killing every person they find. He is convinced.”

“I see,” Aven said.

There was a short pause as no one pushed further for a decision, having stated their case.

“Well then,” Aven continued, “it seems you are correct in your assessment that we have no other choice. We will search for more horses on our way to Ediva. We can discuss the exact route and the border we plan to cross, at daybreak.”

“Aye.” Raena and Allyn said in unison, appearing relieved. Bell pursed her lips, but nodded, the decision was made.

“I’ll give Barton and Anreich the option to come with us,” Aven said, “or they may go on up the river to join the other Colby survivors on their way to Candor.”

Raena pouted. “Aye, Barton may want to be with Rudge, he is being cared for in Candeo.”

“That is a great comfort,” Aven said.

“Speaking of comfort...” Allyn motioned his thumb upward toward the beds, “I’ll be asleep with my dear friend Finn if any of you need me.”

Aven didn’t dare look at Bell’s face when Finn’s name was said aloud, but instead gave her a quick parting word of goodnight. They exchanged a brief hug, then Aven climbed up the tree how Barton had instructed, easing into the lofted bed. It was far beyond her expectations of comfort, allowing her to sink in and the furs to close around her, like a womb. Her eyes were heavy but she fought it, doing her best to wait for Raena. After a moment she felt the bed shift and rock, as the weight of Raena’s body sliding in lifted her and flattened the bottom of the nook.

“Are you asleep?” Raena whispered.

Aven answered with her fingers, sliding up Raena’s neck and face in the darkness to feel her way. When she found Raena’s lips, she pressed forward, and they met in a firm, passionate kiss. Their lips danced together for several long, blissful minutes, as if they had starved for the sustenance they found in touching one another. It was the heaven that Aven had waited so long to feel again.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” Aven whispered, pulling away only enough to speak.

Raena leaned in, murmuring as they kissed again, “I won’t leave you again, even if you command me to do it.”

Aven’s hands stroked Raena’s cheeks and she bit back the urge to cry again, feeling the familiar choking sensation rise in her throat. “Everyone...there’s no one left. I’ve been so alone.”

“We are left, love,” Raena whispered. She rolled back and pulled Aven closer to lay on her chest. Aven snuggled in, draping her arm and leg over Raena and settling her head.

“Your shoulders are bonier. They used to be a better pillow.” Aven teased.

Raena chuckled, “I’ve grown weaker. I’ll be strong again.”

“I’m not worried. I am glad enough that you are alive and well.”

Raena shifted to wrap her arms tighter around Aven and planted loving kisses at the spot where her pale forehead met her black hair. “I had so many things I needed to tell you, but now that you’re here I only want to touch you.”

“I’m afraid I’ll fall asleep. Promise you won’t be hurt if I do? Running from the Boens took everything out of me and I am wrecked.”

“Shh, love,” Raena whispered, “I won’t be hurt at all. Let me kiss you to sleep.”

“I like it when you call me love.”

Raena smiled against her forehead. “I was scared to do so before. But now I am not scared of anything. I won’t be scared to tell you anything I think or feel, ever again. There is nothing more terrifying than the thought of losing you.”

Aven smirked. “I see prison has made you gooey inside like a raw loaf of bread. You really are a woman.”

“Ha!” Raena exclaimed. “Aye, I am. And since I had to go and get myself stabbed by Boens, everyone knows what I am now, too.”

“Everyone?”

“Well, Barton and Allyn. They don’t speak of it, but I know they do.”

Aven nodded, suppressing a yawn. “Tell me everything. Talk to me while I fall to sleep? If I miss it, then tell me all of it again, tomorrow.”

“Of course,” Raena whispered, “I will tell you all I can think of. I’ll tell you everything that I know is true, and all about who I really am. Where I was born, and where I was a squire, and how I came to be your knight. I will tell you about how my father’s knight hid who I was and how Lord Sylas fooled everyone. I’ll tell you the stories of how Finn tricked all the other boys so they wouldn’t find out I was a girl. And tomorrow I want to tell you another story, about how I figured out a secret. I think I know something about you, and Queen Zarana, that even you do not know. I’m not sure I am right, but maybe you can help me fill in the gaps.”

“Mmm,” Aven murmured, her breath heavy and slogging against Raena’s neck.

That was the last thing she remembered before Raena’s soothing voice lulled Aven to sleep.
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In the morning they said an emotional goodbye to Anreich, who had decided to leave at first light and ride west toward Candor. He hoped to find the remaining survivors of House Colby and take refuge along with them.

“Outrunning the Boens won’t be easy,” Allyn warned him, “but the smaller your party, the more apt they are to leave you alone. We’ve had the least trouble with them when we keep our numbers low, and we travel close. They don’t seem apt to harm the women and children, so if you keep them around the outside of your party you may fare better.”

Aven noticed that Raena and Barton shared a glance and she thought it would be something to ask about, the next chance she had. She squeezed Anreich tight as they said their farewell.

“I don’t have the words to tell you what a wonderful protector you have been,” Aven said, holding him by the shoulders.

“You’re a great duchess,” Anri replied.

“Thank you,” Aven pulled him close again and placed her cheek to his. “I will carry you in my heart wherever I go on my journeys, from one edge of the earth to the next.”

Anri bowed his head before mounting his rouncey and riding off, hugging the riverbank.

Aven had tears in her eyes for most of the morning as they rode north. Raena asked after her, more than once, but stopped when Aven continued to say it was nothing to be remedied. How could she stop tears that came outside her control? She wasn’t even thinking of Anri, or any of the people she’d lost. She was thinking of how happy she was to see Barton and Raena safe, but even that gave her reason to weep with an odd relief.

Allyn and Raena estimated it would take them three weeks to reach the border of Ediva.

“We should be able to make that ride in nine days,” Bell asserted, “it’s not even half the length of the kingdom.”

“We can’t rush with the ill one,” Allyn said, “and we have to check the ground often for Boen holes.”

“And we need to stick to the brightest hours of the day,” Raena added, “they don’t come above ground when the sun is high. Unless it’s clouded over, which it often is in winter. Some days we’d be safer to stay in the trees for the full day, and wait them out.”

Aven shook her head, “We don’t have full days to wait. You said the Prince will soon be moving in with his armies.”

“We’ll still be ahead of him,” Allyn grumbled.

Bell interjected, “Rowan, what do you think?”

Raena glanced between Bell and Allyn, raising one eyebrow but neglecting to comment on the tension that seemed to have built between them overnight. “It’s safest for us to move slow. We can’t say how long it will take, but if we are cautious, we will reach the border to Ediva without incident. We already lost a man to the Boens, and I took a stabbing that keeps on oozing. I’d rather not take any risks.”

“How is that wound?” Bell asked. “Do we need to find another river to wash it?”

Raena shrugged, “It’s hurting, but letting the bad out.”

“We can make salves,” Aven said, suddenly remembering. “I know how to peel wrinwood bark and pack it with wet nettle and angyn leaf. The oil from the angyn draws infection, I think. I’d seen Angeline do a few dozen of them.”

“It wouldn’t hurt,” Raena muttered.

“Can you look for those things while we ride?” Allyn asked. “Or will we need to divert so you can find them?”

Aven gazed out, thinking for a moment, then nodded with determination. “There should be plenty of the plants I need near water, which there will be no shortage of. I’ll keep listening for rivers, but even a lake or pond will suffice.”

“Let’s ride, then,” Allyn said. “Barton and I can take the front. He’s skilled at spotting Boen holes.”

At the men’s’ advice, the five riders kept as close as they could and moved as one pack. Finn was tied to a makeshift barrow with two wheels that also carried their rope and supplies. As there were four horses, Bell and Aven took turns riding together or riding in the cart beside Finn.

Their party moved so slow; it was torturous at first. They stopped at least a dozen times in the morning hours to stare at holes, patches of grass, or dense areas of brush where Boens may have hidden. It was impossible to say if it were real or imagined, but more than once Aven felt a shiver course through her spine as if someone’s eyes were on her.

At noon, they reached a clearing, and they all stopped at the treeline. It was a broad field, about as wide as it was long, atop a hill. The tall grass rolled and dipped away to places they couldn’t see from the edge. Aven could tell it would take about an hour to cross the clearing, if they rode at a consistent pace. But stopping every few minutes to evaluate the ground? That might be a day’s worth of trouble.

Barton and Allyn leaned inward from their mounts, whispering to one another at the front. Aven glanced back at Bell, who was laid on the cart and craning her neck to see why they had stopped.

“We can’t go through this,” Raena whispered, drawing her rouncey close to Aven’s.

Aven shuddered at their closeness, but stuffed it away with a deep breath. “Maybe we could ride quickly?”

Raena shook her head, “This clearing would be a great position for the Boens to hold. If I were leading a Boen army, I would keep control of this ground. The opposite end is a great vantage point for approaching troops, and there’s a valley beyond. The ground is rocky here, but I don’t think it matters to them, from what we’ve seen.”

Aven nodded, “They can burrow through rock, somehow. That’s what we surmised after they made it into the tunnels under House Colby.”

“Yes,” Raena whispered back, her pale eyes focusing on Barton and Allyn, who’d twisted back in their seats to signal. The two men pointed eastward, toward the continuing treeline.

“Looks like we’re avoiding it,” Aven whispered, “how much further will this delay us?”

“Another few days,” Raena replied, “but that’s the sort of journey we’re on. As long as we move slow and stay out of sight, we’ll make it there without harm.”

“Do you think they can see us in the daylight?”

Raena didn’t answer. The men at the front began to move and Raena nudged the horses in response. They were taking a sharp turn without any signs of trail or path ahead, which meant more of the same laborious, sluggish movement.

“Can I trade places with you the next time we stop?” Bell asked Aven from the cart.

Aven answered with a silent smile and nod.

Raena was still so close to Aven that they might have reached out and held hands if it weren’t for the attention they might receive for doing so.

“I think they can,” Raena whispered, finally answering, “I think it might be easier for them to see us against shadows, though. I’ve noticed when the sun is at our backs, they dam their eyes. The sun is likely too bright for them to tolerate, even in the afternoon.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I best be,” Raena scoffed. “We planned our entire route on these assumptions.”

“Then I’ll have confidence in you.”

"Oh, you think I'm capable?"

"Smug."

Raena smirked and turned her head to give Aven a lidded gaze that bordered on lascivious. It had been some time since Aven thought of much beyond survival, but the sight of Raena’s eyes sent a warm pulse through her that settled deep in her stomach.

“What are you on about?” Aven whispered, leaning closer in the hope that no one else would hear them.

“You know,” Raena replied, “you could share my rouncey and ride with me, for a while.”

Aven suppressed a laugh, feeling a flush rise up her neck at the flirtation. She couldn’t think of how to respond, her thoughts bordering between curiosity and denial of what Raena implied. She shook it off and focused instead on the ride, carefully navigating through the brush and attempting to get her rouncey to match footholds with Barton’s directly ahead.

They pressed onward for another hour without speaking. Aven estimated they had only made it a few kilometers, at most. The land was beginning to slope downward and they would likely end up in a valley, but at least it would be dense with forests to maintain cover.

Barton and Allyn stopped, reaching into their packs for bread, and holding up the food to signal it was time for a break. Without wasting a second, Raena dismounted and went to the side of the barrow, where Bell had been resting peacefully for some time. Aven watched Raena nudge Bell awake and motion to the rouncey, signaling her intention. Bell obliged, getting up from the cart and mounting Raena’s horse. They stayed in place for a few minutes that way, eating in silence, keeping their eyes focused in all directions, scanning the fields to one side and the forest to the other. Raena stood beside Aven, saying nothing.

When Allyn was done, he made a walking signal with his hands, motioning for them to resume ahead. In a few seconds, the party was returning food to their packs, brushing their hands off, and Aven looked at Raena to see if she would take a place on the barrow for the next stint of their ride. Raena gave her a devilish smirk, then reached up and with an effortless leap she mounted Aven’s horse at the back. Aven slid forward to make room, clearing her throat and glancing at the others, who were focused elsewhere. Raena settled into the mount just as the troupe started riding on again.

There was no avoiding the sensation of their bodies pressed together atop the horse, which Aven assessed was likely Raena’s weakly-guised intention. She could feel the warmth of Raena’s breath against the back of her neck and it stirred pulses of arousal in her that she prayed no one could detect.

Their horse fell a few paces behind the others, contradicting the rules of travel they’d established.

“You’re bold,” Aven whispered over her shoulder.

Raena reached around with one hand, taking hold of the rouncey’s reins, so close to Aven’s hand that their fingers touched. “What makes you say that?” Raena replied, her lips against the back of Aven’s ear. The sensation made Aven shiver so suddenly that she jolted away from Raena’s hand in a reflex.

“You know why,” Aven snapped.

There was a brief pause as they entered a grove, twisting through a maze of branches with barely enough width for the horses in single file. Up ahead, Allyn and Barton were out of sight, while Bell’s back atop her rouncey was beginning to fade into the brush. Thick canopy from overhead drowned out the light, and Aven struggled to focus her vision, although it was only afternoon.

Their temporary isolation from the group seemed to encourage Raena, who reached both hands around Aven’s waist and caressed her thighs through worn leather trousers. In the same breath, Raena nuzzled aside the collar of Aven’s fur wrap to make way for her mouth to press hot kisses in a trail on Aven’s neck and jaw.

Despite herself, Aven melted into the touch, her head rolling backward against Raena’s shoulder while her breathing accelerated. She bit her lip to keep from making a sound.

“I missed you,” Raena whispered, her tone practically a growl.

Aven knew exactly what those words truly meant.

Raena’s fingers drifted higher, teasing dangerously close to the junction between Aven’s thighs. “I wish we were alone,” she whispered.

Aven placed her hand over Raena’s, holding it still while she struggled to catch her breath and steady her voice. “Well, w-we aren’t,” Aven muttered with a sigh.

“Tell me that you want to be,” Raena prodded, her lips pressed below Aven’s ear as she whispered. “Tell me what you would want me to do, if I could.”

“Raena...”

“I like when you say my name.”

Aven trembled and felt as if a lahar of desire had broken from deep within her and was rushing downward, unstoppable and unforgiving. She didn’t trust that she would be able to resist if Raena continued her assault of teasing.

“Please, Raena. I want to be alone with you. I want that more than anything. But I can’t be right now, and your touch is torture.”

Raena slid her hands back and rested them around Aven’s waist. She planted one more kiss to the space below Aven’s ear, but with full, affectionate lips. “I’m sorry, love. I don’t mean to bring you pain.”

Aven scoffed, “Don’t you? Remember how many nights you visited my room, kissing me everywhere for hours, and leaving me unsatisfied?”

“Well, now you know why.”

“I do, but I still think I’d like to hang that over your head for years to come. Perhaps I should demand you make amends to me.”

Raena chuckled low in her throat. “I know how I’d like to make those amends—”

“Shush,” Aven turned her head to give a chiding glance, “that’s exactly the thing I told you to stop teasing me with.”

“Of course. What would you prefer we do, then? Now that I have you tucked so nicely against me on this horse. Because every time we move and your backside grazes against me, it’s my own torture. And it’s another reminder of how I can’t have you until we reach Ediva, plead our case for refuge, be assigned living quarters, find a room alone, sneak away from the others...”

“Well you should have thought of that before you positioned yourself behind me on this horse, I suppose.”

Aven could practically envision Raena’s indignant glare against her back in the few seconds of silence that passed.

They were out of the grove and broke through the trees to the clearing, once more. This time their elevation was noticeably lower, and Aven could see more of the valley ahead. She could also see the rest of the party, waiting for them, not far beyond the treeline. Barton pointed when they came into view, and Aven followed his gesture to see a crude, white-rock road snaking through the grass, bearing north. She felt Raena nod behind her, and the group resumed riding, vectored toward the trail as one.

Raena whispered, “If we keep getting luck like this, perhaps we’ll make it there sooner than expected.”

“Not if we keep getting other setbacks, too.”

Aven felt Raena shrug.

“Aside from that,” Raena muttered, “I know you might think my only motive in sharing this rouncey was to grope you, but I promise I did have another idea in mind.”

“Oh? Did you also want me to grope you? Very creative.”

“Clever girl, but no.” Raena paused. “Well, I am not opposed to it, though, so I suppose the answer is actually yes, and then there is a third idea which I also had.”

“Mm, I’m listening.”

“I wanted to talk to you,” Raena whispered, “I want to hear everything. I want to know all that I missed, and all that you felt. I want to tell you all the things that I experienced. I did try to talk to you, last night, but...”

Aven grinned, “That’s right, I remember now. I asked you to tell me everything ‘tomorrow’ if I fell asleep. Funnily enough, that’s the last thing I remember. Did you talk to me, after that?”

“Yes, I told you every secret I’ve ever had. It was the most important conversation of my life, but you slept through it, so that was wonderful. Truly fulfilling."

They both stifled their laughter to keep quiet; Aven dipped her head to bury her face in her furs, drowning out the sound as best she could. They were only a few meters behind Bell now, who glanced back at them with one eyebrow raised, then shook her head at the sight of their bliss.

“I was so tired,” Aven whined.

“Mm, you must’ve been. I had some incredible theories to share with you about the kingdom, and the strange things Zarana said to me in the gaol.”

“I promise I’ll hear them now, if we can still safely talk.”

“We can,” Raena replied, “I don't think we have to worry so much on this little road."

"Why is that? Couldn’t the Boens burst out from anywhere? It feels like we are exposed in the open."

"But so would they be. And they can't be under these rocks or they’d collapse. The holes they leave are regularly in the grass, as far as we’ve seen.”

“Good. Then tell me all your thoughts. I don’t want you to leave anything out.”

Raena’s arms tightened around Aven to wrap her in an embrace. The mood had shifted between them as their feverish desire cooled into gentle affection. She felt mildly embarrassed to be touching Raena out where the others may notice, and Aven hoped Barton wouldn’t take offense. Could she still be expected to wait for a double season to move on from Eathon’s memory, after all that had happened? At least the Candorian members of their traveling party seemed unconcerned, or disinterested.

“I will,” Raena whispered, “but before I do, I have something important I want to ask you. We aren’t far into this journey north, so I think before we go any further you should have the opportunity to change your mind.”

“I’ve told you I am willing to go to Ediva.”

“Willing, yes. But what of your family? What of the life you had in Candor, before you went to Colby?”

Aven shook her head, “We can’t go there, we both know that.”

“But I’ve had an idea. You know that I am good at disguising myself. I could change other things about me, and hide among the peasants of Candeo. I could become a servant and the crown would pay me no attention. You'd be free to return to your family and I could still see you."

"My family," Aven repeated, quietly.

"If that's something you want to do. If you want to return to your family, you should."

"What makes you think I want to do that?" Aven asked.

Raena tensed. "Because...don't you want to? You must miss them and want to return. You could go back to the life you had before you married Eathon."

"Thank you for thinking of it. But it isn't what anyone would want, especially them."

Raena dropped her arm to place her hand over Aven's. "Do you want to talk about it?"

"Right now? Not particularly. It's a long story, mostly about how they treated me like I didn't belong when I was young and weak. Then I sent for them, every fortnight, to come to East Shore with me. The Colby's would have given them stature. They not only refused, but they also responded in bitterness. Then they stopped responding at all. It's honestly impossible to say how they would treat me if I returned to them."

"I understand," Raena whispered, "thank you for telling me."

Aven was quiet, contemplative. In the few moments of silence that followed, Raena stroked Aven's hand. The silence was comfortable with their affection to fill it.

Aven cleared her throat. "How will we get into Ediva?"

"You mean besides riding across the border?"

"Yes," Aven said, "how will we appease the King to bring us in?"

Raena nodded, her chin against Aven's shoulder. "My father's knight has been an advisor to the King in Ediva for several years now. As soon as we reach an outpost or the edge of an Edivan keep, I will request an audience with him. I’ve asked Allyn and he assures me that according to the laws of Ediva, the audience must be granted."

"This knight, he'll know who you are?"

"Yes."

"Will everyone?"

Raena shook her head. "I don't think he has told anyone about me."

"Maybe this will be a chance for you to be yourself. Why should you go on living as a boy in Ediva?" Aven put both her hands around Raena's and squeezed.

Raena buried her face into Aven’s neck, letting out long breaths. “I don’t know. I suppose I could consider it. But what if I appeared as a woman when we arrived, and they did send me back to the Queen? Or what if they find I’ve been pretending as a knight, and they decide I’m worthy of execution for it?”

“Or what if you finally get to live freely and not have to worry about hiding anymore?” Aven rubbed Raena’s fists, “You can’t know anything for sure. But you don’t have to decide, either. Just think about it, we have plenty of time for that on our way.”

“Aye,” Raena muttered, “we’ll have plenty of time.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY

[image: image]


[image: image]

Raena and Barton weren't obvious about it, but Aven had observed them every day of the journey for the past fortnight and detected a fishing contest taking place. By her count, Barton was ahead, but Raena found ways to mention the size and weight of fish she'd caught, more than once.

It had been six days since they had even seen a Boen. As a result, their speed had increased, as well as the frequency the five of them spoke as they rode. Aven considered the hopeful possibility that they might reach Ediva without conflict. She had never been this far north, so she couldn't decipher location from the landscape, but logic determined they couldn't have more than a day or two left of travel. They were traveling mid-day, on account of the daylight but also the coldness of the frost. On the fifteenth day, they were fortunate to have plenty of food, but not much patience for one another.

"Can we stop?" Bell asked when they had been riding for about an hour.

Raena was leading the party and glanced back at Bell and Aven, who were sharing a rouncey.

"We should get to the ridge," Raena replied, gesturing toward a hill ahead. The ground was peppered with snow but there was a clear path through the trees due north, and they'd been on it since they set out for the day. Aven hoped they might see Ediva from the peak of the hill in question, but she didn't say as much aloud for fear of disappointment.

"I need a break from this horse," Bell insisted, shifting, "this is the bony-back one, and it's starting to dig into me and numb my legs."

Allyn chuckled from his position on their left. "Aw, but I reckoned you would enjoy that, girl."

Aven felt Bell bristle up in front of her, rising her full height to respond, but Raena was quicker.

"Shut it, Allyn," Raena snapped, "that's a lady and a duchess. So watch your tone."

Allyn scoffed, "Come on, don't act like you're the sudden prude of the hour."

Raena twisted on her horse so far that the beast turned sideways, blocking the path and bringing the rest of them to a halt. "What's that about?"

"You know what I mean," Allyn gestured toward Aven, "you want to criticize? We’ve been at this for some fourteen days, I’ve put up with a lot of shite from you. Don't lecture me for a bit of joking."

Even though they were a meter away, Aven could see Raena's eyes darken several shades. Aven realized her heart was racing and she prayed her adrenaline didn't show. There would be nothing worse than giving Allyn the satisfaction of appearing embarrassed or even roused by his words.

Barton tried to interject, holding his hands up to appease them. “Come on, gentlemen. We don’t need to start muddying things, right? I’m sure you don’t mean to insult anyone.”

“No,” Bell pleaded, “they don’t mean to. Both of you boys, settle down.”

Allyn’s eyes settled narrowly on Raena. “Yeah, come on, boy. Let’s settle down.”

"You're crass and out of line,” Raena said, low and firm. “Apologize to the ladies for insulting them."

"Should I?" Allyn asked belligerently. "Then will you apologize for taking night's watch just so the two of you can plow? If that’s even what that’s called—"

Raena was off her horse and charging toward him. Aven gasped and heard Bell shouting something indistinct at them. It was too late. Raena reached up and grabbed Allyn by the trousers, yanking him downward. Allyn leaned back and kicked at her hands. On the second kick, Raena trapped his leg and ripped him from the horse.

"Stop now!" Bell yelled.

Her protest fell on deaf ears.

Raena's arm was around Allyn's neck and his arms wrapped around her waist. Raena seemed to be trying to throw him to the ground and he tried to whip her sideways. They swayed back and forth violently, grunting and cursing. In the commotion, Barton dismounted and jumped in to grab Raena and pull her back.

Bell was still shouting. Aven wasn't satisfied with the ineffective method and dismounted as quickly as she could.

Barton grabbed Raena by the collar and pulled to no avail. Within a split second, Raena jumped onto Allyn’s back and knocked him to the ground. Barton stood there with his hands outstretched, helplessly watching as Raena took a mount on Allyn’s back. Raena pinned Allyn’s arms with her knees and dug an elbow between his shoulder blades.

Aven reached down to grab Raena’s furs, tugging, but Raena shook her arms free.

“You fussock!” Allyn groaned.

Raena grabbed a fistful of leaves and shoved it into Allyn’s face. “How’s that pretty mustache, incestual bastard?”

“Enough!” Aven shouted. She hooked her arm under Raena’s shoulder, and Raena gave one short shake in protest. The jolt nearly threw Aven, but she held firm and pulled a second time. Raena let go of Allyn and stood, quickly grabbing Aven and moving her back.

Raena was right to do so, because Allyn burst up from the ground, swinging with rage and spitting out leaves as he did. He threw a wild punch that missed Aven by a breath and clocked Raena in the temple. Raena shoved his chest, forcing him to stumble back several steps.

“That’s enough!” Aven yelled once again, this time getting in the middle and raising both palms up to separate them.

Raena's chest heaved with exertion, and Allyn brushed at his mouth to knock debris away.

"Never insult the Duchess again," Raena growled, "or I'll throw you into a Boen hole."

"Please," Aven muttered, lowering her hands, "let's not threaten that."

The tension waned, both knights relaxing their posture, though they glared at one another with hateful eyes.

"Boens," Bell said.

It was so quiet, and abrupt, like breath on a gasp. Aven couldn't be sure she had even heard it. Before she could turn her head to look for the source attached to the word, Raena's arms wrapped around her, flinging her forward with such urgency she nearly lost her balance. Chaos erupted around them as Bell’s horse charged forward and everyone began running.

Aven didn’t have a chance to see where the Boens were coming from, she only ran up the hill as the others were doing around her. She felt Raena a step behind as her legs pumped her toward safety.

"The horses!"

"Leave them!"

"Finn!" Aven called out.

Raena's hands were on Aven's waist and lifted her as they reached a thick pine tree. Aven grabbed for the nearest branch, missing, her feet scraping on the bark. But with the second hoist, Aven was up. The instant her legs cleared the branch, Raena was running back the direction they’d come.

Barton was clambering into a nearby tree and Bell followed, taking his hand so he could pull her up from above.

Raena yelled, "Finn!" at Allyn, but he was already joining her, running toward the barrow.

Then Aven saw the Boens.

There were at least a dozen of them, moving up the hill the party had ascended mere minutes before. They were covered in mud like it was armor and had no weapons. Perhaps that was why they lingered, drifting closer without running. They could sprint toward the barrow and reach it before Allyn and Raena, who still had to grab their targets.

Aven could study these Boens better than she'd ever had an opportunity. Although they were dirty and in shadow, she could see their eyes, so pale they were nearly white. A dozen mud-caked faces fixated on Raena as she grabbed Finn from the barrow, rolling his limp body onto her shoulders. The Boens stalked closer, only a few paces from the cart. Allyn grabbed for the rope and glanced up as he did, causing a Boen to snarl and hiss in his direction. Something seemed to snap in them and they lurched forward.

"Run, Allyn!" Bell shouted from her perch on the tree beside Aven's.

Aven was watching Raena, praying for her burdened body to move faster. The Boens shaped out into a v formation and the lead of the pack was on Allyn's heels as he bolted. Aven was terrified and helpless to do anything but watch.

Raena reached the bottom of a tree and hoisted Finn up to Barton. The branches creaked under the weight.

"Climb higher!" Raena shouted, to everyone.

Aven heeded her warning and ascended two more branches, far enough the Boens wouldn't reach her feet. When she looked down again, Raena, sans Finn, was leaping up to join her. Allyn was alone, starting up a third tree.

"I need your help Rowan!" Allyn shouted, struggling to hold the rope while he climbed.

"Throw it to me then," Raena replied, holding out her hand. Allyn threw one spool of rope but kept the other. Raena caught it and slung it over her shoulders.

The Boens reached the trees and surrounded them, looking up with malice. Aven was high enough that she could stare down and keep watch. If they decided to follow up the trees, there would be nothing anyone could do but fight, and their party was doubly outnumbered. Raena reached a branch parallel to Aven's, sweating and breathless. Her furs were lost somewhere below, and there was a cut above her ear dripping a trail of blood.

"Are you alright?" Raena asked between pants for air, keeping her eyes trained on the Boens below.

Aven stared downward and a pit of hopelessness fell through her at the weight of their situation. The party was confined to the trees, with an unconscious man, two spools of rope, and the few weapons they'd carried. Everything else, including their horses, food, and barrow with supplies was scattered to the forest floor where a dozen Boens swarmed.

The Boens were communicating in barks and chitters, seeming to argue. Aven continued to look for weapons on them, but saw none.

"Will they climb?" Aven asked.

"If they do, I'll kick them down."

A few of the Boens stayed by the tree trunks, while the rest went to inspect the barrow. They moved so oddly, as if they were cowering from the air or swimming through it. The few standing still seemed to shiver in the open. Aven wondered how it might feel to live forever underground and then experience bouts of the harsh world above.

Two Boens rummaged through the cart, taking a poleaxe and a bow. They said something guttural to the others that sparked a reaction of mumbles through the group.

Aven heard Barton groan from the adjacent tree and she glanced in his direction to see him struggling to adjust with Finn on his back. She saw no sign of Bell until she gazed upward, several meters. Bell was so high she was practically lost between the needles of the blue infinity pine.

"Aven," Bell whispered, catching her eye, "look."

Aven glanced at the Boens once more, ensuring they hadn't yet changed position, then followed the direction of Bell's gesture.

From this vantage, Aven could see over the ridge and across the next valley. It was easy to instantly make out the subject of Bell's attention. Plopped in a hillside of billowing emerald forests, tan mountain stones, and crisp white snow, was a kingdom. A brilliant kingdom, with dome-topped towers, painted in blues and coppers and streaks of black quorrillium. It was more magnificent than any city Aven could've imagined into existence, and it was no more than half a day's ride by her estimation. She wanted to let its beauty soak into her, but the Boens' chittering below drew her eyes.

Raena called out, "If they return underground, we have to run."

"Aye," Allyn replied, "it looks like they're rallying for reinforcements."

Half the Boens had indeed begun down the hill toward the hole from whence they'd come, which was so obvious now that Aven knew to look for it. Two of the Boens were fidgeting with the barrow, trying to remove it.

"They're taking the horses," Raena said, following it with a muttered curse.

"Perhaps they'll just let them run?" Barton surmised aloud.

One Boen picked up the poleaxe and weighed it in his grip. They were all sinewy and slender, but this one had broader shoulders and an air of confidence. He reminded Aven the most of Raena, though she would never admit to such a thing.

With a grunt, the Boen raised the weapon. Aven winced, averting her eyes when he swung. But the sickening thud and horrible whinny that followed was enough to tell her exactly what transpired.

"What are they doing?" Aven asked, focusing again on the kingdom in Ediva.

"They're taking the horses underground," Raena said flatly.

Aven listened as the remaining horses neighed louder in protest, and were each silenced by the poleaxe. She thought of how fast she could run. She thought of how much ground they could cover on foot. She wondered if they could reach that brilliant kingdom by nightfall, but suspected they couldn't.

The dragging sound of heavy weight through the leaves shook her to her core.

"Why don't they want them alive?" Barton asked to no one in particular.

Allyn snorted, "Probably eat them."

Aven peeked to see the first horse disappearing into the Boen hole and the row of Boens dragging the next three in the same fashion.

"Everyone ready to run?" Raena asked, her voice filled with newfound energy.

Barton grunted again, "I'll need to drop your man."

"We'll catch him, won't we Allyn?" Raena replied. She began down the branches, keeping a watchful eye as the Boens were nearly all into the hole.

"What direction will we go?" Allyn asked.

Bell and Aven responded at the same time, both of them saying they should go toward the city.

Raena's feet touched the ground and she moved with care, not turning her back on the Boen hole for a second. Everyone in the party followed suit, slipping down from the trees as inconspicuous as they could muster.

Two Boens remained at the edge of the hole, pushing the back end of the incapacitated rouncey. They glanced over their shoulders, their steely eyes squinting in the light. They seemed to search for something. Aven froze where she was, dangling from a branch. Her leather boots were a hands width from the ground, but she put all her might into locking her legs from swinging.

The Boens seemed not to see whatever they were looking for and turned back toward the hole. They shoved the rouncey, then disappeared into the ground as swiftly and silently as they had emerged.

"Go, go," Raena whispered, running to the spot below Barton. Allyn was there in a breath and they eased Finn down into their arms. Barton, Bell, and Aven were down to the trees in time to help drape the second rope over Raena's shoulders, and to bind Finn's arms around Allyn's back. They rushed, each taking a limb of the poor man's body, using a spare pair of trousers to secure him. They'd done it before and Aven had barely been able to lift his heavy arms. She wondered at the adrenaline or perhaps the fear of the moment, but she moved him as easily as she could if his arms were filled with bending wire.

"Are we ready?" Raena whispered.

Allyn squirmed to test the weight. "Aye, let's go."

Allyn led the party, followed by Bell, Barton, Aven, then Raena. They ascended the hill to the ridge as quickly as they could, breathing heavily by the time they crested. Though they ran, Aven tried to glance back, half-expecting a Boen might be right behind them.

"Don't look," Raena warned from behind her, "just run."

Aven set her eyes ahead. She could see it now. Down in the valley were ale-colored rivers and roads coming down the mountain like spokes of a wheel. At the end of the spokes were guard outposts, keeping watch over the roads, no doubt. If they could just get there. If they could make it down this ridge, and across that river. If they could, they would reach Ediva.
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ZARANA’S WINTER

[image: image]

“My people, you have been led astray for too long. I know you are living in fear, as you should be. It is a terrifying time when barbaric primitive men are able to sweep through our lands and lay slaughter to an entire kingdom. I understand why you believe that all hope is lost.”

Zarana dug her fingers into the blanket over her lap. She could strike Zander down with a single word. She could destroy his claim to the throne. She could end everything he was trying to build.

But she wouldn’t.

She would sit there, like a good mother, and let him seize this. Let him be the king he believed himself to be. Maybe somewhere in his blackened soul there were remnants of all she had tried to teach him about leading their people.

“As you know,” Zander continued, leaning further against the balcony to address the crowds huddled below, “my mother has grown ill the past year. She has not been at her best, which could not have come at a worse time.”

There were murmurs from the subjects at the bottom of Candeo tower. The whispers sounded like ocean waves when coming from a thousand mouths at once. Zarana squeezed her blanket so hard she could feel her nails pressing through it, into her palms.

“Listen, listen. Of course my mother is not to blame for anything that has happened, especially the Boen invasion,” Zander shook his head, chuckling. “She has been the greatest queen that Candor has ever seen, and given me endless gifts. She’s taught me lessons that I will use for the rest of my rule. I will be our kingdom’s greatest king, thanks to her. Long live Queen Zarana!”

The crowd shouted it back, but even hearing her praise shouted by a thousand voices, Zarana felt hollow.

Zander flashed a snide grin over his shoulder at her, speaking loud enough for only those on the balcony to hear. “See, Mother? I told you I wouldn’t disgrace you. Even though you are mad as they come.”

He waited for the crowd to die down, then he shouted out to them, again.

“Unfortunately, my mother’s illness has grown, and I fear that she is in her final moments of life. That is why I must take the throne and I am to be married in a matter of days. Lady Islabell is on her way to Candeo for our royal wedding, which will be the most glorious occasion you have ever witnessed!”

The crowd shouted again, this time a chorus of”‘hurrahs”. Zarana looked up to one of Zander’s men, standing at her left in his full suit of shiny brass display armor.

“Is this true?” Zarana muttered to him.

The knight cast a sideways glance down to her, shrugged, then resumed his stiff position of costumed valor.

“Finally,” Zander said, reaching up to adjust the black crown atop his head, “I will eradicate the Boens so that none of you will live in fear, ever again. I will defeat them so thoroughly that they will no longer have an ounce of flesh on the land. I will wipe their existence from history so that you will soon forget that a single Boen ever lived!”

The crowd screamed, the sound deafening, rising up to a level that Zarana had to resist covering her ears. Their collective shouts made her head pound.

Zander gave a final wave, swinging his arms dramatically, then he spun to face Zarana.

“How’s that for your new king?” Zander spat at her, glaring. He locked eyes with the knight to her left. He practically had to shout to be heard over the people’s roars. “My mother is ill, sir. Take her to her room. Guard the door. No one may come in or out. I don’t want whatever sickness she has to spread and make anyone else mad.”

“Aye, my King.” The knight complied, reaching down to slide his hands under Zarana’s legs.

She swatted his wrists, the metal stinging her knuckles when she made contact. “I can walk, idiot. I’m not deaf. Or lame. I’m not even mad.”

Even with the barrier of his helmet surrounding his face, his grimace was plain to see. He stood dumbly with his hands at his sides while Zarana rose from her chair and walked, all on her own, through the tower and into the royal wing of Candeo castle. He followed behind, his armor clanging together with a ruckus that echoed against the marble and stone.

When they reached Zarana’s boudoir, he stepped in past the threshold after her. She whipped around and held up her hands.

“Now, now. That’s enough, isn’t it?” she snapped.

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but the King—”

“Listen to me, sir,” Zarana said in a hiss, “I’ve been the queen of this kingdom since before your father even had the fluid in his balls that expelled you into existence. I understand that you follow my son now, as you should. Go on and follow him when you leave my chambers. Kiss his ass, if he commands it from you. But once you cross into my boudoir and my chamber, I...am...the Queen. Do you understand me?”

He nodded, his chin strap clanking against his shoulder guard.

“Good. Now, if no one is allowed in this room, including my chambermaids, then I suppose you are my new lady. You may have the honor of drawing me a hot bath and fetching the nightgowns for me to choose from.”

“Your Majesty—”

“Shut up,” Zarana said. “I don’t want to hear your opinions. Do you know what happens when people become old? Have you been around a person as old as I am?”

He shook his head.

“We stop caring. We don’t care at all. We say whatever we please, to whomever we please, whenever we feel like it. So, if you think that I’ll stay quiet and sweet and be a nice frail old woman, then you are rather unlucky.”

There was an audible gulp from behind the knight’s chin piece.

“Now, unless you want to see my wrinkled, dangling, floppy old skin as I undress, I suggest you go and draw that bath. I’ll be naked in a minute.”

The knight spun and marched across the room toward her bathing chamber, clanging in a racket.

“And take off that shite when you’re done!” Zarana shouted at his back. “You’re probably waking the Boens in their caves!”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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“King” Zander had left her to rot alone in her room for fourteen days. 

Her every move was restricted since he took the throne by his own self-election. He refused to allow her to even go out on her balcony, claiming the people might see her from afar and feel distraught over her state.

"What state is that?" Zarana had asked. "I'm perfectly fine."

"You don't realize how sick you are, Mother. It's terribly sad that your mind is decaying so quickly, you can't even recognize it happening to you."

He'd shaken his head, clucking his tongue, as if she were a helpless, pitiful child.

Her only companions were the occasional guards who would engage with her in brief conversation, or at least respond to her inquiries. She'd learned from them that Zander was readying all seven legions of Candor to cross the Calam range, leaving only the eighth troupe behind to guard the castle.

After that, she told every guard who came to her that she demanded to see Zander. It was days until she received a reply.

"Be quick, Mother," he chided from the hallway before he even entered her room, "I am very busy."

"You are leaving only your eighth troupe? What if Candeo is attacked?" she sputtered.

Zander stepped into her boudoir, swinging the wooden door shut behind them. "What if it is? I'll have my seven armies with me to destroy anything in my way. None of the other kingdoms would dare to approach these walls when they know what a force I have at my disposal. We are truly twice the size and power of Ediva."

"Who has given you such an impression?" Zarana scoffed. "Ediva has numbers to rival ours, even without the thousands in allied armies they lost from East Shore."

He raised a finger and nearly popped her on the nose with it. "Ah. That's where you are just a ruler, and I am a visionary. You can't see past the trivial facts and data that you are handed. And where did you get those facts? From foolish men. Stupid, all of them. The councilors you entrusted were barely capable of simple calculations and certainly could not fathom advanced war strategy. Any idiot can send troops into battle, all lined in a row, being knocked down by enemies until they start to make way. But the men I have now are true strategists, and with my leadership, our numbers are insignificant."

Zarana fell into her dressing chair with a guffaw. "I'm intrigued, Your Highness. How exactly do these strategists overcome the lack of numbers? Do tell me that you have made a pact with Ediva to accept their armies when you charge into East Shore?"

"Oh, Mother. You're so limited," he shook his head, staring at the floor. "It's tragic how many blind mistakes you've made because your mind can't comprehend a bigger picture. Letting Sylas go? Foolish. Look at where we are now. It's a good thing that I'm able to clean up all these messes that you've made, though it's a terrible burden on me, I'm up to the task."

"Sylas's release has nothing to do with the Boen invasion."

"Doesn't it, though? That's what you fail to see. Things are connected in ways that you might've understood when your mind was healthy, but it's so rotten now. Poor, poor Mother."

"Don't condescend me." Zarana felt her hands begin to shake, so she gripped the sides of her chair to quiet them. "I'm still your queen."

"You aren't, though. The healer said you are unwell, Mother, or do you not remember? Poor thing. Your mind must be going faster than we thought. You don't even remember that I'm your king. Don't worry, I'll keep you in this room so no one will hear your treasonous words. We wouldn't want them to start demanding that I have you executed for threats against the crown. How sad that would be."

Zarana shoved her hands beneath her legs. She felt spit form on her lips, her mouth desperate to scream in his face, but she buried it deep enough to hold it down.

"Was that what you fetched me for?" Zander said, pacing through the room. "You were worried about my armies? If it's that troublesome to you, then I suppose I better tell you the good news. I was waiting to tell you this because it's such a grand surprise. But, you've gotten yourself so worked up and upset now."

With a wild grin bearing his teeth like a feral fangbeast, Zander stepped to where his toes met Zarana's. He bent at the waist, leaning so close that she could smell wine on his breath.

"Let me spoil the secret, Mother," he spewed just above a whisper. "You will be coming with me to the battlefields of East Shore. You will watch the armies decimate over the lands and reign victoriously. And when they are done, that will be my kingdom. From the western edge of Candor to the sea, Mother. That will be my kingdom. Three times the size of what you ruled. You'll enjoy watching that show with me, won't you?"

For the first time since he entered her quarters, Zarana felt her mood lighten. A smile twitched at the corners of her lips. 

"I thought so," Zander said. "I'll send people to ready you for the travel. I hope your frail old body is up to it." He snorted and walked out of her chamber, humming a tune as he did.

Pleased at her restraint, Zarana pulled her hands out from under her thighs, amused at how strongly they continued to tremble. 

"Oh, guard?" she called toward the doorway.

A hesitant, freckled man leered into the entrance.

"Yes, come in. I need to speak with you."

The man walked through the threshold like a child being summoned for punishment.

"What is it, Majesty?"

"I'd like a meal. I'd also like some wine."

He sighed, his shoulders drooping. "I'm not allowed to bring you wine."

"You'll find a way. Listen, when you are outside this chamber, you serve my son. But once you are in—"

"Aye, yes. In this room, you're the Queen, Your Majesty. Pardon me, but you've told me this a dozen times."

Zarana felt her forehead wrinkle at the notion. She studied his face for recognition but he was unfamiliar.

"I'll see what I can do, but don't get your hopes up," he said. With a shrug, he turned from her.

"Wait, young man."

He twisted to look back at her. "Aye?"

"Do I know your name?"

"You ought to by now, Majesty, I've told you at least a dozen times. But it's alright that you keep forgetting. I'm Sir Dunley."

She whispered the name a few times to herself. "Dunley. You used to...you had a beard, didn't you? A reddish one."

"Nah, I never did. Though it would be red if I had, I suppose." He turned back all the way now, facing her squarely.

Zarana frowned. "I'm certain you had a beard. You came a year ago, I remember your Trials. It was when Zander tried building those walls, and all the squires went through a maze. He spent a whole season designing the challenge to be brutal."

"I've been here seven years, Your Majesty. I'm from Turnen. My trial was at Turnen, as all of ours are. I was your knight for a short time before Princ—erm, King Zander charged me to serve him. I am not in the castle much, as I normally go to the border to see messengers safely through. That's who I am, though I suppose you may forget again. It's alright that you do."

"Finley," she whispered.

"It's Dunley, Your Majesty."

"No," she shook her head, "that was his name. The knight I'm thinking of. His name was Finley. He was at Hawk’s Keep, before. He was one of Sylas's squires. He was the son of Sylas's cousin, wasn't he? His beard was reddish."

"Aye, I think I remember meeting a lad like that. He wasn't here long."

"He would have known...Rowan." She lifted her chin and her eyes were alight. "Bring me Sir Finley. I want to speak with him, immediately."

"I cannot, Majesty. He hasn't been seen in Candor again. He was lost to the Boens, I'm quite certain."

Zarana felt that was something she should have known. Did she know that? She looked away from the knight, unable to answer her own question and ashamed that she had asked him something he believed she already knew.

Without another word, Dunley left the Queen in solitude once again, thinking of Raena, and Finley.

And Aven.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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Zander brought Zarana into his council chambers to witness the final war plans, a day before they were meant to set out. Zarana didn't recognize even one of the new councilors who Zander had chosen to plan for his war.

She did as she was told, and sat away from the great wooden table, subdued and observant. She listened as they argued the fine-tuning of their plan. By mid-afternoon, she grew hungry, as no one had stopped for a meal. She motioned to a guard and requested fawn's meat, root spread, and wine. He appeared confused by the request, but went to fetch it for her.

"We will be funneled too tightly if we take the gorge. It isn't wide enough," one of the counselors insisted, just as he had been insisting for the bulk of the afternoon.

"We can't waste our chance waiting for the other passes to thaw," Zander countered. "We go now, or we risk losing the kingdom to Ediva."

"They've shown no interest in fighting the Boens for the land," another man said. "They have named a new king and are rebuilding their leadership since the Boens attacked. They won't go into a war alone."

Zander held up his hands, silencing the passionate councilors. "May I speak? I am the king, am I not? How would it be if all of you listened to what I'm saying, instead of trying to come up with your own reasoning, for once? All of you, sit down and be silent."

The councilors shared startled looks between them; a few appeared disgruntled. They sat as they were instructed. When they were patient and compliant enough for his liking, Zander addressed them again, pacing behind his chair as he spoke.

"Now, we've been over this ever since I took the throne. You are each looking through your tiny little views with your singular ideas and trying to anticipate what to expect. But the problem with that is obvious, isn't it? Perhaps not to you, because you don't see it. That's exactly my point. You see, I can step back and view all of it, in one grand image. I can hear everything you're saying and process through all the single thoughts you have and develop one master strategy. Isn't that what a king can do? So, stop trying to be the king. Stop trying to make the decisions. You tell me the things you know. Maybe you're right, or maybe I know something more that you don't. But I'll listen to what you say and I'll make the decisions, because I know all there is about it."

Zarana bit her lip to keep from smiling at the absurdity of it all. She knew her son since he was a tiny infant. She'd seen this delusion within him, of course, but she never expected it would become so brazen. As if to prove her point, Zander cast a proud expression toward her, gloating in his perceived victory of leadership.

"So," Zander said to the councilors, rubbing his hands together, "you think the Edivans won't try to claim East Shore? Well, what if I told you that I know they will? I know they are waiting until the snow thaws. So, we cannot wait. And you say you think our forces will be funneled in the pass? It won't matter. We will spread open like a fan, and purge the entire kingdom of Boens. You don't need to understand it, because my warriors understand it. Even they, the stupid sword-swinging brutes, can comprehend basic strategy and geography of the landscape. We will be done with this in a fortnight. Now, if any of you have more knowledge to share, let's hear it."

The councilors let out a few sighs around the table, but mostly they looked down at their hands and refused to meet Zander's waiting stare.

"Good," Zander bellowed. "Then now is the time to prepare. I'll see you on the battlefield."

He stormed from the room, not bothering to provide further clarification. The men stood from the table and began to chatter, asking one another weighted questions. A few cast wary eyes at Zarana, likely wondering what her position was, but they did not approach her. She stayed in her seat, lingering to observe their dismay. If she didn't care about the potentially catastrophic outcome, she'd be amused.

The guard reappeared in the room with a tray in one hand and goblet in the other. Zarana had forgotten all about sending him for her meal.

"Your Majesty, we had no fawn's meat. We haven't been able to hunt them, since the Boens are rampant in East Shore. Will you accept these fine cuts instead? The cooks prepared them warm, for you."

Zarana gestured for him to bring the tray closer. He lowered it in front of her chest.

"This is a pickled ham that has been warmed on the hearth until the edges crisped. The flatter slice is cut from liver and soaked in ale. It's a yent liver, I believe. Either a yent or a pomling, I can't remember. But the livers taste the same."

"Thank you," Zarana whispered, focused on listening to the bickering men.

He bowed, setting the tray on a side table and handing her the goblet. He returned to his post near the door. Zarana wondered if he would force her to return to her room. She had been in there quite enough, so she relished the time in a new setting, even if it was terrible to watch unfold.

When she finally had picked through her meal—it was distinctly yent liver and nothing like pomling—she rose from the chair to return to her chambers. To her surprise, no one followed or guarded her that night. She became concerned that Zander may not send anyone to prepare her things for travel.

However, the next morning her mind was set at ease when the sun rose. A flurry of ladies-in-waiting and chambermaids entered her room to begin gathering her gowns and personal items. They rushed her down to one of the sitting rooms to wait, bringing her breakfast and bean drink. There was a small window across from her chair, overlooking the bailey. She peered out as she savored her meal.

Inside the castle was frenzied with commotion, but it was nothing compared to the glimpses she caught of the outside. Men were shouting and running back and forth, grabbing weaponry from the blacksmith and throwing it back to him again. There were upper ranks giving orders, then retracting them moments later. Zarana watched the same man emerge from an unknown dressing area in a different uniform, three separate times.

Her heart was heavy.

Two men came at midmorning and carried her out to be loaded into a royal caravan.

"The first three legions have already marched," one of the men said as he lifted crates into the caravan. "You'll be setting out soon."

Zarana nodded and sat inside the carriage while they worked around her. She'd been in the royal carriage a handful of times. It was packed with furs for the season and had been sitting in the direct sun, turning the inside into a cozy oven. The added crates made it more cramped than usual, but she assumed she would need the supplies for the journey. Thin fabrics bearing the colors of House Peyton were draped from the upper canopy. The inner sides of the carriage had matching emerald curtains that could be drawn to keep out the public. Zarana left them open and watched the soldiers scurrying in all directions.

"Sorry Your Majesty," a bearded man in a green tunic said, sticking his head into the carriage. "We've got to add a few more horses to pull you. It seems there's extra weight. The King has already gone ahead and he said you'd be pleased to know the legions are formed up."

Zarana nodded. "Do you suppose you could find a battle healer or chambermaid or councilor who might ride with me? I'm not anxious to spend several days in a carriage alone."

"Of course. I'll get to it at once." He bowed and slipped out.

Zarana heard the stablemen bridling up the additional horses and felt the carriage shift and bow. Perhaps it was the stress of the day and the added warmth of the carriage, but she found her eyelids drooping several times, until they overcame her.

There was a cuckoo's cry.

It sounded as if it were right outside. Zarana's eyes snapped open and she jolted awake.

Across from her sat a familiar friend, Sir Han'gahan. His presence gave her pause. They shared a smile in greeting.

"How long have you been in the carriage?" Zarana asked, her groggy voice sounding as if it were coated in gravel.

Han'gahan reached for a horn of water and handed it to her. "Oh, perhaps four hours. We passed the outer boundary of Candeo a few minutes ago."

Zarana sipped the water and leaned forward to peer through the curtain slits. She saw the rolling teak hills of dead desert grass, with occasional spatters of white.

"I've slept four hours?" she asked.

"Aye."

"How did I get so lucky to have you as my travel companion, today?"

Han'gahan grinned. "I was sent to command the seventh legion, but so was Sir Daven. I was looking for a reassignment when I heard there was a request to accompany you. I am much happier with this task."

"As am I. You will be the best company I could have hoped for."

"Aye."

The carriage tipped and bowed as they traversed over rough terrain. Han'gahan swayed along with the movement.

"What do you think of the battle plans?" Zarana asked.

Han'gahan grimaced. "You would ask me such a loaded question, Your Majesty."

She pressed her hands over the fur covering her lap, smoothing the grain in one direction and forcing him to give the next word.

"Aye," he mumbled, "we are going in as if we were fighting a war with another kingdom. We have the catapults and archers leading, as if we would break the stone of a castle curtain. We have our foot and pikemen at the back. It is all a sound strategy if we were invading Ediva, but we are fighting a hidden enemy with crude weaponry and advanced tactics. They are experts at surprise and evasion. If we find the Boens, they will come up from the ground and attack us at the rear, most likely. We have no way of driving them out from underground."

Zarana nodded. "But what of Zander's plan to use the trebuchets to bombard the ground and collapse their caverns? He believes the stones will fall atop them and drive them out."

Han'gahan ran his fingers over his lips, flattening at the scruff above his mouth. "I've never heard of such an idea. But perhaps it will work."

"Be honest with me. I've no interest in dancing around topics. If I wanted to speak politically I would get one of his councilors to ride with me."

"Of course," Han'gahan said. "Then speaking candidly, it's absolutely absurd. There is no way that a trebuchet can fling rocks into the ground and shake loose thousands of people. The Boens made those tunnels over three hundred years ago, when they first lived under Boenaerya. I don’t know how we drove them out the first time, but it wasn’t with damn trebuchets. The way I see this battle going is that we will lose a thousand men from ambush, then we will fall back. We will see there's no way to fight beasts with men."

"Then how do we defeat them?"

"Find the ends of the tunnels. March in, forcing them out. When they surface, we fight them. Even then...I think it’s impossible."

Zarana tilted her head. "Have you presented this option to the generals?"

"We do not have generals now. We have only the King and the men we call generals, but they make no decisions. He alone makes the battle plan. He will create the master strategy and it's all we may follow."

"Surely that isn't the case."

Han'gahan frowned. "Your Majesty, you know him better than any one of us. Will he accept advice from the generals, or anyone?"

Zarana gazed out the curtain. They were heading south, she could see the Calam ranges with their snow-capped peaks to the east. The winter was milder than several before it, and some of the rocks were still bare on the pass. She wondered if Raena would find Aven and try to bring her back to Candor. If they did, surely Raena would be executed without Zarana to intervene. It wouldn't matter, as long as Aven was safe.

"Is it something I said, Your Majesty?"

"Hmm? No." Zarana sipped water from the horn to think of an answer to give. "I was thinking about Ediva. Their troops could cross down from the mountains, surely the freeze is lighter this winter. The ranges have less snow than I remember seeing in years."

"Aye, it's a fair season," Han'gahan said. "The birds have been out longer. Perhaps if spring comes early, we'll see it in a bigger harvest."

"One would think," Zarana mumbled.

They enjoyed one another's wit for the duration of the afternoon, then evening. Zarana was relieved with Han'gahan near; she'd otherwise be suspicious that Zander might throw her to a pack of wolves at any second. When the sun set, the royal caravan became the center of the army's camp in the stretching plane of desert. Zarana had a private tent constructed for her, where she stayed alone. It had been years since she stayed in a battle tent; she had forgotten how unpleasant it was to try to sleep while the soldiers sang and drank outside. Zander's tent was nearby, but he was noticeably absent. Zarana's last thought before she fell asleep was how foolish it was to expect he may involve her or acknowledge her expertise.

The next four days were identical, albeit colder, as they neared the southernmost pass. Han'gahan stayed in Zarana's carriage through the day and retired to his own tent when they made camp. He updated Zarana on the status of the legions ahead, who had already begun to cross the gorge by evening on the fourth day.

"But they could be as far as two full days of travel ahead, if not more," Han'gahan explained. "We'll be stopping again to make camp soon."

Zarana grimaced. "What if they are ambushed when they cross the gorge without us? Surely we can't be as far separated from our front line as two days?"

"Aye, we are. The back of the army is walking and the first three legions are mounted. The space between them keeps growing."

"They should slow down at the gorge to let our infantries catch up."

Han'gahan frowned. "They should."

The caravan stopped for a mid-day meal on the sixth day when Han'gahan hopped into the carriage with news.

"Are you here to join me for the suet they call a meal?" Zarana said.

"Not particularly, though I'll eat it," Han'gahan grinned. He scratched at his broad, dimpled chin, where more hair had grown than he usually allowed. "I was just up ahead with some of the other knights, learning the order of battle. We're changing the march to bring ahead the infantry."

"Oh? That is certainly advisable," Zarana replied.

"Aye, but why now? Our horsemen have crossed the gorge into East Shore, as well as our archers. The trebuchets should be positioned with each battle-troupe."

"How many battle-troupes have made it to their positions?"

Han'gahan shrugged. "I'm trying to find that out. I know it must be at least twenty. If the third legion is through the gorge, we could have sixty."

"How does the King seem?"

"He hasn't been out of his royal carriage in two days. I hear he's drawn a great map and has called for the warlords and generals every hour. But you know how gossip runs rampant on the battlefield, Your Majesty."

"I do remember," Zarana quipped. "But I remember my husband, King Lyam, out behind the first legion to pass along accurate plans for battle."

"This is a different kind of war."

"And Zander is a different kind of king."

Han'gahan looked down and shook his head, fighting a smile.

The next time he returned to her carriage with an update, the royal caravan was nearly to the gorge.

"I haven't minded being on my own for days, but I also missed your company." Zarana lectured the moment he sat down across from her.

"I'm sorry, Your Majesty. I was needed for command."

Zarana scoffed. "It would appear that you were." She gestured to his muddy armor, the tan splotches decorating up to his knees.

"Aye, well. It's a bit filthy when sixty thousand men and horses have marched through the same road. I suppose I should have rinsed off."

"What news do you have for me? I've hardly learnt anything from the chambermaids and no one else keeps me company."

Han'gahan sighed. "It isn't good. We are tunneled up at the gorge. We can hardly get a hundred men through at once. Only half the scouts and messengers are returning to give us updates on the battlefield. We can't tell if we're losing troops in all the forests because they can't find their way, or they've perished."

Zarana gasped with indignance. "What do you mean, lost? There must be thirty thousand men beyond the mountains by now. The trebuchets alone are ten meters high. Surely the terrain lends to a vantage point where we can see our armies?"

"It does. Wils Peak and Funeral Point are both just beyond the gorge. We have scouts positioned at both vantages. But they've lost sight of the legions and battle-troupes."

"You're fooling me!" Zarana let out a hearty laugh. "Oh, I do love a good joke, but I hate being made a fool. I suppose I'll forgive it, since it's you, and it was amusing, I'll admit."

Han'gahan's face was solemn as a death march. "I wish it were a joke, but I'm not that clever. We've lost almost half our army."

"But you would see the battle. They cannot disappear. Even if they were defeated in battle, we would see them."

Han'gahan nodded, and his eyes were fierce. They met her with such intensity that it sent a pulse of fear through her. She felt as if white-hot fire settled at the top of her head as she allowed herself to believe his words.

"We have to turn around," she whispered. Her mouth was so dry, it was a wonder the words were audible at all. There was a rush of air in her ears and she couldn't focus on his response. She couldn't be sure he was even speaking.

Zarana brought a horn of water to her lips. When her mouth was wet enough, she spoke again, not particularly to Han'gahan or anyone, but because she had the words she must say.

"I thought it was a bad plan. I knew it was. But we will lose this war. Then they will invade. They will take the kingdoms. We have to stop this. We have to turn around and siege Candeo before they come for it."

Han'gahan's hand shook as he smoothed down the corners of his budding mustache. "Your Majesty, we cannot turn around and abandon our men."

"They are lost. You said it yourself." Zarana raised an eyebrow to him; a challenge.

He stared outward through the curtains.

There was nothing more to be said until they saw for themselves. The royal caravan broke away once through the gorge and inside the territory of East Shore. At Zander's command, so they were told, the nobles were to observe the battle from Funeral Point. Zarana scoffed at the cowardice of a war without noblemen fighting alongside the troops, as had been done by Calamytans for a thousand years.

Funeral Point was an elevated plateau north of the gorge's exit. A broad dirt path carved through the trees steadily climbing upward. So many soldiers and horsemen had traversed it for the battle that the snow had been packed into ice wherever the shade blocked the sun. Zarana could feel when the carriage threatened to slip back down the hill, and she gripped her bench in fright, but the horses kept on.

When they reached the top of Funeral Point, it was dusk. Zarana had lost count of the days since they left Candeo, but she believed it to be ten or twelve. If it weren't for Han'gahan to keep her company and break up the time, she might have believed it more like twenty days.

She didn't wait for anyone to fetch her or for Zander to have a say in what she observed. The moment the carriage stopped, she was out and walking across the sweeping plateau. It was forested, like all of East Shore, but the mountain pines left needles that killed any other plant. The result was a flat carpeted floor and spacious gaps between trees. At the eastern edge of the plateau was a dramatic cliffside, directly over the wrapping path of the gorge. Zarana hated the thought of being over such a dangerous drop in case she had a spell; the fall would kill even a healthy young man, much less a frail old woman. But she had to face it. She walked until she was near the edge and peered down into the varied hills and valleys of East Shore.

The walls of a duchy keep stood out on the horizon, more than two days ride away. The rest of the landscape was natural; except the roads. The greenery was free of snow further below, and the deciduous trees were naked and spindled. Everything else Zarana beheld was a rippling sea of lush evergreen.

Though she hadn't wanted to believe it, she couldn't deny what she saw for herself. Or rather, what she didn't see.

There were no signs of the armies.

To the south at the gorge egress, she could watch where the men were spilling out into the kingdom. Most of the horsemen were through and now pikemen marched through the valley. But that was only today's army.

"Where are the others? Thirty thousand men cannot simply disappear." Zarana said aloud. She was not the only one staring out to the valleys.

"They're surely down there, under the trees," Zander said, his voice shaking.

Zarana shot him a look. "You've lost half your army. Are you ready to listen to reason and take the advice of your councilors yet?"

Zander grimaced as if suffering a fit of indigestion. "When I win this war and our kingdom is twice of what it used to be, no one will look back and say 'thankfully he had such great councilors'. They will see that I am the king who could rule it all."

"Even the greatest kings of our history leaned on advisors."

"And so did the worst!" Zander snapped. "The councilors are full of doubt. They don't see. I know exactly what's happened to our armies and I'm not concerned."

Zarana couldn't stop her jaw from falling ajar with surprise. "You do? You know what's happened?"

Zander nodded, staring out.

"Are you going to tell your generals? Because they don't seem to know."

"Don't worry about it, Mother. You need not trouble yourself."

She closed her mouth and turned, back to observing the landscape with careful contemplation. Zarana had known Zander since moments after his birth. She had bathed him as an infant, watched his first steps, held him the first time he cried. She had done all she could to teach him the world as a child, as a prince, as future King. She knew he wasn’t ready for this role, and she knew his overconfidence was a curse. But more than anything she knew about Zander, she knew that he was a liar. He was afraid, and he was lying.

That night when the sun had set, Han’gahan came to see Zarana one last time. He called her name from outside the tent flap, and though she was in her nightgown, she opened it enough for him to see her face.

“Pardon me, Your Majesty. I wanted to tell you that I will be marching ahead with the eighteenth battle-troup tomorrow.”

Zarana tilted her head to one side, casting him a sorrowful gaze. “No...”

“I have greatly enjoyed the time we’ve had together, these past few days.”

“Han’gahan. You don’t have to go,” she reached out, holding the tent flap over her body with one hand. The other hand slid through the folds and she placed it on his wrist. “I’ll talk to Zander. This has to end.”

He shrugged and turned his head as if loosening the muscles of his broad neck. “You may talk to him, but not on my account. It is my role to lead the army in battles such as these. Maybe we’ll make it through. They can’t fit all nine thousand of us underground, can they?”

“Nine thousand? Is that all the men we have left?”

“Give or take.”

Zarana gripped his sleeve. “Please. Don’t say goodbye.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. I came to say goodnight.” He patted her wrist with his opposite hand and gave her a thin smile of reassurance. His eyes were narrow and grim as if they held a thousand words he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, say.

“Then...goodnight,” Zarana muttered. She wanted to return his smile but her lips refused. She wasn’t a woman who cried often, but felt the heavy tickle growing at the back of her throat.

He gave her hand a squeeze, then he turned. She watched him until he had wound through the other royal tents on the plateau and out-of-view.

Zarana found she wasn’t able to sleep that night. Sometime long after dark, when the men were still sharpening swords and wetting their tongues with ale, she donned a cloak and stepped out of her tent. Under the moonlight, she walked again to the edge of the plateau. Only the upper hints of treetops were visible in the pale gold light.

At the southern edge of the valley, Zarana could make out a cluster of torch-fire. It trailed along, flickering as it moved between trees and obscured by the varying elevation. She thought it might be enough light for a hundred men, but no more. Beyond that, there was not a single light in the valley, not even in the duchy on the horizon. She had been to East Shore many times and never seen it as a desolate land. It was as if she could imagine how the Calamytans had first looked out to see the Boens, three hundred years before.

It was as if the wheel of time had reversed everything.

And if Zander didn’t stop, there would be nothing left to fight for.

When she returned to her tent, her heart was heavier and her mind was more worried than before. She saw the purple hue of sunrise and wasn’t sure if she had ever slept.

A chambermaid brought her breakfast; sliced yearling hinds and frothed bean stew. She had a few slices of root and nut bread from the night before that she had saved, so she dipped it in the stew to mask the earthy flavor. The chambermaid began to pack up the tent for travel when Zander entered without announcing himself.

“We are riding into the valley, Mother,” he said without establishing conversation.

“Oh?”

Zander glanced around the inside of her tent as if investigating it. “Yes. We are sending the last of the troops. They will push through to the duchy. Once we reach it, I will claim it for Candor and name a duke. I haven’t chosen who it will be, but we will see who proves himself in battle today.”

“I see.”

“Hmm. Do you? Good, then. Get dressed for riding, we will be on horseback. There is no need to hide in a caravan when we are behind the soldiers.”

“And what of all the soldiers who have perished?”

Zander cast a look of disdain toward the chambermaid, who was doing her best to pretend she was too occupied to listen to their conversation. He huffed and raised his chest, attempting to appear more confident. “Well,” he said, “they haven’t perished. They have clearly killed enough Boens underground. Our men killed them, and they killed some of ours, but now we are even and the Boens are out of men. So, there will be no one to stop us.”

“How do you know they are out of men?”

Zander sighed a loud expiration of air in a condescending demeanor. She knew then that she had pushed him too hard.

“Mother, you don’t understand it,” he said, shaking his head. “I have tried to explain things so you can comprehend them, but you are too mad and honestly, not intelligent enough for this. It’s not your fault. War is confusing for women, especially one as old as you. Things change, and you can’t keep up.”

She wanted to slap him across the face, or drag him to the ground and spank him over her knee. Instead, she ground her teeth. With her silence the only answer, he clucked his tongue with a sound satisfaction and left the tent.

Zarana asked the chambermaid to fetch her riding clothes. She did as she was told. Within half the hour, she was dressed for a ride and outside the tent to mount a horse. They gave her a gentle palfrey who would gallop smoothly and keep from jostling her; an act of mercy.

There were seven of them riding in a line at the back. Zarana, Zander, two knights, and three generals. The only riders allowed behind their line were the lords and councilors. The chambermaids and other royal servants stayed behind. Zarana was stone-faced as they left the plateau and wound down the trail.

The junction of the gorge and their trail intersected and narrowed. Zarana could hardly see a furlong in either direction. The final few battle-troupes passed, marching into the concealment of the forest. When there was a break in the formation, Zander called for his line to press in, and they gave the command to the horses.

Zarana felt notable darkness surround her, more so than from the simple fact that the branches overhead blocked the sun. There was an ominous quiet within the forest. The road had been worn down by the thousands of Candor’s riders, and her palfrey stumbled more than once over the uneven mud. As they descended further, the separated pines grew closer and closer. The underbrush increased in density and in height, reducing visibility in all directions. Soon enough all Zarana could see were the soldiers ahead of her and the towering ferns wrapping around the roughed bark of the firs at her sides.

There was a familiarity in the clang and thunder of the soldier’s march. It took her back to the moments when she rode with Lyam. He never took her to the frontline, but she heard the march of battle from the caravans. She used to wring her hands with worry that he may not return, every time he rallied around the troops. He had a pattern he would take, weaving ahead in a figure eight, to encourage and assess the soldiers. She wished Zander would ride ahead to give them fortitude.

They had ridden in for half the day and the sun was at its peak in the sky. It was surprisingly warm when they met breaks from the shade, though the air was crisp.

“How far from the duchy are we now?” Zarana asked.

Zander craned his neck to see ahead over the battle-troupe. “Can’t be long. We should reach it today.”

Zarana looked to the knight beside her, who had his face shield raised. He frowned in response to Zander’s assessment and it was clear he disagreed, but said nothing.

“We should be coming to a vantage,” the second knight said. “There’s a small hill ahead, called Seven Hill, I believe. We might see through the trees, if they’re bare enough.”

“Does this road take us there?” Zander asked.

“Nay, we will need to take the northern fork, then it brings us back to the road.”

“We will, then,” Zander said.

It was less than an hour before they reached the trail, as the knight had foretold. The horses were slow to climb the path as it was rarely-used and so narrow it would have been better to walk. A few fallen logs covered the trail and to continue they had to dismount and lead the horses under, then over them. This particular section of the wood stretched so high that it reminded Zarana of mythical giants in legends. She wondered what they would have done if Lyam were there; perhaps they would have been taken by the Boens days ago. Perhaps they would have won the battle and already been on their way home.

Seven Hill was indeed bare. The trees were knotted like arthritic fingers, open and dark, waving easily with every hint of wind. Below in the valley were sprinkled white patterns of snow, resting atop the branches and patches of land. Zarana could see a river just north of their vantage. They stood in front of the horses and watched downward.

There was a battle-troupe marching east. The first ranks were starting a descent down a rock-riddled road, almost out-of-view to Zarana and the other nobles.

“See them there,” one of the knights pointed out. “They are farther along than any of our troupes thus far. I think we’ve finally reached a point where there are no more Boens. All of our men were stopped just beyond the pass, until now.”

Zander grinned. “I knew they wouldn’t be able to hold us. We have more men than they can handle. It was a matter of time.”

“Indeed,” the knight said, “all the troupes after should fall behind, without any trouble. They will be to the walls of House Hanford within an hour.”

They watched in silence together. The troupe crested one hill and disappeared on their descent, but would reemerge as they ascended the next hill, not far beyond. Once they crested the second hill, they would be within reach of the duchy. Second and third troupes fell behind, taking the same path and pressing onward by command of the generals.

Zarana felt as though several minutes had passed, and her heart began to race.

“How far is it between the two hills?” Zarana whispered to no one in particular.

One of the knights beside her grunted. “That distance? Perhaps half an hour to walk. They are marching and had a few horses...perhaps a tree is down across the road.”

“Has it been half an hour?” Zarana asked.

Before the knight could answer, Zander snapped his head toward her. “Stop it, Mother. You don’t understand how this works. They have made it far beyond where the Boens could be. Your questions are irritating.”

Zarana rolled her eyes toward the grey sky, but bit her tongue.

She thought she made out some movement in the vicinity of the second hill, but she fixed her eyes on it and realized it was nothing more than the wind in a tree. She searched everywhere for the colors of House Payton, coming up empty.

“Your Majesty,” the knight whispered, pointing, “see there? The first hill.”

Zarana followed where he indicated and realized it at the same moment as Zander did.

“Where is the front of that troupe? Where are the men?” Zander exclaimed. “Are they abandoning their duty? I’ll execute them!”

Zarana could see the knight shaking his head out of the corner of her eye, but she didn’t dare look away from the front lines. The men were nearing the crest of the hill, but before they could reach it, they were disappearing. It was as though they were simply falling off the world.

“Call them back. Call them back!” the knight shouted to Zander.

“Don’t tell me what to do with my armies!” Zander replied. He grabbed the knight’s helmet and used it to shove him backward. “How dare you question me!”

Zarana saw the commotion but she ignored it, watching instead as the rows of men were falling, further, and further back. Only the tail end of the formation was left, and they kept marching even though it certainly was to their doom. Her eyes darted between the remaining men and the second hill, with a glimmer of hope, but it was evident that she would be disappointed by the lack of men she saw there. The formation was falling to pieces. The few soldiers who remained were losing their resolve. They began to scatter, breaking the ranks. The enemy was invisible to Zarana, as if the earth itself was the attacker.

Another line fell.

Then another line.

Then another.

She took a breath, and the last men were gone.

Swallowed by the ground.

Zander spun, screaming for the knights to do something. Everything that happened next was as if it were moving in a dream between wake and sleep. Zarana saw a flash of light ahead; a reflection of metal in the sun. She saw the movement of Candor’s forces to her right, south toward the roads. She saw something rising and falling in the landscape, as if the hills were lungs drawing breath. The dirt moved like a river, and that river was rippling toward them.

She searched for Zander, but he was out of arm’s reach. He was behind her, shouting at the knights. She tried to run to him, but only was able to take a single step. Before her second foot hit the ground, there was a gaping hole stretching beside her, and a pair of pale hands rising from it. They had her by the ankle, and as they ripped her leg downward, she crashed to the ground. The breath left her lungs.

Then Zarana was down, in total darkness, with stark white hands against her throat. It smelled of soil and mildew and dampness, clogging her senses.

“Queen,” someone whispered in her ear.

She heard a chorus of laughter behind her, and everything went black.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

[image: image]


[image: image]

Everything was dark.

She knew her hands were bound, and her mouth was gagged.

She could feel muddy, clamoring hands, moving her body and forcing her forward. They didn’t cover her eyes, and she prayed she would adjust to the darkness to be able to see.

There were screaming, tortured men in every direction. She knew she heard Candorians, because they squealed out sounds of familiar words. Pleas. Begging for their lives.

But to answer the pleas were thuds and resonating scrapes of metal.

Zarana realized the thuds were ending each man’s life, as the Candorian voices around her were silenced, one by one.

Someone holding onto her spoke to someone else, in a strange language of garbled sounds. It had been ages since Zarana heard a foreign tongue, and she’d forgotten their existence.

Then she changed hands, and was being passed from one person to the next. Their hands felt cold, damp, and harsh. They gripped her as if she were a bird, capable of flying away.

There was nothing she could do to escape this.

The Boens were pulling her ahead, and one was at her back, pushing. She could not see where they led, and couldn’t trust her footing. Every step was a new surface and texture of rock, most of them slick. She wanted to whimper, and cry, and beg. But she heard voices echoing far behind her now, still pleading for their lives, and it filled her with resolve. She would not collapse into a sniveling child for her final breaths.

She would be strong. She would be a queen until the last moment.

At least, when they killed her, it would be in pitch black, and she may not see the weapon coming. That would be mercy. She prayed they would be quick. Chop her head off, or stab her through the heart.

She had not seen how they killed the others, but at least she thought it must be quick, as the cries were fading into an eerie silence.

Zarana was reminded of when she was a child, and she used to play hiding games with her cousin, Lena. Something about the way sound didn’t echo, and how the earth smelled from below. It was familiar. There weren’t chambers under Candor, or any land west of the Calam Mountains. But she’d been told rumors all her life about the winding underground tunnels of Boenaerya. Where had she been underground before? She couldn’t remember.

Of course, those rumors were true. Of course, the Boens had passed down the knowledge of where their ancestors lived. They had come back, after three hundred years, and taken what had once been theirs.

Lyam had been obsessed with finding these tunnels, beneath the surface, and exploiting the mining potential.

Zarana scoffed to herself at the irony of it all. She would get to experience the one thing her late husband had sought after more than anything else. Every minute they kept her alive was another minute she lived in a secret underground world that had been Lyam’s fantasy.

Maybe when they killed her, she could meet Lyam in an afterlife and tell him that he had been right.

Someone spoke to Zarana in the dark.

“Queen,” the voice whispered.

It was a different voice than the first Boen who took her. It was more of a nasal tone, but distinctly male.

Zarana couldn’t respond with her gag in-place, though she moaned in affirmation, hoping they might remove it.

No one did.

They kept moving, further down. She estimated they must be at least ten meters below ground, now. The air was becoming damper and the surfaces more slippery to her feet. She wore riding boots, thankfully, but was not equipped for such terrain regardless.

It was inevitable that she would fall, and she began to anticipate it, though there was little she could do. After a short venture, her foot caught in what felt like a junction between two rocks. She felt her leg crumble and twist beneath her, as she fell forward. She couldn’t put out her hands, but the arms around her squeezed tighter, keeping her from crashing onto the jagged floor.

“Thank you,” Zarana tried to mutter into the gag. It wasn’t distinguishable, and they wouldn’t have understood the words, but she said them all the same.

“Stop,” the man’s voice muttered in her ear. His accent was impossible to place, it was unlike any Zarana had ever heard. He spoke again, this time in his native language, and Zarana heard the scuttling of others around them.

She was surprised by how many voices chimed in for the conversation. In the near-silent darkness, she had begun to think she was alone with a handful of Boens. But they walked without sound or indication, like wisps on a breeze. Now she heard them chatter and she felt a new sense of dread.

The one nearest laughed.

The sound was like a splinter of ice driving through her chest. His laugh was not pleasant, but rather sardonic. Then she felt his arms drop to grip around her waist, squeezing her hips. She struggled to spin out of his grasp, but there was no use. As if she were a sack of wheat, he hoisted her up and over his shoulder. Zarana folded, without a choice, unable to hold her head up. As he walked once more, now carrying her, she reveled in how smooth his movements were. It was as though he were gliding over smooth marble, not climbing and weaving over harsh rocks. The ease of travel was a relief to her.

Zarana focused on trying not to let herself lose consciousness, but she wondered how long she could tolerate the blood rushing to her skull.

This was how the next few hours were spent, though she had no way to track the time.

For as long as they were in the caves, her eyes still did not adjust. She supposed that Calamytan eyes could only see in dim light. The Boens were perfectly able to navigate through without even a tiny flame to assist them.

It made her think of Raena in the gaol, and Zarana wondered how much Raena understood the Boens. Could Raena learn their language? Could Raena convince them to leave? Would she even want to? Maybe Raena had stopped searching for Aven, and instead decided to come beneath the surface to become a Boen warrior, leading the wild packs of beasts, giving them the secrets of Calamyta. If the Boens found a way to penetrate the Calam Mountains, they could destroy Candor from the inside-out.

That would probably make Raena very happy.

There was a point where the man carrying Zarana stopped and set her down. The ground was cold as ice, and she realized she was shivering, though she didn’t know if it was due to terror or temperature. She wondered how long she had been shaking.

He pulled away her gag and brought something hard and smooth to her lips. When he tilted it up, cool water rushed into her mouth.

It tasted of terra and iron.

She drank, and much of it spilled out, gushing down her chin and onto her gown.

Zarana didn’t care.

If they were giving her water, it meant they didn’t plan to kill her. At least, not right away.

After she drank, she stayed seated. Zarana didn’t hear anyone else nearby, but she had to assume they were all still there. Maybe one of them. Maybe one hundred. For all she knew, she could be inside of a tube no bigger than a coffin, or in a gaping room that stretched out like a bailey. Aside from an occasional drip of water, or muttering in a foreign tongue, she heard no indications of others.

Zarana stayed sitting there for what felt like a long time. Perhaps an hour.

Then, someone spoke.

It was a new man’s voice. This voice was gruff and low. Though his words were unfamiliar, they held authority. Zarana knew when she was hearing the tone of a leader. She also heard the nasal-sounding man who had been carrying her responding with humility. There was a power dynamic there, and she knew it well.

They spoke for a few minutes in Boenish. Then, the authoritative man came closer. Zarana knew he was close, because he was still talking, but his voice was nearer and nearer, until he was practically speaking right into her ear.

“Can you understand me?” Zarana asked, her gag still removed.

“Yes,” the leader responded.

The two men then resumed their conversation, again in Boenish.

Zarana had the impression that they were inspecting her, based on the way they spoke rapidly, though the leader’s face was aimed in her direction. Was she being traded as a slave? Was she to be bartered for? Were they debating whether or not they had captured the right ruler?

Growing impatient, she decided to try and initiate her own negotiation.

“My name is Zarana Payton, I am the Queen of Candor,” she began with confidence, “I am in the position to offer you armies, metals, weapons, horses, or whatever other resources you seek, in exchange for a peace treaty.”

“Stop,” the man who had carried her said.

There wasn’t more for her to try.

The two Boens spoke a moment more, then Zarana heard a familiar sound. It was a flint, striking stone, and the spark gave hope of light to the room.

As it flickered, the faces of her captors were illuminated, as were the smooth, wet walls of the space. It flickered again, and she could see that they were indeed in a room, no more than three meters wide, with crude stone furniture. It flickered again, and she saw a surface with food, water, and weapons laid out.

Then there was a torch lit, and Zarana could see everything.

She could see their two faces. The shorter man must have been the one who carried her. His cheeks were sunken and his eyes were so blue and pale, they were nearly grey. The taller man was the one to behold, though.

He addressed her, his words perfect, though his accent was thick. “Queen. I am the Jin. I will decide.”

Zarana swallowed. “What is the Jin? What will you decide?”

The Jin shook his head. “You will not decide.”

She waited to see if there was more, but he only stared at her. She was captivated by his commanding presence. His face was chiseled, even handsome, with locks of woven blonde hair cascading down his back. Both men wore animal skins, tied together with strips of leather, but the Jin’s were painted and decorated with stone beads. He was unwavering as he stared into her eyes.

Zarana wasn’t sure what came next, so she tried another approach. “There will be no more of our forces advancing on you.”

“No,” the Jin replied.

“Do you wish for a treaty?”

“What is a treaty?”

Zarana paused, struggling to find the words. “A treaty...it is when my men stop fighting with you. And your men stop fighting with us. And we live, separated by the mountains, and we do not attack.”

The Jin laughed. He looked at his subordinate, who pretended to be amused, but clearly did not understand their conversation, nor the reason for the humor.

“No,” the Jin said, “your men stop fighting. Your men are dead.”

She realized that he understood more than she was giving him credit for. He had no reason to ask for a treaty; he was the victor of the war. What was left of Candor’s forces? Maybe two legions, at best, and that was hoping some of the men abandoned their orders and retreated. She hoped they would be shown mercy, and she was reminded that Zander must not be allowed to continue marching on East Shore.

“Do you have the Prince?” she asked. “Prince Zander, of Candor. Did you capture him?”

“What is Prince Zander?”

Zarana grimaced, realizing her mistake. “The King. Do you have the King?”

“The Jin.”

She nodded, though she wasn’t sure if jin meant king, or perhaps it meant duke, or lord, or even knight. While the man before her was impressive, he lacked jewels or a crown or some other priceless detail that might signify him as the ruler of all. Somehow she expected more of their king, if they had one.

“We have the Jin,” he stated.

“Then the King will send no more forces, you are right,” Zarana said.

The Jin squinted, perhaps not understanding, but he said no more.

“Since you have me, and the King, will you return me to my kingdom? I need to tell my people that they must stop attacking you. As soon as you take me back, the fighting will stop.”

“Stop attacking,” the Jin repeated.

“Yes,” Zarana said, slower, “let me go, and I will return to my people. We will stop fighting. Is that what you want?”

The Jin stepped in and leaned forward. Their noses touched, and Zarana jolted, but the back of her head pressed to the rock wall behind her. He followed the movement and came forward again, touching his nose to hers a second time. She had nowhere to go, except to stare into his icy steel blue eyes.

He did not whisper, but spoke at a normal volume, as if they were not separated by only their breaths.

“I want,” the Jin said.

“Yes, what do you want?” Zarana said, fighting the tremors in her voice.

“I want Calamytes dead.”

A shiver ran through her, and he snickered with delight.

“Why?” Zarana whispered.

“I want my home. Calamytes gone.”

“What is your home? We call this land East Shore, but it was Boenaerya. It is your land, isn’t it? You want us gone from here?”

The Jin leaned away, standing upright, and smiled. His blue eyes danced in the firelight. He threw the torch to the floor and exited the chamber without a parting word, disappearing into a shadow in the wall.

Zarana was left with more questions, and fears.
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[image: image]


[image: image]

Zarana could not be expected to answer for the crimes of her ancestors, yet here she was.

She lived in the dark.

They moved, carrying her. Sometimes she was slung over a shoulder. Sometimes she was hoisted on someone’s back. They rarely made her walk, and they stopped often to give her water and food, which was raw root vegetable. A few times they offered her uncooked meat, but she refused, and they stopped putting it against her lips.

Sometimes she heard the Jin, his distinct voice cutting through the blackness.

Otherwise, there was scattered chatting and unfamiliar tones.

It seemed they were moved far from the points of battle, due to the way the Boens spoke conversationally. She recognized the lightness in their exchanges.

They would light a torch for her when they stopped to rest, giving her a chance to sleep in damp spaces, with blankets and guards at the door.

She learned the Boen word for rest, which was “hopsi.” She would ask for hopsi every time she needed to relieve herself, or found the journey too taxing.

Zarana knew now they would not kill her. They had gone through far too much trouble to keep her alive and keep her comfortable.

So, she talked.

She asked questions about where they were going. She asked questions about who their parents were. She asked how they had survived. She asked how they had raised children in the tundra, far north of Ediva. She didn’t know that was where they had come from, but it was the only place in all of Calamyta that would have gone ignored for three hundred years.

They didn’t answer any of her questions, but she still asked them.

It may have been days, or weeks, or months. She lost all account for time, and could not even judge it by when they slept. It felt some days as though she had been awake for only a few hours before they brought her to a chamber, lit a torch, and left her to sleep again.

Then, one day something was finally new from all the duplicate days before it. They began going up.

Going up was different. It required climbing. The passage was not gradual by any means, so they fastened Zarana to a man’s back, attaching them together with rope. She didn’t dare try anything silly or reckless, knowing he might fall. She didn’t have a sense for how high they climbed, but she knew he was struggling with the task. He stopped often, catching his breath and drinking from a water horn.

Zarana felt something she had not felt in many days: the wind. It was howling around them both, a flurry of air whistling in, as if the space below were sucking from the sky with a giant reed. She felt the man waver in his duty, and it frightened her. She clung to him, tight and still, praying they would not fall from a great height to crash on the rocks below.

She didn’t know if they even could fall, but she imagined it. She imagined the tunnel they took was akin to a cliffside, and there was nothing but sharp daggers of hazards at the bottom.

Then it was bright and warm, and it took Zarana a long moment to comprehend that they had surfaced, although she knew it was what she should have expected. It also took her a moment to realize that it was the middle of the night. She had been underground so long, she was wide awake. But the moon was high above, and it seemed to give off enough light for her to see the whole world.

The Jin was waiting, along with a troupe of men around him.

They were in a forested grove with ferns, grass, and evergreens. Zarana knew they must still be east of the Calam Mountains, but otherwise, it was foreign to her. She was both relieved that the Boens hadn’t found their way into Candor, and disappointed that they weren’t returning her home.

The Jin said something in Boen, and a man came forward to gag Zarana and bind her hands. It had been a while since they had done that. Maybe days. Maybe months.

Then, they waited.

She didn’t know why. No one would talk, especially not in words Zarana could understand.

The Jin and his men watched outward, scanning the trees. She realized they acted nervous and skittery above ground, as if exposed to air they preferred not to breathe. Zarana imagined they itched to return under the surface.

She grew tired of standing so she moved to sit on the grass, and no one stopped her. The Boens kept focusing outward, watching for something.

Zarana heard a commotion behind her, then she turned to look, and saw more Boens rising up from the ground. Two of them were dragging a man who had been bound and wrapped in some kind of sack. He looked like a forling bug, wrapped in a cocoon that might hang from a branch, except he was writhing and squirming and groaning against a gag.

She saw the tuft of thin, black hair protruding from the sack, and she knew it was Zander.

They had kept him alive, but under harsher conditions from the looks of it.

Three Boens grabbed him and rolled him across the grass until he was alongside Zarana, face down in the earth. He continued to thrash, uselessly, but they ignored it.

She had felt letdown to see him alive, and now she was guilty. She looked at the Jin and kept Zander’s wriggling body in the corner of her view.

There was the distinct sound of horses, and Zarana’s heart began to race.

Men were coming. Calamytan men.

Had she been dragged to the surface to watch another slaughter? Zarana wasn’t sure she could stomach witnessing any more violent deaths.

A man was leading a pack of riders with more than forty men. They were regal, there was no doubt about it, with knights and guards and warriors in the troupe. But they flew no colors that Zarana recognized, and she couldn’t make out the sigils of their flags.

The man in the front wore a heavy, bronzed crown atop his head of golden hair, and wore dangling chains of quorillium over his armored chest plate. Zarana gasped as they came closer and she saw his face, because he looked so much like a man from her past, the resemblance uncanny. Boenish, and young, and handsome. Zarana had thought, when she saw Raena Schinen in the gaol, that Raena was the spitting image of her father, Henry. But now she saw this foreign young man, his chin high and proud over his wide shoulders, his blue eyes glinting in the moonlight, and it was as though Henry’s ghost had risen from the ashes to haunt her.

And the crown, the colors, the sigils.

Zarana understood the unfamiliarity of it all; this was Ediva.

The riders surrounded the Boens, outnumbering them, but they did not draw weapons.

The Edivan King dismounted and approached the Boens, as if he had no reason to fear them. Zarana’s brow furrowed as she watched him exchange words with the Jin, in Boenish, frustrated that she could not understand them. The King motioned several times to Zarana or Zander, she couldn’t be certain who. As if on cue, one of the Boens turned, kicked Zander in the stomach, and then went on as if nothing had happened.

Zarana’s fate was being decided, and there was nothing she could say or do.

The Jin and the King seemed to be regarding one another, considering ideas in silence. Then, the King offered his hand, and said something that sounded like instructions. The Jin reached out, took the hand offered, and they turned their joined hands in unison up to face the sky, then down to face the earth, signifying an agreement.

The two rulers bowed to one another, then the Boens turned toward Zarana. She cringed in fear, but as each one walked past her, they did not strike or wound her. They did something else, that she found very strange. They reached out and touched their cold, damp hands to her cheek. One by one, their fingers brushed her face, before the men dropped into their hole in the ground. Among the last of them was the Jin, but he stopped fully, placing both hands on either side of her face, and then he leaned in. He touched his nose to her nose, giving a long sigh as he did, then he turned and disappeared into the ground.

“Come on, lads,” the Edivan King said, gesturing to his horsemen. “Get the Queen and make her comfortable for the ride.”
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Ediva was a menagerie of colorful mosaics and bright domed structures. The cities were laid out like spokes on a wheel, all paths leading to the center. Zarana had been to Ediva as a child, before the wars, when their alliance with Candor was strong. It was somehow smaller but more vibrant than she remembered, all at once.

The king’s name was Micha, she learned, and he had been elected by council after the Boens invaded and killed the previous king, Corl. That made him king for only a few months, but it was evident that he was admired by the way the people rejoiced and sang when their troupe rode into the citadel. None of this information was difficult for her to acquire. They had given her a position on horseback, and removed her gag, and allowed her to ride with dignity alongside Micha, into the heart of the kingdom. She was covered in terra and was certain she looked frightful, but she held up her chin and refused to appear bashful for her appearance.

When they were deep inside the castle, Zarana was given a chamber, with fresh clothing and a bath, though it was surrounded by guards at all times. The room was more decorated than even the fanciest quarters in Candeo. Even her own royal bedroom didn’t have hanging tapestries and murals with so much delicate handiwork on display. The walls were orange with teal and magenta designs. The chairs were covered in printed fabrics with juniper, gold, and red shapes. Even simple curtains draped from the ceiling were dyed with patterns representing every color from a rainbow.

The clothing they left for her was of the same caliber. Each gown had a minimum of five fabrics, sewn into complementing shapes and accents and designs. It reminded Zarana of a world she might visit in her dreams.

She bathed for an entire afternoon.

There was every manner of mud and blood and filth to scrub from her skin. Some of it was hers. Some of it was not. When she was finished, the water was a sickly shade of brown. It was offensive to the beautiful bedroom.

Handmaidens helped her to dress. They muttered in Edivan, and seemed to think Zarana couldn’t understand. She gave them the courtesy of not replying so they wouldn’t be embarrassed, but also enjoyed being privy to the kindness in their conversation. They esteemed her, using the formal address in her regard. Micha had spoken Candorian for her benefit, even to his own men. She wondered if he also suspected she wouldn’t know his native tongue.

At first, she could not adjust back to sleeping at night. Her body was confused by time, as though a part of her were still under the earth.

After a few days in the chamber, alone except for the handmaidens, she felt normal enough. She slept when it was dark. She rose when it was light. She ate meals when they were provided to her.

It began to feel more like her time underground had been a nightmare, fading into the past clutches of her memory.

She thought it must have been the fifth day when guards entered the bedroom to fetch her. A weight dropped in her chest. She was certain that this would be her day of judgment and reckoning.

They walked on either side of her, leading her through the castle. The halls were lined with smooth marble, and they wrapped in a curve, following the giant circular shape of the building. When they had been going for a few minutes, the hallway opened up to an enormous room, like an interior bailey, with a muraled round ceiling at the top. All around them were bushes and trees with broad, flat leaves, and Zarana heard the distinct sound of a babbling creek.

When they had crossed the garden space, one of the guards turned to Zarana and muttered something that sounded like an apology or pardon. She didn’t resist as he grabbed her hands, binding them in front of her, but then she recoiled as he wrapped a blindfold over her eyes. The darkness made her shudder, an instant sweat breaking out on her brow. As they led her onward, she focused on the sounds. Sounds that told her she was above the ground. Sounds that could only be made in a building, surrounded by civilized people. It wasn’t the sounds of Boens and caves and madness enveloping her.

She heard doors opening, and then she was in a room filled with people, speaking in Edivan and Candorian, both. The chatter sounded much like a forum, and Zarana speculated that this may be her execution. It would be right of Micha to execute her. After all, Ediva and Candor had remained harsh enemies. She would do the same if she had him in Candeo. It was nothing personal.

Micha’s voice called for silence, then addressed the room in Edivan. Zarana understood him telling his councilors to leave and after a moment, the room was much quieter, as though it were empty. She wondered if she had been left alone, but then heard long, wheezing breaths from someone beside her.

“We will speak openly, here,” Micha said in Candorian. “You may be honest. The only Edivan men in this room are my guards, and I trust them with my life. They will not speak a word of what you say in this chamber, nor will they repeat your names.”

There was a weighted pause and a few low whispers. Zarana strained to discern the source of the voices, but she could not distinguish them, besides recognizing their accents as Candorian. She wondered why any Candorian would be in Ediva, especially one not held against their will.

Micha cleared his throat. “No, I will make the final decision. It will not be on your shoulders, so speak candidly. If you wish to condemn them to death, say so. That will be your input, as their charges and serfs. I will not execute them for execution’s sake, that is a waste. After all, a stable Candor means a stable Ediva, especially now that the Boens have the land between us.”

“Your Majesty,” a man’s voice said, “Candor will not dare to cross into Boenaerya again, as they have lost seven-eighths of their armies. Isn’t it a bit useless for us to do anything with the King and Queen?”

“Perhaps,” Micha said, “but we will discuss it, nevertheless. I will hear from each of you, in the order of my choosing. You will give me your verdict for the King and Queen, each. Are you all prepared with what you are to say?”

There was another pause, and then King Micha gave a command in Edivan, and Zarana felt someone at her back. The guard pulled off her blindfold and then stepped to her side.

Her eyes beheld what was certainly a council chamber of sorts, though it could also be a ballroom with the bursting swaths of paint and tiled mosaics. Zarana was seated near a wall and Zander was beside her, in her peripheral vision, with an expanse of space spread before them. At the center was a communion of chairs with broad, high backs, covered in cushions and plush fabrics. King Micha sat in the middle, the row of seats aligned to either side.

To his right were the knights; Sir Allyn. Sir Rowan, or Raena, rather. Sir Finley.

The last knight was practically unrecognizable due to the frail form of his body, smaller and weaker than Zarana remembered. Finley was bound to his chair by cloth, holding him upright. His legs were positioned in an unnatural way, but he seemed to have control over his hands, which tapped the wooden arms of his chair with anxious energy.

To Micha’s left were the nobles.

Barton of House Colby, Lady Islabell of Hawk’s Keep, Duchess Avenna.

Aven had survived. Raena had found her. Zarana wanted to shout to both of them a thousand words and demands and apologies and confessions, all in the same breath. But she held her silence, waiting.

King Micha spoke, “We will begin with a formal opening.” He paused and glanced toward a recorder, who was scribing notes in a corner. “I am King Micha, born to House Tymen, son of Duke Micha Tymen. This hearing is taking place on the eighteenth day after winter solstice, and my knight, Sir Jonn, will be our witness, recorder, and scribe.”

At the mention of the old, familiar name, Zarana’s eyes snapped to the side of the room. There at the scribe table, she saw him.

It was indeed the same Sir Jonn. He had aged so much she hadn’t noticed or recognized him until she searched his face. His temples were silver with a trim white beard to match, and his eyes were surrounded by thick, deep-set wrinkles. His cocoa skin had lightened, as though he hadn’t spent a day in the sun for a long time. Though he was older, he was still broad and strong, appearing as though he would be more comfortable with a sword than a scribe’s pen. Their eyes met and his expression steeled toward her. Zarana was positive that Jonn might walk across the room and squeeze the life from her throat with his bare hands if given the chance.

Something clicked inside Zarana’s mind. She glanced again at Raena, then Jonn again, and he responded with a wordless nod, as if confirming her thoughts. Their survival was connected. It had to be. Jonn was the reason Raena, and her companions, had been given sanctuary in Ediva.

Zarana wondered who else had survived from House Schinen. Perhaps she would be haunted by all the ghosts from her past in a single day.

Micha continued, “King Zander, and Queen Zarana. You are here today to listen to testimony from your subjects, on your behalf. Once I hear their words, I will make my decision. Might you understand the law of Ediva, this is not considered a formal judgment or hearing. This is a process we refer to as ‘perspective’. Under the law, nothing said in ‘perspective’ can be repeated or kept in records, once the king’s decision is made. Also, no one says anything in ‘perspective’ that gives them responsibility for my decision. After we finish this today, I will either choose to have you executed or have you released. There is no other choice to make.”

Allyn leaned forward. “Majesty, only those two options? Couldn’t they be imprisoned?”

“We do not imprison outsiders,” Micha explained, “and we try not to imprison anyone, at all. Punishment should never last longer than the crime. Besides, the people would riot if I held a king and queen within my walls. No, it’s best to send them home or kill them so it’s final, and someone else might take ruling authority over Candor. That’s another consideration I want you to convey; if you do recommend their execution, please advise me on who would rule in their place. I am not familiar enough with the noble bloodlines of Candor. But if I choose to end the rule of House Payton, I need to know what I am getting, in their place. Now, we will start by blood appointments, with those the almighties have given nobility. That means Lady Islabell is the first to give perspective.”

A gargled sound escaped Zander, and all eyes in the room turned on him. Zarana noticed for the first time that he was still muddy, with purpling bruises beneath. His time since capture had not been kind, and she couldn’t help but conclude it was likely his own fault.

“Shut him up,” Micha barked without empathy.

A guard reached out and slapped Zander across the face.

Islabell was shifting in her seat, but the King gave a nod of encouragement to her, and she began. “Your Majesty, I would recommend they both be executed. Zander has been an evil force of violence and carelessness. He showed no restraint or wisdom in marching his armies into a hopeless battle. The loss of their lives is on his shoulders to bear. He likely cared only for glory. I have not spent much time with him, but he did take me from my home to force me into marriage against my father’s wishes. My father, Lord Sylas, did not bless the marriage, and Zander created false charges against him. I find Zander cruel and selfish. I would give you redeeming testimony of his character, if I had any to share.”

“Did he rule your kingdom fairly?” Micha asked.

“He has not had much chance to rule yet,” Islabell said, “but he banished Rowan and tortured Finley for sport. I believe he will never serve Candor, but only use it to serve himself.”

Micha nodded, “And what of the Queen? Why should I execute her?”

“She has ruled with fear. The people don’t respect her, and she is quick to stamp out anyone who defies or questions her.”

“Some rulers are that way,” Micha surmised.

“Indeed,” Islabell agreed, “but she slaughters innocents for it. She killed every member of House Schinen, claiming the lord was traitorous to the crown. Innocent sons, daughters, servants, laborers. All because of one man, and she never proved the treason he was accused of.”

“Must you prove treason, by Candorian law?” Micha asked.

Islabell’s eyes dropped, “No, but it’s the right thing to give people when you destroy a noble’s House. He descended from one of the first families and was in-line for the throne. It has been surmised that she might have killed him for something as foolish or cruel as trying to challenge her son’s rule.”

Micha asked the lady if there was anything else, and she relented that she recommended their execution, once again.

Zarana took the pause to study every familiar Candorian face, and reflect on her own confidence they would all recommend her execution. Not one of them had any love for her or mercy left in their hearts. She wouldn’t blame them. She had been cruel, indeed, and used fear to rule and keep order in her kingdom. But they didn’t know what she had been up against. Now, her secrets would be her end.

“Who would rule in their place, Lady Islabell?” Micha asked.

“Oh,” Islabell said, as though she’d forgotten, “my father may still be alive, in Candor. He was released from prison by the Queen and was not in the war against the Boens. He may be able to rule, if he can be found. He would be one of the last lords.”

Micha looked between those gathered. “Does anyone know where Lord Sylas is?”

They shook their heads.

Zarana gave a weak, intentional cough.

“Do you know, Queen?” Micha asked.

“Yes, Majesty,” Zarana said, “he took his family south, to East Twin, the swamp kingdom. He will return to Candor when King Zander no longer sits on the throne.”

Though she didn’t turn to see it, Zarana could feel the jutting, rageful eyes that Zander cast her way. She felt no remorse. She wouldn’t let another man ruin the kingdom for his private gain. If that meant they both had to die, then she would accept it.

“Thank you,” Micha said. He then nodded toward young Barton. “You are a duke’s son, though you are of East Shore, I want to hear your perspective.”

Barton explained his view in a dragging, overblown narrative, speaking mostly of politics and the strain of Colby’s alliance with Candor. Zarana found his insight irrelevant and hoped Micha would give it the proper amount of dismissal.

Instead of listening, Zarana studied Raena Schinen for a moment. How cutting and fitting and perfect that Raena should live to stand before Zarana and pass judgment. Zarana couldn’t help but love the girl for her determination. Raena had survived in such a clever but tragic way. The Schinen girl would need her revenge, and Zarana assumed Raena might even request that she be the one to swing the axe, when the time came.

“Thank you,” Micha said to Barton, who was finally done. “Now the knights of Candor. Who would like to speak first? Allyn?”

“Aye, Majesty,” Allyn said. “Zander is to blame for the death of his legions, unnecessarily. He was advised hundreds of times not to bother trying to take East Shore, as it was lost to the Boens. I know without a doubt that he will run Candor into ruin, and even if you release Queen Zarana, she is old and will die soon, leaving the kingdom to Zander. But, I do have insight on what may happen if you choose execution. I have not been a knight of the crown for more than a year, yet, but I was brought up in House Lox, where I kept the royal library. I studied most of my life, when other lads were squires or monks. I suppose I was somewhere in-between the two. One thing that no one has mentioned yet is that House Payton is closely related to King Candor, our first king. The first Zander Payton was a cousin to King Lund Candor, nearly three hundred years ago, which gave the family the right to the throne. But there are many other families who have descended from the Candor line, just as loosely as the Paytons did. The Candors had many cousins, after all. Any one of them can be traced back to the original families of Calamyta and be given the crown.”

“Hmm,” Micha frowned. “So, if we could allow a new leader to be chosen based on the bloodline, who would that ruler be?”

Allyn shrugged. “I can scribe them all for you, if you wish. It will take some time. There were ten male cousins to King Candor, and every one of them had a bloodline, in order of their age when he was crowned. We follow the line through each male, each claiming their place at birth. I know from this, my father is thirtieth-in-line, and I am seventy-eighth. Of course, that assumes that no one has died since I studied the library, but that can be accounted for.”

“Yes, but pardon me,” Islabell interjected. “The point isn’t which distant cousin can trace back to the last true Candorian King. The point is whether the people will accept their ruler. If you give them someone and say he is thirtieth or seventy-eighth in-line, but he wasn’t chosen by a consensus, they will revolt. That is what we nearly saw after the Equinox War with Ediva. That was the reason why our kingdoms fought with Ediva at all. The people of Candor believe in traditions, and they will reject anything that defies or challenges them.”

“Pardon me for being so blunt,” Micha countered, “but didn’t you suggest that your father may be one to take their place as a ruler? Wouldn’t that contradict the point you are trying to make?”

Islabell reddened. “My father is sixteenth in-line.”

“Fine enough,” Micha said. “But do we know who is third in-line?”

Zarana knew. It should be Raena, if Raena were a boy.

Raena cleared her throat. “It would have been a son of Henry Schinen, and then the sons of Henry’s brothers after that, and their sons after that. There were ten of them.”

“Ten sons of Henry?” Micha asked.

“No, Henry had no sons. There were ten sons of Henry’s brothers, the eldest was Trevin who was the fourth in-line. He is dead. Since there is no one left to House Schinen, it goes to the next bloodline, which is House Grent. The next in-line would be through Floren Grent, most of the family born on the O’Mallard side, which is also where the Queen hails from.”

“I have to admit this is all very confusing,” Micha said. “I really wish your kingdom would just start nominating rulers from your noble pack, as we do. Don’t you think it better to choose a king based on merit and ability so you do not end up with more dripping spindles like Zander? I’m sorry, forgive me. I digress. Let’s continue with our discussion since no one seems to know who it should be. Sir Allyn, you need to make a decision. Execute, or don’t. Which do you choose?”

Allyn leaned forward and peered through the expanse of the room at Zander and Zarana. He studied them for a few seconds, then addressed Micha in an easy tone as if asking for wine. “Execute them both.”

Micha was satisfied. “Sir Finley, what do you say?”

Finley jostled, held still in his bindings. “Well, Your Majesty, I have also been a knight for a short time. However, I have seen the cruelty of rule from both Payton King and Queen, and they govern with fear and slaughter. When I was a boy, we did not even speak candidly about the Queen, for we believed she would strike us down. The nobles stopped questioning her after she slaughtered all of House Schinen, including innocents and servants. A ruler who is not questioned becomes a tyrant who oppresses everyone, and the fruit of this war against the Boens is proof of that.”

“Is that how you lost use of your legs?” Micha asked.

Finley bit his lip. “No...no. I was beaten by the Boens and trampled by horses before Candor came into the fight. However, just because I survived to be here today doesn’t mean the lives lost are worth any less. King Zander had a kingdom without any threat, and he led his armies into battle to be murdered. Why? Would you have joined that battle?”

Micha sighed. “Perhaps King Zander’s goals were to keep the Boens from growing strong enough to move into Candor.”

“I don’t think they were,” Finley said. “If he were a great warrior, or able to lead an army, I might agree. But I have been his knight long enough to see that he is a coward and a weasel of a man. I wouldn’t fight beside him. If you won’t execute him, I have no doubt he will have me killed for what I’ve said here, today.”

“He’d likely want to assassinate all of us for what we are saying,” Micha said, casting a daring look at Zander. “But don’t worry, you are all safe within my walls. Tell me what you would have done with the Queen, then?”

Zarana noticed that Finley’s eyes darted toward Raena, in a rapid glance, before he spoke. “She has ordered the death of the loved ones of someone very close to me. I have joined in waiting for her demise since I was a young boy. She deserves a painful, slow, torture of death.”

Then Zarana remembered. Finley had been at her bedside, whispering threats to her, when she was ill.

“Now Sir Rowan,” Micha asked. “Dear friend to my trusted Sir Jonn. Tell me your perspective for the King and Queen, please?”

“Thank you,” Raena spoke in a low voice.

Zarana expected Raena to blurt out curses and accusations with fury, but the pause that followed was a surprise. Raena seemed unable to produce the words to condemn her father’s killer. Zarana wished she could somehow pull Henry out of the past, and show him what his beautiful daughter had become; a fearless, powerful knight. He would have been proud, if not baffled, by the ways Raena had changed. He had always cared a great deal for his daughter, although he had not cared enough to do what was right. Henry knew when he betrayed and lied to Lyam and Zarana that it would mean the death of his family. He must have known, and chosen it anyway.

“I have hated the Queen, all of my life,” Raena finally said. “Hate is a strong word, but that is the true word for what I felt for her. There is no one else I ever wanted to kill, intentionally. You understand that when you have to fight a war or defend your kingdom, you will have to kill people. I have killed a few. Bandits, Boens, that sort of thing. But the Queen was the one I wanted to deliver death to, by my hand, in such a way that I dreamed of it every day. I used to fantasize about how I would do it, so constantly that it was my only aspiration.”

Zarana’s heart raced as she remembered Raena’s steel cold eyes in the blackness of the gaol walls, bearing down on her with promises of revenge.

Raena smirked demurely. “Then a strange thing happened, that I didn’t notice until we’ve been sitting here today, and I have been listening to all of you. I honestly walked into this room, not even one hour ago, with every intention of telling you that the Queen must be executed. I believed it as surely as I have believed it since I was eight years old.”

“But?” Micha asked.

“But,” Raena echoed, “I realize that I understand her, now. I see that what she did was evil, and I see that it was wrong. I see that she made a terrible choice, and many other terrible choices. But I also see her capable of compassion, and reason, and pragmatism. I believe that she saw no other way. She will do anything to protect and to save the people whom she loves, even if it means destroying everything in her path. Even if it means stepping aside and watching them be ruthless and cruel and probably a bit stupid, in Zander’s case. She has shown me mercy. She spared my life and she protected me from Zander, which astounded me. She treated me with dignity and she implored me to save...to save my Duchess, Avenna. I may not be able to forgive her, maybe I never will. But she isn’t about to be executed on account of whether or not I hated her, the decision hangs on whether she will do whatever is right for Candor. I do not wish her executed. I do not wish her to be queen, either. But she spared my life, perhaps more than once, and I wish to return the favor. I will not condemn her or recommend her execution.”

Micha pursed his lips, clearly perplexed by the growing complexity of his decision. “I see. Anything regarding Zander, then?”

“Aye, the kingdom is not safe if he is allowed to rule and influence it. However, killing him will only delay the problem. Perhaps Zander can produce an heir, and then we execute him. Let his heir take the throne, and things might be better, then?”

“That’s more time and effort than I’m investing in,” Micha said with a shrug. “I cannot anticipate the future for their entire kingdom. I’d be an old man by then, wondering if I am to get a man of valor or of violence, still. It is a world of unknowns, although...that is what most decisions are when you’re a king, I’m finding.”

Micha paused, staring at his hands, which he rubbed together in deliberation. When he had finished, his gaze settled on Zarana.

“Tell me, Queen,” Micha began, “what is it that you have to say? This is not a trial, but I find I cannot make a decision without hearing your rebuttal to all this.”

Zarana opened her mouth to give her view, but then stopped, realizing the proceedings had been incomplete. “Your Majesty, King Micha, with great respect, you have not heard from all present. Duchess Avenna has not given her perspective, yet.”

Micha gave a bitter half-smile. “This is a noble’s discussion. We don’t invite perspective from those who are not noble-born.”

There was an awkward tension of silence in the room, while all present were waiting to see what more that Micha or Zarana would say. Zarana was a patient woman, with plenty of years within her.

Micha’s youth showed. “I suppose Avenna can contribute. Please.”

Aven gave a polite smile with disappointment shading her eyes. “Thank you, King Micha, for the exception. I do know much of the Queen and King of Candor, and their character as rulers. See, though I am of common blood, I was raised in the castle. My father was a pig farmer and butcher for the nobles of Candeo, but I was a weak child. I was often left indoors, isolated, to clean or tend to the rooms, as a handmaiden’s apprentice. Queen Zarana was kind to me. She would often visit me or invite me to play with the noble children, even Prince Zander. We are very near the same age, and I don’t believe the other noble-born children were around him often. I knew Queen Zarana wanted Zander and I to be friends, though I admit, even as a child, he was difficult and often unkind. I don’t judge him for our interactions as children, as it wouldn’t be fair, however, I can attest that his character has been constant throughout his life. I do believe he should be shown mercy, as I believe he is a broken man. A man who should be given mercy, and love, which he never received.”

“We all have choices,” Raena muttered.

“Yes,” Aven said. “Yes, Sir Rowan, we all have choices. He has made many that have broken his kingdom and broken his people. I know without a doubt that he should not be king, or even be prince. But I do not believe he should be executed.”

Micha raised his eyebrows. “What would you have him be, if not killed, but not the king?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps the Queen has the power to exile him.”

“Maybe to somewhere else,” Micha said. “He will be killed on-sight if he returns to my borders. What do you think should be done with the Queen?”

Aven looked to Zarana, staring her in the eyes as she spoke. “I think she has made grave mistakes. She is perceived by her kingdom as merciless, but I know that is untrue. She freed Lord Sylas, she freed Sir Rowan. She risked accusations of treason against the black crown by defying Zander, though she made the right decisions.”

Zander scoffed beside Zarana, and the guard raised his hand in warning.

“She is not heartless,” Aven continued, “nor is she mad. She will do whatever it takes to maintain stability and peace in Candor, of that I am certain.”

Micha shrugged. “It sounds as though you see her this way because she was kind to you. But no one else sees her this way. Being kind to one single, common girl doesn’t mean that she is inclined to maintain peace or be a benevolent ruler.”

“Perhaps,” Aven relented. “But it is my perspective that she be allowed to return to Candor, to rule. I believe she will not forget the debt she owes to you.”

“It’s odd that your perspective counters everyone else’s,” Micha said, “no one, not even Sir Rowan, thinks the Queen should be allowed to rule after the tyranny she has dominated her people with.”

Aven nodded, and cast her hazel eyes down at the floor, mumbling a word of praise to His Highness.

“But you bring a worthy point,” Micha continued, “perhaps the Queen has reasons for what she has done. Perhaps she can explain why she accuses innocent men of treason, and slaughters noble families, even though such a thing is a crime against the first Calamytan bloodlines. We now have no more Schinens to be heirs to the throne. Queen Zarana, you have a chance to explain this, to all of us, before I make the final decision regarding your execution.”

Zarana felt her heartbeat rising steadily with temper building inside her. She was less angry about his questions than she was about the way he spoke to Aven. Micha had not questioned any of the other speakers that way. He had not debated or belittled the perspectives given by knights who knew nothing of Zarana’s character, and Barton Colby, least of all. She wanted to leap from her chair and shout the truth until her throat burned. She wanted to laugh in the faces of smug, undeserving Zander, and this arrogant child Micha. She wanted to finally give Aven the title and nobility that she deserved. Aven should have been more entitled to the throne than any of them. She wanted to throw the betrayal in their faces so they must understand the truth. She opened her mouth, and she could envision herself saying the words as they rose to the surface. But at the last second, her eyes cast toward Sir Jonn, and he was staring with a shocked and frightened expression.

Jonn had stopped writing. His knuckles were pale as his hand gripped the pen in a tight fist. “Your Highness!” Jonn shouted, spinning toward King Micha.

Micha jolted. “Almighty’s curse, Jonn. What?”

“I need to speak with the Queen. It is urgent.” Jonn was already rising from his chair.

“Well, I have asked her to explain herself,” Micha said.

Jonn shook his head, then remembered himself and bowed, jaunting across the room. “I am sorry, Your Majesty, this cannot wait. I have realized something.”

As if that explanation were acceptable, Micha pursed his lips and gave a tiny wave of dismissal. Zarana heard murmurs of questions, but she wouldn’t be privy to them, as Jonn’s hands gripped her arms and pulled her up from the chair. He mumbled a pardon, pulling her by the elbow, out of the room.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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“What is this, Jonn?” Zarana panted, as they crossed the doorway and into the hall she had come from.

Sir Jonn slammed the door behind them and leaned in to whisper, “Don’t you dare tell them.”

Zarana raised her eyebrows. “Tell them what?”

“You know what. You cannot tell Micha to try and save Zander from death. Just because he isn’t a true king doesn’t mean he isn’t responsible to die for what he’s done. He deserves execution.”

Zarana laughed with indignance. “You are what, now? A foreigner? A survivor? The judge of what I can and cannot say? You should have died along with your conspirators, back in House Schinen. But you slipped into an escape like a coward, fled here to this kingdom, and now you believe you have risen to some power against me? You are a fool. You and Henry could not pollute my rule before, you will not control me.”

“Pollute you?” Jonn exclaimed. “We helped you. We saved your rule. We saved your forsaken, barren curse. We gave you the heir that you needed so Lyam could keep his throne, and so you could rise to be the queen you are now. You are the betrayer.”

She moved in close and whispered furiously, “You took my child from me. You took my perfect, beautiful baby, and gave me a cruel, twisted, evil little boy. You tricked Lyam into lying to me, all of those years. You and Henry, you deserve to die for what you did.”

Jonn guffawed, “You think Henry and I chose that? You think that was our doing? No. You are the one who is a fool.”

He let his words hang there in the small space between them.

Zarana wanted to ask. She knew he expected her to ask.

She felt the weight of time, ticking by. Certainly, Micha would send a guard through that door at any second, demanding to know why they had burst from the room. But she needed to know. It was sixteen years of lies between them, and she began to doubt her memory when she saw the confidence in Jonn’s eyes. He had the face of an honest man. After all, she was about to be executed. He didn’t have a reason to tell her anything but the truth.

“How am I the fool?” Zarana whispered.

“It was Lyam’s doing,” Jonn muttered, “he planned it, long before you even knew you had conceived. You’d been trying twenty years to produce his heir, and he had given up on your womb and believed you barren. We all did. He used to send Henry and I through every corner of Candor, searching for families who resembled you. Searching for parents with young babies, who needed coin and favors from the king, more than they needed their infants.”

“No...”

He stepped close and gripped her arms, holding her where he could force her words into her like poison. “We found one, actually, a little boy who would have been right. But then Lyam called us in to tell us that you had finally been blessed with a successful pregnancy, after all those years you tried. At first, it was all a celebration. You would finally have his heir. He could finally take the black crown. But after a few months, he realized there was a chance that you would bear a daughter, instead of a son. He knew that you were so old, and your body so hesitant to conceive, that this was the only chance at an heir he would get. If it wasn’t a son, then the throne would pass by Lyam and go to another ruler. Maybe it would have even gone to Henry, he was next-in-line. The funny thing is, Henry wanted Lyam to rule more than he wanted the crown for himself. He wanted to do whatever Lyam asked, and so did I. We would have done anything for him.”

“Stop this.”

Jonn shook his head. “So, we did. Lyam asked us to find every dark-haired, dark-eyed woman in the kingdom who was soon to bear a child and bring them to the healers. We told the women they were in need of special care. And when your little baby was born, it was Lyam’s nightmare come to life.”

“But it was Henry. He took my baby.”

“No. Lyam took her. Don’t you remember? Henry wasn’t in the chamber. Lyam told us. He told us that he grabbed the baby before you could even see her leave your body. He pulled her out, ready to run, and the midwife had to beg him to slow enough that she could cut the cord from you.”

Zarana’s heart plummeted. “I remember.”

“He burst out of the room with her, ready to throw her from the tower. He was mad with rage. Henry and I were waiting outside the door, and we stopped him. I had to hold him by the neck just so Henry could rip the baby from his arms. They were both filthy with blood and the afterbirth of it. But Henry pleaded with him and promised him we would make the infant disappear and give you and Lyam a boy, the boy he needed. We ran down to the healers, and found a mother there, with a son. He was older, by maybe so much as day. The mother had already begun to nurse and he had been washed clean. Henry handed me the boy and sent me back into the tower. I took him to Lyam.”

“Zander.”

Jonn gave a stern nod, “We thought you would notice the little things. His little cord was scabbed over and stumped. His eyes were alert and open. His skin was almost the same tone as the girl’s, but it wasn’t exact. But you never noticed. I always believed some part of you didn’t want to know it. But nine years went by, and you never said a thing, until that day when everything changed.”

“Lyam told me.”

“His dying wish to tell the truth? Though even on the verge of death, he couldn’t be brave enough to actually confess his hand in it all. That fussock of a man couldn’t bother telling you that he was the one to blame when he bore his soul to you.”

“He said it was Henry. He said that Henry did it all, and fooled him,” Zarana whispered, as though she were floating far away into the memory.

“He knew you would kill Henry, I’m certain of that. And perhaps he made the right choice. After all, with Henry and I dead, the secret would die with us. No one could ever undermine Zander, and Lyam could keep his legacy under the black crown.”

Zarana felt a hot, traitorous tear roll down her cheek. “You took my daughter from me. You took my sweet, perfect daughter, and gave me a beast in her place.”

Jonn pursed his lips, setting himself with resolution. “Now you know the truth. I’m glad I could tell you before your end. I’ve needed to say those words to you for...however long it’s been.”

“Sixteen years.”

“Aye.”

Zarana stiffened. “Don’t you think Zander deserves to know before he dies?”

“No,” Jonn started. “He will use it to beg for his life, and Micha will have to give it to him. Micha won’t execute a commoner under a king’s charges. Although, now that I hear myself say it aloud, maybe that’s a worse fate for Zander. He will be sent back to Candor to live as a peasant, with nothing but shame for the cruelty he’s imposed on his people. He will be hated and cursed.”

“Do you think him worthy of all that? He’s just a common boy. Surely he has no capacity for ruling, and we can’t hold him responsible.”

Jonn’s eyes darkened. “He’s made choices that had nothing to do with his bloodline, and I don’t believe for a moment that you are ignorant of what he’s done. Sir Rowan and Duchess Avenna have been living here in this castle with me for a month’s time. If you think I have not heard from them all the tales of what Zander has done behind closed doors, you are wrong.”

Zarana pursed her lips, “Yes. I’ve never forgiven him for that.”

“Good. He isn’t worthy of mercy. Even from you.”

She lifted her eyes again to meet his and pleaded with Jonn through their gaze. “The news of this will shatter Candor if it reaches them. My kingdom is already so fragile. What will become of it? Surely you still care. You, Henry, Lyam, and I. We all loved Candor, and not because of our youth or any other reason, except it is a truly wonderful place of valor and fortitude. None of that has changed. But it will, Jonn. It will disintegrate into nothing but a shadow of what it was.”

“It hasn’t been the wonderful place that you’re describing, for many years. You shattered it yourself when Lyam died and you turned it into a tyrant’s playground. You think I haven’t seen it for myself? Just because I have sanctuary in Ediva doesn’t mean I haven’t penetrated the boundaries of Candor, hundreds of times, under disguise and shadows. No, there is nothing worth saving, except for our own memories. I don’t know what will become of it, but I do know that people have a right to hear the truth, just as you have heard it from me today. I needed this chance to tell you that you were wrong, and your people will know it, too. Perhaps it will give them comfort to see how you lied to them. You were wrong about Henry. You were wrong to kill him. Just as young Finn said, you deserve to die a slow, painful death.”

Zarana frowned, “If you allow this, and you let this secret leave Ediva, then Candor will be thrown into poverty and chaos. The truth will not free the common people. It will kill them.”

“I don’t care,” he repeated, staring into her eyes.

She shuddered at his coldness, but there was a piece of her that couldn’t keep on. Perhaps she had finally let go of something she’d clutched onto, too tightly. After all, in a few hours, or days, she would be dead. Everything she had done would be for nothing.

At least Aven was safe.

“Come on,” Jonn prodded, “come back to your fate.”

“Will you speak to Micha on my behalf?” Zarana whispered.

Jonn had already begun to turn, and he tossed his word over his shoulder, “Maybe.”

When they reentered the room, it was abuzz with the tension of restlessness.

Zarana felt as though a cloud was over her, and she knew that Micha and the others were speaking, but her mind was elsewhere as she took her place in the chair. She couldn’t help but glance at the swords in the guards’ belts, the metal glistening in her view as if taunting her. Were those the blades that would remove her head from her neck? Would she feel them as they cut through her? She had ordered many executions in her time as queen, and she always gave the victims a drink of wine with crushed seeds of night flowers mixed into the goblet. It was so they wouldn’t struggle when the sword met flesh. Stillness made death come fast.

She hoped Micha would give her something to make her death come fast.

Zander had begun to weep, no doubt the knowledge sinking into him that he wouldn’t escape this end. Zarana might have felt sympathy for him.

“Now that’s over,” King Micha snapped, the room settling at once, “I’ve all but made up my mind. The perspectives given today have been damning, to say the least. I am fully settled on my choice of judgment for you, King Zander. You are unreasonable and childish, and with you on the throne, I would never find balance or common ground between our two kingdoms. You will answer for carelessly abusing the men who followed you into an unnecessary battle and died under your cowardice.”

Zander let forth a sob. The guard didn’t slap him for it, but Zander covered his own mouth, all the same.

“But you, Zarana,” Micha continued, “your choices are still a mystery to me. So, I will ask you again to justify them, so I may see if your motives are for yourself, your family, or for your kingdom. Queen, do you have an explanation?”

Zarana felt the weight leave her shoulders and float away. She studied and stared into the eyes of the five Candorians, solemn before her, responsible for her right to live or die. They were the descendants of her generation; the children of those with whom she had formed allies, enemies, and traitors. Her daughter. Henry’s daughter. Sylas’s daughter. She hoped they would be proud of their kingdom and all it meant. She hoped they would return to Candor to carry it on into the ages. But more than anything, she hoped they understood that Candor was strong because of the traditions that it stood for. When her head would fall from her body at the executioner’s swing, the lords and ladies must keep Candor alive. They would carry her torch.

She could say that to them, now. She could utter a few words in a single breath, and pledge to return to Candor and change the law. She could pledge to give Aven the throne. Surely, the people would warm to her, the same way the people of Colby had warmed to her.

But it was a dream. All her thoughts, and ideations, they had been fantasies.

She had been young, once. She had believed she could make Candor someplace different. She had been certain that it would be a place of equality and peace, if only she fought for it. But people don’t want change. People don’t want things to be better. People want a king to put them into their little places and shove them aside, then say it’s all part of his important plan.

Zarana could see it in their eyes. Raena. Aven. Islabell. Finley. Allyn. That fire of youth was burning in them. They thought they could bring love and fairness and compassion, and somehow that would trickle out of them and spread like a fire through the deserts of Calamyta.

They didn’t know it, and they could never know it, because they hated her with such intensity. They would reject any thought of their similarity. But in their cores, they were the same as she once was. They were no different. And now, she was a foolish old woman who would steal the light from them, if she shared her bitter bargains and pleas.

They would find out for themselves what a harsh, unforgiving, and punishing demand it was, to rule over people.

Zarana met Micha’s stare. His golden eyebrows were raised, expectant for her response.

Zarana shook her head.




The End.
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CHAPTER ONE 

RAENA’S SPRING
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The nobles of Candor and Ediva were gathered in a half-circle around the courtyard. At the entrances stood the Kingsguard, keeping back the hordes of commoners who wished to see the executions for themselves. The crowds of citizens packed the many hallways that stretched outward from the courtyard like seven spokes of a wagon wheel, the same way every city in Ediva was designed. 

They called it “The Womb”, because it was the center of the citadel’s keep. The Womb in Salish castle was a domed interior that seemed to stretch to the heavens, with stone walls covered in murals of every color and variety. Wrapped within to cover nearly every surface were beautiful trees and plants in homage to the seven gods. It was a gorgeous manangerie that smelled of Spring in a rainforest. It reminded Raena of when she had first arrived in East Shore, though that seemed like a lifetime ago.

Raena stood near the front of spectators, representing the nobles of Candor along with Bell, Allyn Lox, and Finn, who was propped into a chair. Otherwise, Raena saw the unfamiliar cheeky faces of Edivans in all directions. There were a few hundred of the native Lords and Ladies, foreign-looking with their woven blouses, thick hats, and heavy boots. 

At the center of the giant terrarium stood King Micha, a few paces behind Queen Zarana and her son ‘King’ Zander. Both the Candorian rulers were bound to stools with blindfolds over their eyes. Raena was surprised to see Zander wasn’t struggling. She wondered if they had been given substances to sedate them.

“Thank you all for joining me today,” Micha addressed the nobles, “this is a somber, but necessary occasion.”

Raena shuddered at the mention of necessity.

Micha folded his hands in front of his stomach. “Out of respect for the Princ-my apologies, the King and Queen, I will share in their native tongue, then repeat what I have said in Edivan for the benefit of all others.”

Raena glanced from side to side, hoping to see Aven. It had been almost fifteen days since they had last spoken face-to-face. Everything else between them had passed through Bell as their messenger.

“Yesterday, you gave me perspective,” Micha continued, “Most of you advocated for mercy. But I have a difficult choice as ruler of this kingdom, to prevent a war and also to appease my Lords. I’m also in the delicate situation of satisfyng the Boens now, it seems. All those choices weigh heavily on me, and have brought us to the point we are on this day of change.” Micha allowed a short pause, then began repeating his speech in Edivan.

Raena turned her head to see several nodding heads from the nobles behind her, who must have agreed strongly with whatever Micha’s speech included. She followed the line of people, slower, scanning every face for one in particular. The droning sound of Micha’s indistinguishable words wore on.

Then, at the corner of the sea of wide Edivan faces, Raena saw a pair of gentle hazel eyes surrounded by pale Candorian Northerner skin. Aven was staring back at her with warmth and openness that melted her steeled heart immediately. The familiarity between them caused Raena to ache but yearn all in the same breath. It was like the first time she had seen Aven, all over again, except with so much hurt and understanding layered over the simplest of gazes.

Raena checked to see that King Micha wasn’t paying attention, but he was engaged in his speech and had locked eyes with a group of Edivan Knights. As casually as she could muster, Raena slipped back into the crowd of nobles behind her, putting herself behind layers of Lords two or three people deep. Without a word, she bowed her head and weaved through, staying close to the middle where she hoped she would stay unnoticed. Every few steps she cast a glance back toward Micha.

When Raena was a meter from her destination, she spotted the familiar broad shoulders and unruly auburn hair of a Colby boy.

“Barton,” Raena whispered, “It’s Rowan. Don’t turn around. Walk with me?”

Barton nodded once to acknowledge he heard her. Raena placed her hand on his elbow and pulled him sideways, creeping closer toward her target, keeping his bulky body between her and Micha’s line of sight.

Micha had switched back to speaking in Candorian. “Our tradition to choose your own fate is as ancient as Ediva, and it is right for a King to have this honor. I have asked King Zander for his last wishes, and I have asked him what death he considered the most noble. He was given the right to choose for himself, and also for the Queen.”

Barton had stopped moving, frozen in place. Raena was a few paces from Aven, still. She looked to see what had captivated Barton, peering around his neck.

Micha stood in the same spot but was joined by two men, each holding shining scythes. They had slipped behind the Candorian rulers, undetected. 

King Zander and Queen Zarana were still. They were peaceful. They didn’t even tremble at the slightest.

“King Zander chose to have the quickest, most-painless death,” Micha said, “and he chose a torturous fate for his mother, the Queen. It seemed cruel to me that he would ask her death to be dragged out as long as possible, but that was his wish.”

Micha paused and stepped forward. It was silent in the Womb.

Raena felt herself holding her breath. She stepped out from behind Barton as if she was stepping into a nightmare she couldn’t wake from.

There was no movement, no sound. Despite over a hundred gathered, no one whispered or broke the suffocating silence.

Then, there was a choke.

A garbling, heaving sound.

Raena couldn’t tell where it was coming from, but Micha looked down at Zander, and all attentions followed his blue eyes.

Zander was trying to pull his arms free from the stool as he folded forward, coughing and sputtering. 

“I heard his wishes,” Micha said, raising his voice, “he wanted his death to be the quickest. So we poisoned him, hours ago. We gave him a fine meal to enjoy, with plenty of wine.”

Zander gagged violently. He convulsed, and a spatter of blood flew from his lips.

Micha shook his head, “I gave him the most-fitting thing, and he ought to appreciate it. I have it on good authority that poisoning is Zander’s preferred way to deal with his enemies.”

Raena glanced at Aven to see the former Duchess was holding strong. Her eyes were steady, though her lips were rigid and her fists were clenched. Despite all the pain Zander had caused, it was certain that Aven hated to watch anyone suffer.

Micha began to speak in Edivan once more, perhaps repeating what he had said, or perhaps saying something else entirely. Zander jerked forward and spasmed, toppling face first onto the tile. For the first time, the crowd gasped. The young King was shaking as though he were in a seizure, spitting more blood. 

“Curse you!” Zander shouted into the floor. “Almighties curse you!”

Micha did not falter, only raised his voice. The Edivan language was poetic and monosyllabic, with many dragging tones. It sounded as if he were chanting a low prayer.

Zander could no longer shout, as his words were drowned by wet, choking, gags.

All eyes were on Zander as his gagging turned to gurgles, and then slowly transformed into short gasps. Perhaps a full minute passed, and his skin began to tint as blue as the night sky.

Raena moved without hesitation until she was alongside Aven, where she’d wanted to be. She let her hand fall to her side and she waited. There was a space between them but Raena could feel the familiar pull of Aven near her, as though a light gust of wind would be enough to throw them into one another’s arms. Reana was steady, and then she felt it; Aven’s gentle fingers brushing against hers, tentatively asking permission for more. Raena obliged, and gripped Aven’s hand with security. She prayed no one might see, but all eyes in the great room seemed to stay transfixed on Zander’s final breaths.

Micha turned to address the Queen. “Your son has only seconds left. Is there anyone you wish to name your successor? I am giving you this final chance.”

Queen Zarana wet her lips, “Trevin Schinen.”

Raena’s heart raced.

“You have named a dead man,” Micha said, “You are ill, dear woman. All of House Schinen was slaughtered under your command. Do you wish to name any other successor?”

Raena felt her throat dry and her skin flush at the mention of her family. Even after sixteen years, she was haunted by the Queen’s massacre of every member of her father’s noble House.

“Trevin Schinen,” Zarana repeated.

Micha sighed, “I will now read your last blessings.” He stepped back and pulled a roll of paper from his pocket no larger than his forearm. He began to read from it in Candorian, but his voice knit the words together, like a song.

Aven’s grip on Raena’s hand was painfully tight.

From behind Zarana, the Knight stepped forward and raised his scythe. 

Zarana was a vision.

Her silver hair framed her face. Though the blindfold covered her brown eyes, her demeanor was tender and open. Her shoulders and arms were relaxed. Her mouth was turned up with the pleasant expression of someone who has let go of everything that once burdened them in life. Her lips remained that way, even as the scythe sliced into the sagging, wrinkled folds of her neck. Even as that slight smile became separated from her body. Even as her dead weight slumped forward, and her head rolled to the ground. 

Zarana was at peace.

The crowd was alive with screams. Perhaps some were of joy. Perhaps some were of dismay. The sound was overwhelming as it echoed through the domed space. 

Raena stared, unable to reconcile all the emotion gushing inside her like a flood breaking a dam. She had her revenge. She should have felt whole. She looked at the bloodied stump spurting its last pulses of fluid life where Zarana’s face had been only seconds before. She dared herself to feel any vindication for the death of her father, her cousins, her friends. This was the resolution she’d waited most of her life for. It was empty.

“Stop, he’ll see you,” Barton said.

Raena had been so focused that she hadn’t realized Aven was in her arms, sobbing against her chest, until she heard the warning. She jumped away.

“Sorry, I’m sorry,” Aven muttered, holding her hands to her chin. Tears streamed down her face, through trails of dirt.

Raena felt a pang of anguish. She wanted to reach out again. But she caught a familiar face at the opposite side of the crowd and felt the burning glare of his chestnut eyes upon her. He had seen them together. He had seen Raena holding Aven, even though it was for a mere second of time.

“I have to go,” Raena whispered, “I’ll send Bell to you.”

Aven gasped as a sob escaped her. This time Barton came to the former Duchess Aven’s aid, patting her arms with his clumsy, boyish hands. She seemed to reach for Raena, but Barton was between them.

Raena turned and walked through the chaos of the crowd, now disintegrating into an amorphous shape. The Womb was raucous with chittering Edivan voices, shouting and calling out in the language Raena didn’t understand. Zander’s body had been removed, and Micha was nowhere to be seen. She spotted Finn in his chair being carried out by two strong guards, and she curved her path to follow after them. It felt as if she was swimming upstream as the Edivan nobles pushed inward, trying to get closer to the execution site. 

She was nearly out of the courtyard when she saw him. Out of the corner of her eye Raena spotted his telltale armor, black with thick chainmail. He was impossible to miss; his hair and skin several shades darker than any Edivan. He was her perfect opposite, in this way.

“I saw you,” Sir Jonn said, falling into step alongside her.

“I’m aware,” Raena snapped.

“We will speak tonight.”

Raena scoffed and turned to mutter a reply, but he was already gone.
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Roll Call

CANDOR

House Candor

Obsolete since Charl Candor failed to produce an heir; the throne went to his first cousin, Alezander Payton.

House Payton

Second house in-line to the throne for Candor

King Lyam Payton (deceased) - ruled Candor. Fought in the Equinox War against Ediva.

Queen Zarana Payton nee Grent - interim ruler of Candor while waiting for Lyam’s son Zander to produce an heir and take the throne.

Prince Zander Payton - heir to the throne.

Sir Han’gahan - Knight assigned to serve Queen Zarana.

Sir Dunley - Knight assigned to serve Zander.

Georgio - councilor to the crown.

Rashel - a handmaiden.

House Schinen

Third house in-line to the throne for Candor

Lord Henry Schinen (deceased) - fought in the Equinox War against Ediva. Former ally to King Liam. Killed by the Queen’s guards.

Lady Alura 

(Lady) Raena Schinen - heir to House Schinen.

Trevin Schinen (deceased) - nephew of Henry Schinen, next male in bloodline.

Sir Jonn - former knight to serve Lord Henry. 

House Grent

Fourth house in-line to the throne for Candor

Lady Floren Grent - cousin to Queen Zarana.

House of Archer Sylas (Hawk’s Keep)

Fifth house in-line to the throne for Candor

Lord Sylas - fought in the Equinox War with Ediva. Lord of Hawk’s Keep.

Lady Isla - wife of Sylas.

Lady Islabell “Bell” - daughter to Sylas and Isla.

Sir Wain - Knight and first cousin once removed to Lord Sylas.

Sir Finley - son of Wain, second cousin to Lord Sylas. Lower Knight of little reknown.

Sir Cames - Knight of Hawk’s Keep.

House Lox

Sixth house in-line to the throne for Candor

Duke Lox - keeper of the library.

Allyn Lox - nephew to the Duke. A Knight of little renown.

House Galewind

Seventh house in-line to the throne for Candor

Sir Brande - distant cousin to Lord Sylas.

“Sir Rowan” - fictional bastard son of Sir Brande.
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EAST SHORE

House Colby

Lord Andres & Lady Gracia - former rulers of House Colby; resigned from rule.

Duke Eathon Colby (deceased) - oldest son, ruled House Colby until death from unknown illness.

Duchess Avenna Colby - ruler of House Colby. Formerly of Candor, common-born.

Sir Anreich - Knight who serves House Colby.

Tomas - a guard for Colby.

Guon - a guard for Colby.

Dancy - a guard for Colby.

Olyander - a horseman for Colby.

Sons of Andres & Gracia Colby: Barton, Rudge, Anton, Fjorden, Fitzandre, and Cam.

Thadeon Cross - councilor of guardians.

Angeline Mondraken - councilor of information.

Fitzduncan - councilor of affairs.

Eljoy - councilor of harvests.

Other notable people of East Shore

Duke Hale Hanford.

Duke Claue Deen.

Other notable people of Boenaerya

King Micha Timen - King of Ediva.

The Jin - a leader of Boens.
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